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PREFACE


This is one of three volumes I hope to write on Old Testament Theology. The introduction explains why there will be three. This first volume amounts to a theological commentary on the Old Testament story. So, for instance, the contents of the “law,” the Prophets and the poetic books will not come into focus here. I hope that the detailed contents page may help readers locate material on themes that may interest them, such as, say, the significance of leadership or community or the land or the way God acts in history. One or two advance readers have also suggested that the volume might be useful to preachers. I do not object to that.

Translations of the biblical text are my own and follow the Masoretic Text (mt), except where otherwise indicated. Where mt incorporates more than one version of the text or where, for example, LXX suggests an alternative Hebrew text, I have not reckoned that we must necessarily choose just one form, but I have generally avoided modern attempts to reconstruct the text. Where versification differs between English and printed Hebrew Bibles, I give the latter in square brackets, e.g., Psalm 89:12 [MT 13]. To preserve the distinction between yiqtol and qatal (imperfect and perfect) verbs when Hebrew poetry uses both in referring to the past, I have generally translated the yiqtol by verb forms such as “would pour down dew” (Prov 3:20).1 In referring to Israel’s God, I have used the term Yhwh, especially where the text does so, deferring to the fact that the text does not provide us with its vowels. I have not deferred to LXX and subsequent translations by replacing Yhwh in my written text by a word for “the Lord.” On the other hand, in light of the fact that this is a work of Christian theology, I use the politically incorrect terms B.C. and A.D. In transliterating Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek, I have generally followed the Society of Biblical Literature academic system but have occasionally transliterated wellknown words such as shalom in the familiar way. Where I give no page number in citing a commentary, the reference is to its discussion of the passage in question. Any italics are from the author I am quoting unless otherwise noted. In general, I assume a readership that has undertaken such study of the Old Testament as will have given them some understanding, for example, of the reasons for assuming that Moses did not write the Pentateuch or that several prophets contributed to the book called Isaiah.

I am grateful to students in OT 805 at Fuller Theological Seminary who worked through the material in this book and made valuable comments, some of which appear explicitly in the pages that follow. I am particularly grateful to my research assistant Benjamin Galan and to Joseph Henderson for compiling the subject index, and also to my editor Dan Reid for wise advice. And I am grateful to Fuller Seminary for encouragement to undertake this work, for sabbatical leave that hastened its completion, for the library and the enthusiasm of librarians to obtain works they did not have, and for its flexible scheduling that allowed me to write so much of the volume sitting on the patio with Ann, listening to CDs.








1

INTRODUCTION

Old Testament Theology as Narrative


The expression “Old Testament theology” suffers from a number of disadvantages and ambiguities, but I have retained it in the title for this book because of its value connotations with regard to my subject (though for some people these are negative value connotations). I do not care for the phrase “Old Testament,” which we inherit from some time in the patristic period, because it rather suggests something antiquated and inferior left behind by a dead person. But the politically correct term “Hebrew Bible,” as well as not being quite accurate (there is Aramaic in these Scriptures, too), from a Christian perspective moves too far away from the twin expression “New Testament.” “Tanak,” the Hebrew acronym for “the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings,” is more accurate, but as the Jewish equivalent to “Old Testament” it is close to being a confessional title that feels odd in Christian usage. From chapter two onward, I will normally use the phrase “First Testament.”

Meanwhile, what do we mean by “Old Testament theology,” and how should we go about it? Books on Old Testament theology commonly include substantial theoretical prolegomena. I have written at length on these matters elsewhere,1 and now want to get on with the task. But here are some theses that lie behind the chapters that follow or emerge from them.


1.1 Theology

In what sense can a work on Old Testament theology count as theology?

First, Old Testament theology is different from Israelite theology. It is illuminating to study what Israelites actually believed in Old Testament times, and even what was viewed as orthodox theology in Old Testament times. For instance, books such as Kings and Ezekiel suggest that mainstream Israelite faith often included worship of Yhwh with the aid of images and recognition of a consort alongside Yhwh, and archaeological discoveries also indicate this. But the Old Testament books do not approve of such beliefs and practices, and Old Testament theology concerns itself with the stance taken by the Old Testament books on the nature of “authentic” Israelite faith.

The raw material for this study of Old Testament theology is the Old Testament in the narrow sense—the books of the Hebrew Bible, or the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings. Many Old Testament theologies have gone on to take some account of other Jewish writings such as those included in the Greek canon (the “apocrypha” or deuterocanonical writings), the Qumran documents and other writings of this period, and then the Mishnah and the Talmud. On the basis of the ongoing nature of the process whereby the biblical tradition developed, Hartmut Gese argued that the Greek canon should be the resource for biblical theology because it includes the “missing links” between the two Testaments.2 But the narrower collection of books is the only one that (by a process we cannot trace) we know came to be recognized within Judaism as a definitive statement of God’s dealings with its forebears, and many Christian communities have followed Judaism in giving special status to this collection—including the community to which I belong.3 In this volume I make occasional reference to these other Jewish works, but I do not treat them as a source for a statement of Old Testament theology.

Old Testament theology can denote an attempt to give a purely descriptive account of the thought-world that lies behind the texts or of the faith held by the authors of the Old Testament—one that need carry no implications for what we ourselves might believe. One problem with this understanding is that no one in Old Testament times knew the whole Old Testament. Whereas studying the theology of Ezekiel might be quite like studying the theology of Calvin, formulating an Old Testament theology would be more like writing a theology of the Reformation—an attempt to describe Reformation thinking as a whole. We might thus more feasibly see the task as an attempt to describe the faith implied by the Old Testament or the faith that emerges from the Old Testament. We could see it as a statement of Old Testament faith as this might have been expressed by someone who studied the Old Testament in, say, 10 B.C., if we may imagine the Old Testament existing as a defined collection of Scriptures at that point.


Theology as an Analytical, Critical, Reflective Exercise

Yet the way we go about formulating this faith two millennia later is different from anything anyone would have formulated at that point. Our categories and structures of thought are different. We go about analysis, formulation and reflection in different ways. That is one reason why no one wrote an “Old Testament theology” until a century or so ago. Old Testament theology attempts not merely to describe the faith implied by the Old Testament but to reflect on it analytically, critically and constructively. By theology I mean such an analytic, critical and constructive exercise, a discipline or a set of disciplines that developed through the interaction between Middle Eastern and European thought in post-New Testament times, particularly after the Enlightenment. One reason Western thought has felt the need for such a critical and constructive exercise is our awareness that the Old Testament incorporates different, even clashing, theological convictions. Old Testament theology’s task is to see what greater whole can encompass the diversity within the Old Testament.4

The circumstances of Old Testament theology’s development do not mean it was an inherently misguided exercise, or one that tried to turn chalk into cheese. One evidence that it was not is the presence of material in the Old Testament that reflects something like analytical, critical and constructive thought: Isaiah 40—55, Job and Ecclesiastes are instances of this. Admittedly, most Old Testament books are not works of theology in the sense in which I have just used the word, and works such as those three are thus different from others. The development of theology was not a development required by the nature of the Scriptures, but an accidental result of the journey of the gospel into Europe.5 But the Scriptures as a whole belong on a continuum and the books that more clearly have this nature provide evidence that such reflection need not be alien to the collection as a whole. For the purposes of the present volume in which we will be focusing on the Old Testament narrative, it is especially noteworthy that Job, arguably the most “theological” book in the Old Testament, is a drama—not a narrative, but something quite like a narrative. Old Testament theology seeks to formulate the inherent nature of Old Testament faith in the analytic, critical and constructive categories that help us interact with it in our own age.

The interaction between the Middle Eastern and Mediterranean worlds may have been beginning within the Old Testament. It is certainly evident in books in the Greek Bible such as Wisdom, and it appears further in the New Testament. The discussion in the world of Greek thought regarding matters such as the trinitarian nature of the one God, the divine-human person of Christ, creation out of nothing, and the “Fall” is not in principle alien to the Scriptures as a whole, but it does take scriptural thinking further than the Scriptures do themselves or takes them sideways or backwards from them. Such discussion takes scriptural thinking itself a considerable distance further or sideways or backwards in relation to the Old Testament, and risks losing sight of the wisdom that appears there. If we are to learn from the Old Testament theologically, Old Testament theology will be wise to keep closer to the Old Testament’s own categories of thought in order to give it more opportunity to speak its own insights rather than assimilating it to Christian categories.

Other aspects of the categories of thought that we bring to the text have also made Old Testament theology reflect more (or less) than merely what we find there. People who aim to write descriptively are influenced by what they bring to the text. The greatest would-be descriptive work on Old Testament theology, by Walther Eichrodt, takes covenant as its organizing principle.6 This is an illuminating idea, but covenant is not as pervasive in the Old Testament as Eichrodt implies, or as his readers infer that he implies. One may guess that one reason why the idea appealed to Eichrodt and appeals to many other readers of the Old Testament is that covenant thinking is prominent in some Christian theological circles. Authors’ commitments, contexts, and presuppositions affect how and what they see. The much-reviled “biblical theology movement” of the mid-twentieth century7 illustrates that.

In principle I am not interested in Old Testament theology as a merely theoretical discipline. I am interested in it because I have found that the Old Testament has a capacity to speak with illumination and power to the lives of communities and individuals. Yet I also believe it has been ignored and/or emasculated and I want to see it let loose in the world of theology, in the church and in the world. I want to formulate a statement that is theological in the sense that it expresses what we can believe and live by and not merely one that restates what some dead Israelites believed.




Listening to the Whole Old Testament

Systematic theology involves a further level of one’s evaluative or critical stance in relation to Scripture. It does that in practice, whether or not it does in theory, in deciding what parts of Scripture are more or less important and/or more or less true. Even if it does not actually declare that Scripture is wrong, it omits scriptural material in a way that constitutes a practical declaration of this kind. Works on Old Testament theology do the same, and I expect I will do so, but my aim is to avoid it. Even if my effort to cover all the material may lead readers to conclude that the Old Testament’s theology is wrong, I want to state what its theology actually is. David Clines has made explicit something generally implicit in Old Testament study, that interpreters evaluate the Old Testament (or anything else) on the basis of what they believe already. In evaluating texts, “there are no absolutes, no universal standards, and so there is nothing wrong with using your own standards…. ‘Ethical’ can only mean ‘ethical according to me and people who think like me.’”8 In the past this was less obvious because, for example, modernity or pietism gave different reading communities a common evaluative framework that felt self-evidently true. The pluralism of postmodernity helps us to see “that there is no innocent or neutral scholarship, but that all theological and interpretive scholarship is in one way or another fiduciary.”9 Like Walter Brueggemann (I think) and unlike David Clines, I want to try to subject my framework of thinking to the Old Testament’s. I am betting that this is more likely to generate new insight than if I operate the other way round.

I identify with those Christians who affirm the entire trustworthiness and authority of Scripture, but I do not attempt to justify such convictions a priori, or to prove the truth of individual statements that emerge from the Old Testament. I doubt whether theology or ethics very often works like that. If a statement does not carry intrinsic conviction, it is unlikely that a priori arguments will convince many people to accept it. The exception might be that if we find that the Old Testament speaks with illumination ninety percent of the time, we may be inclined to reckon that the other ten percent also has something in it, if only we can find the key. I take it that this is part of what is implied by speaking of the Old Testament’s “entire trustworthiness.” Certainly my own reflection works thus.

That prejudice and my general passion for the Old Testament to be heard may well skew what I write, though I do not want it to do so. Readers will have to discern where this has happened. My conviction that one hundred percent of the Old Testament has theological significance has driven me to seek to work through all its books and ask after the theological implications of all of, for example, Judges and 2 Kings as well as, for example, Genesis and Exodus. I have still given more space to Genesis and Exodus. I hope that is because the tradition is right that there is more theologically significant material in them.

Let us imagine that God is like a lion, as the Old Testament says (e.g., Lam 3:10; Hos 5:14; Amos 3:8). Testimony is then like telling people you have met a lion. Preaching is like inviting people to come to meet a lion. Theology is like reflecting on your meeting with a lion. It will involve some distancing, though during the process of reflection the lion may suddenly pop its head round the door. This reflection will be open to conversation with scientists who have read books about lions and people who have watched nature programs on television, whether or not they have met a lion or are sure they exist. Indeed, there are many scientific ways to seek to understand a lion, and many angles from which to do so: there are the angles and the categories of the zoologist, the geographer and the economist. In a parallel way, there are many angles from which to seek to understand the metaphysical lion. There are the angles of the systematic theologian and the philosophical theologian, the New Testament scholar—and the Old Testament scholar. The nature of the beast is such that no one angle and no one set of categories will reveal everything. The conviction of this theologian is that there is insight to be gained by looking at the metaphysical lion from the angle of the Old Testament and focusing resolutely on that. Whether this is so must emerge a posteriori.

In studying Old Testament theology, I am seeking to formulate some convictions that all Christian theology should acknowledge. Yet even when combined with convictions deriving from the New Testament, the Old Testament’s theological insights do not form the whole of what Christian theology must affirm. There are issues that Christian theology appropriately addresses that biblical theology does not cover: for instance, the nature of science, or the significance of the Holocaust, or the development of feminism, or the nature and location of revelation, or the nature of religious language, or the significance of church history, or the development of worldviews from premodernity through modernity to postmodernity. It is intrinsic to dogmatic or systematic theology to take into account questions that have arisen in postbiblical times. Biblical theology focuses more on working out the theological implications of the biblical material itself. This material will need to inform the development of a Christian understanding of issues such as the ones just listed, but biblical theology may not itself do so.






1.2 Old Testament Theology

So this is a work of theology, written by a Christian who wants to heed the whole of Scripture. Yet I want to try to write on the Old Testament without looking at it through Christian lenses or even New Testament lenses. By “Old Testament theology” I mean a statement of what we might believe about God and us if we simply use the Old Testament or if we let it provide the lenses through which we look at Jesus. I am prepared to say that the Old Testament’s insights must be seen in light of those of the New, but only as long as we immediately add that it is just as essential to see the New Testament’s insights in light of those of the Old. Indeed, the latter is more important given that in practice the declaration that the Old must be looked at in light of the New is generally a euphemism for the conviction that the Old must be evaluated by means of the New and discounted when it says something different.

There are a number of points where Old Testament faith differs from New Testament faith. It is more interested in creation, the world of the nations and politics; it is more accepting of death and of the ambiguities of human life; it lacks a “positive” picture of life after death or a stress on the Messiah; it understands human sinfulness differently; it stresses reverence for God; it sees us as free to complain at God and to express doubt; it emphasizes enjoyment of everyday family life and food and drink; it values sacramental worship; and it enjoins detailed outward obedience to divine commands. My attitude to such differences is in principle to see them not as points where the New Testament surpasses the Old, but as points where Christians are especially likely to have something to learn.10 Even where the New may surpass the Old, the church will likely especially need the Old, especially now that the world has gone on for another two millennia since New Testament times, far longer than the period from Abraham to Christ. Over this time the church has not found it possible to live as if God had become incarnate or as if God’s son had been given for it or as if God’s reign had begun, and one can hardly maintain in the third millennium that it might be about to do so. If there is material in Scripture that starts from our stubbornness (so, e.g., Mk 10:5), we still need it. Indeed, only when people have learned to take the Old Testament really seriously can they be entrusted with the story of Jesus, as Dietrich Bonhoeffer more or less argued.11 The church has reversed that argument and turned Christian faith into a faith that is itself truncated.

The conventional wisdom derived from Jean-François Lyotard declares that the postmodern condition essentially involves “incredulity towards metanarratives,” that is, overarching narratives or statements about the nature of truth as a whole.12 Walter Brueggemann suggests rather that “our situation is one of conflict and competition between deeply held metanarratives.”13 Brueggemann’s postmodernism thus deconstructs: Brueggemann has his liberal Protestant metanarrative and his volume argues relentlessly for it.14 My application of his point is that there is a virtually unacknowledged conflict between the church’s metanarrative and that of the Old Testament (and the New Testament, actually, but that is another story). I refer not to churches that do not claim to stick too close to Scripture, but to churches that do so claim. The point is well illustrated by the nature of the creeds, which may (or may not) have been appropriate situational responses to the contexts in which they arose but do not form a reliable guide to the contents of biblical faith.

I therefore resist the principle that interpretation must recognize the limits set by the church’s creed, “within which it must work and beyond which it must not stray.”15 The church’s faith may function as a preliminary understanding, a way into theological study of Scripture, not least in the conviction that the Holy Spirit has been guiding the church in its understanding of Scripture over the centuries. But we know that in general the Holy Spirit’s success in conforming the church to God’s will and vision is somewhat partial. One would expect this also to apply to the church’s interaction with Scripture, and a look at the relationship between the Scriptures and the church’s faith and life makes it clear that this is indeed so.

I want to articulate part of the metanarrative that the church accepts in theory but ignores in practice. “Old Testament theological articulation does not conform to established church faith, either in its official declaration or in its more popular propensities. There is much that is wild and untamed about the theological witness of the Old Testament that church theology does not face.”16 But the church’s “incomplete conversion toward the God of Israel” is a broader and deeper matter. The conventional outline of the Christian story of salvation has four stages: creation, Fall, the coming of Christ and the final judgment. The church’s framework for reading Scripture thus jumps from the “Fall” to the birth of Jesus and enables it to contract out of God’s concern for the world, to forgo “creative theological engagement with the hard edges of human history” in favor of a focus on the personal and private.17

But I am not especially concerned about the tough aspects of the Old Testament or the aspects that the church might want to avoid. The Old Testament is not basically hard or demanding news to swallow, but good news that has not been heard.


The Pressing Imperative

Reading the New Testament in light of the Old is thus a more pressing imperative than reading the Old in light of the New because the church has systematically neglected the Old Testament. John Bright compared the two Testaments to the acts of a play.18 An audience cannot expect to show up during the interval and understand Act II, nor to leave at the interval with an understanding of the play based on seeing Act I. To adapt the analogy, when I watch later episodes of a television sitcom or drama without having watched episodes from earlier seasons, I get the basic idea but I miss what is taken for granted, and thus I watch the repeats, too, and also find them fun in their own right. My aim here is to help people watch the first episodes of the Scriptures. When I watch those repeats, my having already seen subsequent episodes makes a difference. I am aware of aspects of people’s characters that have now come out more fully. Yet if the writers have done their job well, it is fundamentally the same characters that get filled out in later episodes. So my understanding of the first episodes, and the understanding of someone who watched the programs in the right order, should not be so very different.

Another application of the analogy occurs to me. My wife and I went to see the rereleased film A Hard Day’s Night. Amongst my reactions were tears at the contrast between the joyous innocence of John, Paul, George and Ringo in 1964 and the toughness of the lives that have since unfolded. Those years have seen John’s murder, Paul’s bereavement, George’s death through cancer and Ringo’s divorce (they were tears at the tough aspects of my own life since 1964, too, no doubt). One also recognizes how postmodern this film was, even though postmodernity had not been invented. All that makes one look at the film in a new way. But the film also deserves to be appreciated by an act of imagination that puts one back into the personal and cultural context of the 1960s. The Old Testament is a collection of works that God was happy for the chosen people to live with for a while. Eventually they would come to know about Jesus, but God could relate to them without that. James Barr has suggested that when faith comes to be “centred in a person sent from God as mediator with humanity, who is crucified and risen,” this makes such a difference that a theology without this focus must be of a quite different character.19 I see the force of this argument in theory but do not feel it in practice. I hope that this is because there is more underlying unity in the two faiths than it implies, but it may be that either I read the Old Testament through Christian eyes, or that I fail to take the New Testament seriously enough. To adapt a phrase of Rolf Knierim’s, I want to give the Old Testament its own say in the conviction that it will tell us something that is in the spirit of Christ.20 I expect that Christian conviction will nevertheless sometimes skew what I see in the Old Testament, like my reluctance to decide that the Old Testament is simply wrong. I will be particularly interested to discover where, for instance, a Jewish reader—or an atheist reader—thinks this has happened.

From a Christian perspective, then, Old Testament theology is a truncated exercise, but a defensible one. In contrast, New Testament theology seems not only a truncated exercise, but also an indefensible one. It deconstructs. One of the New Testament’s own convictions is that the Old Testament is part of the Scriptures (indeed, is the Scriptures), give or take some questions about its boundaries, and that the Old Testament provides the theological framework within which Jesus needs to be understood. The New Testament is then a series of Christian and ecclesial footnotes to the Old Testament, and one cannot produce a theology out of footnotes.

The logic of these considerations is that I should write a biblical theology. A narrative approach to biblical theology, in particular, could hardly stop at the end of the First Testament.21 I have therefore included a chapter that reads the New Testament story forward in the light of the Old Testament rather than backwards in the light of Christian doctrine. In addition, to push the earlier metaphor, I occasionally provide the body of the work with some New Testament footnotes.




Following the Old Testament’s Own Agenda

In this volume I shall not pay much attention to the way the New Testament uses the Old Testament. That usage emerges from the New Testament’s distinctive concerns. It especially wants to understand the significance of Jesus and the significance of the church, and that determines the lenses it brings to the Old Testament. Its approach to the Old Testament therefore need not influence an attempt to work out the inherent theological significance of the Old Testament—indeed, we must resist its doing so. That is not what the New Testament is seeking to do.

A “biblical theology of the New Testament”22 has the potential to redress an imbalance in Christian understanding of the story of Jesus and the beginning of the church. It can help Christians in that task of reading the New Testament story in light of where it came from and not merely where it led (e.g., the doctrine of the Trinity), with the problem of reading subsequent Christian beliefs and experience back into the New Testament. But a biblical theology of the New Testament still works back from the New to the Old and feels free to “make distinctions in the same way New Testament authors themselves did.”23 We need a more systematic theological reading of the Old Testament in light of which to read the New. The agenda for Old Testament theology is set by the Old Testament as a whole and the agenda for biblical theology is set by the Scriptures as a whole, not just those parts of them that especially link with the New. One can see much of the New Testament as a collection of sermons on Old Testament texts. One does not use later sermons, even divinely inspired ones, as the privileged lens through which henceforth to read their text. It is inappropriate to describe the New Testament as the “authoritative interpretation” of the Old without adding that the Old Testament is the authoritative interpretation of the New,24 especially as the New shows more signs of recognizing the authority of the Old than of reckoning it has authority over it.

So my aim in this Old Testament Theology is to discuss the Old Testament’s own theological content and implications, working with the assumption that the Old Testament is Act I to the New Testament’s Act II (or Acts I-IX to the New Testament’s Act X!). We can use the opening acts to illumine the final act, and I will do that in chapter eleven, but we owe the divine dramatist the respect of paying close attention to the earlier acts and not just to the end. Even a cursory look at them shows that the dramatist had a broader range of interests than people think when they only watch the last act. It is quite logical that the Christian church ignores most of the Old Testament and then thinks that Jesus is all that matters, because a main significance of the Old Testament is to show us that God has a broader agenda than we think when we focus exclusively on Jesus. On the Emmaus road Jesus interprets to his companions things about himself in all the Scriptures (Lk 24:27), but there are many other things in those Scriptures that do not relate to him anywhere as directly.

I therefore do not focus, for instance, on the Old Testament as “witness to Christ.”25 The New Testament does occasionally speak in these terms (Jn 5:39; Acts 10:43; Rom 3:21), but the image is used only in a severely metaphorical sense. As the New Testament more often assumes, witnesses are people who have seen something happen and are in a position to talk about it to other people who have not. Jesus’ disciples are witnesses to Jesus more often than the Old Testament is. It antedates Jesus and never mentions him, and it more characteristically witnesses to Yhwh, especially in the narrative books (by their nature). It is this more central witness to Yhwh that I want to reflect on.

I do not focus on the way the Old Testament “points to Christ,” which is another way of saying the same thing. The one who pointed to Christ was John the Baptist, who could do so because Jesus was there to point to (e.g., Jn 1:29, 35-36). The Old Testament points beyond itself in the sense that it expresses hopes that are not fulfilled within its pages, but one cannot work out from the Old Testament who it points to—as is reflected in Jesus’ disciples’ difficulty in seeing how it pointed to him. He is over the horizon when one stands within the Old Testament. Yet in writing as a Christian, I do so as one who can see important ways in which Jesus is the person who fulfills its job descriptions or its promises, as Jesus sought to show his disciples that he did—even if others also fulfill those job descriptions or the promises. For instance, Paul sees himself and Barnabas as fulfilling the vision of the servant of Yhwh (Acts 13:47), and it seems churlish to deny that the Jewish people as a whole has also fulfilled aspects of this vision.

I do not focus on the Old Testament as prophesying or predicting Jesus. Again, the New Testament occasionally speaks in these terms, though not as prevalently as Christians do, nor with the same implications. According to 1 Kings 13, a man of God once declared that a descendant of David, “Josiah by name,” would one day defile the altar that the Ephraimite king had erected at Bethel. Three centuries later, a descendant of David called Josiah did so. There are no analogous prophecies that a woman called Mary would give birth to a baby called Jesus. Christians know that Jesus is the means whereby God began to fulfill the promise of a descendant of David who would live up to the Old Testament ideal of kingship, and that Jesus was the embodiment par excellence of the vision of a servant of Yhwh who suffers to put things right between people and God. But this does not make Isaiah 11 or Isaiah 53 prophecies or predictions of Jesus. If they become that, this happens only in light of their fulfillment.

I do not discuss the way what is concealed in the Old is revealed in the New.26 In declaring that the hidden things belong to Yhwh our God, but the things that are revealed belong to the Israelites and their descendants forever as they put Moses’ Teaching into effect (Deut 29:29 [MT 28]), Moses suggests that his teaching, and the Old Testament by extension, is not a repository of concealment but a repository of revelation. The New certainly assumes that there are things that are revealed in the New, but that is not a basis for reading them into the Old. They are new. They add to the Old; they are not a basis for a de facto abandoning of the Old. What is concealed from the Old is revealed in the New. What is revealed in the Old is taken for granted in the New and then forgotten in the church.

I do not focus on the Old Testament as foreshadowing the New. Events such as the exodus and practices such as sacrifice indeed provided the New Testament with the means of understanding Jesus, but they thus came to be seen as “types” in light of their proving to have that capacity. In the Old Testament events such as the exodus and practices such as sacrifice have significance in themselves, and I want to focus on what we learn from that.

I do not see the Old Testament as law that is succeeded by the gospel. The dynamic of Old Testament faith and New Testament faith is similar. In both, God reaches out in grace to a people who in no way deserve such an initiative. In both, God sets up a relationship with this people for reasons that emerge from within God. In both, God acts with energy on this people’s behalf. In both, God’s gifts include teaching on the nature of the life God seeks from the people. In both, the possibility of living that life is both God’s gift and an obligation emerging from God’s reaching out to people. The contents of the life outlined by God in the two Testaments complement each other in a variety of ways, in the areas of life they cover and the allowances they make for the human failings of the people to whom the teaching is given. “Gospel” does not come into being only with the coming of Jesus. In speaking of Jesus’ story as “gospel,” the early Christians were thinking of his story in terms that had already applied to Israel’s story.




Narrative, Faith and Ethos

I divide my study of Old Testament theology into three parts and thus into three volumes, to reflect something of the Old Testament’s own literary and theological nature, and in the conviction that the literary and the theological are related.

Old Testament faith expresses itself initially in a narrative. The main bulk of the Old Testament is a narrative account of Israel’s story and of God’s involvement with it. Its narrative form corresponds to its substance, and theological reflection on its gospel needs to work with its narrative form. In the present volume, then, I treat the Old Testament as the story of God’s relationship with the world and with Israel. Volume one concerns the Old Testament’s gospel, or how things were, or what God and Israel have done. It is a work of narrative theology.

In reading the Torah, the Prophets and the Writings, when we come to the (Latter) Prophets we reach something more like the discursive thinking that has characterized theology since that meeting of Christian thinking with Greek thought. My second volume will start from these books and from the Wisdom Books and the Psalms, and will be the nearest to traditional theology in this work as a whole. It will concern the Old Testament’s faith and hope, or how things are and will be, or who God is and who we are.

In volume three, the Psalms and the instructional material in the Torah will then provide the starting point for considering people’s relationship with God and their lifestyle, their worship and their ethics, their spirituality and their community life. Volume three will thus concern the Old Testament’s vision of life or its ethos, or how things can be and should be, or what God calls us to.

The three volumes are not simply three separate theologies, of Narrative, Prophets and Writings. Gospel, faith and lifestyle or spirituality appear in all the parts of the Old Testament. Indeed, in beginning with creation in this volume, I will begin from material in Psalms, Job and Proverbs that talks about the beginnings of the cosmos (as opposed to its nature as it is), and subsequently I will consider allusions to Israel’s story that appear, for example, in the Prophets. I am writing a theological midrash, and midrash does bring together texts that have a relationship of substance if not a historical relationship. But the different parts of the Old Testament provide the framework and/or starting point for the three parts of the study.






1.3 Old Testament Gospel

Neither ancient nor modern books about theology and spirituality regularly work by telling the story of a people and God’s workings with it. Modern books about spirituality focus more on the inner life of the individual human being. Middle Eastern peoples in the ancient world were often inclined to tell stories about events in heaven rather than events on earth. The Old Testament itself utilizes various ways of doing theology—for instance, by overt personal reflection (Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes), by sharing ways of speaking to God (Psalms) and by overtly talking about the way God sees the present and the future (the Prophets). But the dominant way it expounds the nature of its faith is by telling Israel’s story. It might not have been the case that Israel had a story or that this story expounded the nature of its faith. Humanity might have accepted God’s commission to fill the earth and subjugate it, to serve God’s garden and guard it. As one of Christianity Today’s “What if…?” cartoons once imagined, suppose Eve had said “no” to the serpent? Linearity might then almost end with Genesis 2, the world might have lived happily ever after, and happiness might have had no story.

As it is, the Old Testament begins with a huge narrative extending from Genesis to Kings. Although this narrative presents itself to us as a sequence of separate books, none is complete on its own (except Ruth, to prove the rule, for it comes elsewhere in the Hebrew order). Genesis only half answers the questions it raises: it introduces a plot line that does not find completion in Genesis, issuing a promise of land to Abraham and Sarah and their family that does not come to fulfillment. Exodus continues that plot line without completing it, and also adds elements to the plot that do not find completion in Exodus: God gives instructions about the ordination of a priesthood, but this does not come about before the book ends. This process continues through the succeeding books. Jewish tradition separates off Genesis-Deuteronomy as “Moses’ Teaching” from Joshua-Kings as “The Former Prophets.” Even while thus emphasizing Moses’ fundamental status, this partitioning of the complete story in Genesis-Kings draws attention to the incompleteness of the story of Israel in Moses’ day. At the end of Moses’ story Israel stands poised at the edge of the promised land; perhaps this reflects the community’s position in the exile or afterwards, living outside the land or possessing only a foothold within it. Joshua gives some initial appearance of closure as it relates the fulfillment of that promise in Genesis, except that it does not conceal the ambiguity of its account. The people’s possession of the land is incomplete. The narrative continues into Judges, which again raises issues it does not resolve, for in its days people did what was right in their own eyes because there were no kings in Israel, but kings do not appear until 1 Samuel. So the story again continues without finding closure. Formally the narrative that began in Genesis comes to an end only with 1-2 Kings. When we open the next Hebrew scroll it turns out to be Isaiah; when we turn over the next Greek or English page it turns out to be 1 Chronicles 1. Instead of continuing the previous story, the Old Testament in its Greek order thus goes back to the beginning and opens a second version of the story from creation to the exile, which terminates in an analogous way to Genesis-Kings until Ezra-Nehemiah kickstarts it again. In the contrasting arrangement of the Hebrew Bible, EzraNehemiah-Chronicles appear in that order at the end, so that the two narrative sequences Genesis-Kings and Ezra-Nehemiah-Chronicles form a bracket round the whole. More than half the Old Testament thus comprises long narrative works that form successive sequences in the Greek and English and embrace the whole in the Hebrew. It also includes short stories about Ruth, Esther, Jonah, and Daniel and his friends.


A People with a Story

It is of the essence of Israel to be a people with a story. In the Old Testament, a “people” may be a group with a common religion and/or covenant and/or territory and/or government and/or kinship and/or literature.27 Yet most of these visions deconstruct. The people does not adhere to its religion. It exists before it has a land, and then loses it. It breaks its covenant. It is ambivalent about its monarchy. It welcomes other people into its midst and undermines its kinship base. But irreducibly it is a group that has a common story, and the Old Testament story is the one that identifies Israel as Israel. It is a people defined by promise, deliverance, meeting, commitments and migration, and later by political development, political division, religious apostasy, geographical dislocation and the attempt to rebuild. The Old Testament tells us who God is and who we are through the ongoing story of God’s relationship with Israel.

Much twentieth-century Old Testament scholarship was concerned with establishing what was unique about the faith of Israel, with the implication that the Old Testament’s significance lay here. If particular Israelite beliefs were the same as Canaanite beliefs, they seemed less important. One of the ways scholarship articulated Israel’s uniqueness was by describing biblical faith as linear rather than cyclic. In reality, there are cyclic aspects to biblical faith as there are linear aspects to other faiths. A faith needs to combine the two if it is to resonate with human experience. The lives of individuals, societies and communities have a time line, a beginning and a middle and an end, but human experience also has cyclic or recurrent features such as the daily round of night and day and the yearly round of the seasons. Yet whether or not biblical faith is uniquely and thoroughly linear, it is certainly intrinsically and characteristically so. Linearity is an essential and central feature of it. It believes that certain events in the past were determinative for the present of the people who wrote and read the Scriptures and for the present and future of the world itself. Understanding the nature of these events is therefore of key importance for the people of God and the world.

The significance of the Old Testament’s story thus lies not merely in the fact that it is a linear narrative, whether or not this is a unique feature of Old Testament faith. It lies in the actual story it tells. The central feature of the Old Testament is that it tells Israel’s story. Along the way, if aspects of Old Testament faith are the same as aspects of Canaanite faith, that does not make them of questionable or limited significance. Indeed, we might turn this argument on its head and suggest we would expect God not to have left other peoples unaware of the basic truths about God. People such as Amos and Paul certainly make some such assumption. But the specific Old Testament story is of unique and decisive importance for the whole world, not least because it is the story that leads up to Jesus.

The New Testament thus follows the pattern of the Old Testament and again kick-starts its story. The explicit New Testament core story is its “gospel” or good news that “the time is fulfilled: God’s reign has drawn near” (Mk 1:15), or that “God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son so that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (Jn 3:16), though the latter is not actually described as a “gospel.” The explicit Old Testament gospel is that “your God is reigning…. Yhwh has comforted his people, restored Jerusalem, bared his holy arm in the sight of all the nations” (Is 52:7-10; it is from the Greek translation of this passage that the verb euangelizomai “bring good news” comes into Christian usage). Both are part of the biblical gospel, if we may use that term to refer to the macronarrative that may be inferred from the two Testaments as a whole. This gospel begins at the opening of the Old Testament and runs through its story into the New Testament. And “being a Christian or a Jew is not so much a matter of subscribing to one’s community’s core doctrines as of affirming its core story.”28 The biblical gospel is not a collection of timeless statements such as God is love. It is a narrative about things God has done.29




God Involved in a Particular Sequence of Events

The nature of the Old Testament’s faith is to be a statement about God’s involvement in a particular sequence of events in the world. It is for this reason that Old Testament theology has to be shaped by narrative. I have referred to one of the two great twentieth-century Old Testament Theologies, the work of Walther Eichrodt. In his own way the point about theology and narrative I have just been noting was an insight distinctively perceived by the other great twentieth-century Old Testament theologian, Gerhard von Rad. “Re-telling [Nacherzählung] remains the most legitimate form of theological discourse on the Old Testament.”30 The fact that more analytic forms of expression appear elsewhere in the Old Testament makes those forms of Old Testament theology also legitimate and necessary. The fact that the Old Testament opens with narrative and is dominated by narrative makes narrative form the appropriate starting point for Old Testament theology.

As a whole, this narrative tells how


God began

God started over

God promised

God delivered

God sealed

God gave

God accommodated

God wrestled

God preserved.



Christian theology has not regularly talked about God in narrative terms. The creeds, for instance, are structured around the persons of Father, Son and Spirit, and systematic theology has often taken God’s trinitarian nature as its structural principle. Before the revival of trinitarian thinking in the late twentieth century, systematic theology often emphasized the fundamental significance of attributes of God such as omnipotence, omniscience, omnipresence and perfection. The Old Testament narrative does incorporate equivalent statements about God’s character, such as God’s self-description in Exodus 34:6-7. But the kinds of statement about God that emerge more directly from the narrative itself are ones such as those I listed above. It is this narrative that nuances for us who the Father is, for example, or what omnipotence is, or what grace is.


What makes this macronarrative a gospel? In a number of ways it might seem not obviously so. That outline draws attention to the wrestling that led to rejection, and the more positive headings conceal stories of rebellion and expulsion, failure and rebuke, unfaithfulness and chastisement. But the background to good news is often the possibility that there may not be any. In the Old Testament the densest concentration of occurrences of the term “good news” with its literal meaning comes in the story of Absalom’s rebellion, where men vie for the privilege of carrying the good news that the rebellion has been quelled (2 Sam 18:19-32). The background of good news is the threat or the actuality of bad news. This particular narrative also shows that the news itself may be more ambiguous than the messenger realizes, though that is another story. The background of the good news in Isaiah 40—55 is the bad news of rejection, destruction and exile. In Paul’s gospel the background of the revelation of God’s righteousness is the revelation of God’s wrath (Rom 1:16-18).

The good news is that bad news has neither the last word nor the first word. It stands in the context of a purpose to bless that was set in motion at the Beginning, and a purpose to create that persists to the End.




An Incomplete Story

We must be careful of speaking in terms of the macronarrative coming to an end, as it never quite does so. We will hardly be satisfied with the closure eventually achieved by 2 Kings, which leaves Judah in exile; its king is released from prison at the end, but that acts more as a tease than a substantial closure. More overtly than Genesis-Deuteronomy, Joshua-Kings reflects the situation of a people whose story seems to have come to an end, and not in a positive sense. While Ezra-Nehemiah takes the story further, it ends in a row of dots. Subsequently, Daniel promises completion with the downfall of the fourth empire, but that downfall does not come within the Old Testament story and anyway does not bring the End. Something similar is true in the New Testament. The Gospels once again set the story going and promise the End, but the story does not come to an end. One symbol of this is the way Mark originally terminated with its famous “they said nothing to anyone because they were afraid” (Mk 16:8) which anyone could see was not a real end—so people hastened to provide it with one (or rather, several). Another is Luke’s need to write a second volume. The church could separate it from his first, but could not suppress it, with its presupposition that the End still lies ahead. Acts then ends with Paul preaching for two years in Rome—so what happened next? Speculation that Luke intended a third volume testifies to the biblical story’s final lack of such narrative closure.

The biblical story comprises a beginning and a development but no end. That reflects and testifies to the location of the people who write, read and live within the story. They live after the exodus, or after Sinai, or after the occupation of the land, or after David, or after the signs that exile will end, or after the rebuilding of the temple, or after the achievements of Ezra and Nehemiah, or after the fall of Antiochus, or after Jesus’ coming, or after his resurrection, or after he has been proclaimed around the Mediterranean, but none of these events has turned out to be the End. Each brings an implementation of God’s rule and generates a proclamation of good news. Each generates a narrative in whose light people may live their lives. But none ultimately suggests that the story is over. The moments of achievement turn out not to signal consummation. The moments of calamity turn out not to preclude hope. The narrative invites its community to own the fact that the story has never (yet) come to an end, and it inexorably insists that its community lives within this story.

This links with the fact that it is in a broad sense a historical narrative.31 Novels and films commonly offer closure, and individual biblical stories such as Ruth or Job do that. Such “complete” stories assure us that there can be such a thing as closure and that there will be closure for the incomplete story of the world, of Israel, of the church, of our society, of our community, of our family, of our individual lives. The “historical” narratives provide the grounds for such a conviction, rescuing it from being a groundless leap of faith. It is the fact that God did bring Israel out of Egypt, seal a relationship with Israel at Sinai and so on, that provides the basis for believing that the story of which these events form part will reach closure. We can trust the story the more because it does not pretend that this end has been reached. When books such as Daniel or Revelation speak about the End, they too are open about the fact that it is an end not yet reached. It is part of the biblical macronarrative, but not part of the narrative.

Calling Israel’s Scriptures “the Old Testament” or “the First Testament” identifies them as a Part One that has a Part Two. The terms “Old Testament” or “First Testament” indeed presuppose a Christian theological judgment on the significance of Israel’s Scriptures. This does not imply that the New Testament story is the manifest or necessary continuation of the Old Testament. On the penultimate pages of his History of Israel, John Bright notes that Jews and Christians have different views regarding where Old Testament history finds its continuance, and as a Christian he describes Jesus as “the destination of Old Testament history.”32 This might seem to imply the belief that this history “moved in a natural and necessary course towards a fulfillment in the New.”33 But Bright’s view is more equivocal than that. His perception that Jesus is the destination of Old Testament history issues from the recognition that Jesus is the Christ. It is “after [the Christian] has said this” that Old Testament history gains a new meaning “as a part of the redemptive drama leading on to its conclusion in Christ.”34 Any conviction that the project God began at creation takes more decisive steps forward in Jesus than it does in rabbinic Judaism comes by considering the story of Israel in light of the story of Jesus rather than vice versa. Christian history provides evidence that the story of Jesus does not take forward the Old Testament story as well as evidence that it does take it forward—that is, the Christian church’s story often looks to be no advance on Israel’s story. The claim that it does take the story forward still awaits more conclusive justification. Perhaps it must await it until the End, or perhaps the End cannot come until Christian history becomes less equivocal.

Thus it is not the case that a story that is inherently incomplete in the Old Testament is complete in the New Testament. Judaism does not find the story in the Tanak incomplete in the sense of coming to a decisively unsatisfactory end. If it had ended with the people in exile, then it might indeed seem to be an account of the failure of God’s plan35—as Christians tacitly think of it. But the story ends with the people back in the land in covenant commitment to Yhwh, even if still under Persian authority, and the openings of the Gospels take up the positive side to this picture as well as the negative side.36 Further, insofar as the Old Testament story is incomplete, we have noted that the New Testament story does not bring it to an end. It too is incomplete.






1.4 Old Testament Story

So it is the nature of its faith that constitutes one major reason why the Old Testament is dominated by narrative. But the narrative is far longer than it needed to be in order simply to expound the significance of this sequence of events as a gospel. It is discursive and sprawling in nature. Further, it does not merely give a consistently relaxed, lengthy account of its gospel story. It is uneven in its discursiveness. Something similar is true of the New Testament. The Old Testament’s narrative discursiveness suggests further significances attaching to its narrative form.


Taking Humanity Seriously

First, it reflects the fact that God takes humanity with great seriousness. The Old Testament story is not merely God’s story. From the beginning it is the story of God and humanity, a story in which humanity has a key role to play in the achievement of God’s purpose in the world. It becomes in particular the story of God and Israel. It is a story that could not exist without God’s initiatives and responses (positive and negative) but also could not exist without Israel’s responses and initiatives (negative and positive). In its continuation in the New Testament, God’s concern with the whole world again comes into focus, and Israel again contributes in paradoxically complex ways to its frustrating and outworking.

The negative side to the human and divine acts makes the path toward the achievement of that purpose tortuous. The Bible could have been much shorter if God’s purpose in the world had found fulfillment by sovereign fiat, independently of humanity, but this was not God’s approach (because the nature of that purpose made this impossible?). Theological significance thus attaches to humanity’s role in the Old Testament story and not only to God’s role. While this human role is often negative, as when Eve says “yes” to the serpent, it is not always so. It had been designed to be positive, and often becomes so. God works through and with human beings as well as despite them. An account of the Old Testament’s plot thus needs to be augmented with the part the human beings play:


God began.

Humanity turned its back on God’s instructions, and God started over.

God promised, and a family grew.

Israel cried out, and God delivered.

God sealed, and Israel imperiled.

God gave, and Israel took.

Israel equivocated, and God accommodated.

Israel turned away, and God wrestled.

God preserved, and Israel turned back.






Portraying the Specificity of Life with God

Second, the stories of Abraham and Sarah, Jacob and his wives, Joseph and his brothers, or of Saul or David illustrate a significant form of this discursiveness in portraying the specificity of human beings living with God. They comprise stories about people facing the challenges, potentials, questions, achievements, ambiguities, puzzles, disappointments, demands and failures that are intrinsic to life with God. They thus invite their hearers to reflect on the equivalent specificities of their own lives in light of the stories’ implicit convictions about who God is and what human life is. Such reflection needs the help of narrative with its concreteness and specificity.

Understanding does require the direct, unambiguous affirmations of teachers, prophets, philosophers and systematic theologians. Such affirmations on the part of teachers and prophets provide the implicit framework for the Old Testament’s narratives. They are the framework that the storytellers took for granted, or that the people who came to treat their works as Scripture took for granted that they took for granted. Occasionally it is explicit that such statements are this framework—so for Abraham’s life (Gen 17:1) and for Yhwh’s self-revelation (Ex 34:6-7). But by their nature the direct, unambiguous affirmations of teachers, prophets, philosophers and systematic theologians cannot provide the means for reflection that appear in narrative. Nor can they have the authority that attaches to such narrative. The kind of claims the Old Testament implies about what it means to live before God cannot be made without the specific and concrete portrayal that books such as Genesis and 1 and 2 Samuel make possible. The direct affirmations are subordinate to the narrative, and require the narrative to give them their meaning.

In the Old Testament as a whole, the fact that narrative precedes the direct affirmations of prophets and teachers itself hints that “the particular is in some sense prior to general rules and principles.”37 Exodus 34:6-7 constitutes a retrospective systematic theological reflection on the narrative beginning in Exodus 32. Nor is the particular merely a means to the end of making general rules and principles, so that once the particular has yielded the generalization, it can be left aside. If anything, the opposite is the case. A framework is essential to a building, a skeleton is essential to a person, and a frame is an asset to a painting, but we concentrate on paintings not frames, on bodies not skeletons, on buildings not frameworks. The particular is posterior to the general as well as prior to it. The fact that the Old Testament in its Hebrew order ends in narrative (Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles) as well as beginning in narrative is a symbol of that. In the chapters that follow, I combine narrative reflection with systematic reflection, the particular with the general, but the usefulness of the chapters will hang on whether they take readers back to the narrative particularities of the Old Testament and of their own lives. The author of a standard treatment of the history of Israel’s religion comments that “in many Theologies little comes over of the lively religious life or the exciting theological disputes, and… they often have an effect that is remarkably static, lifeless, and at times also boring.”38 The Old Testament’s narrative particularity is one of the features that make it interesting and illuminating, and the reduction of it to generalities sacrifices these.

A further feature of these narratives is significant in this connection. The terms “omniscient author” or “omniscient narrator” suggest that a story’s author or narrator is in a position to tell us about all the inner workings of the minds of its various characters, even God. In the Old Testament, at least, authors or narrators do manifest out-of-the-ordinary knowledge—on occasions they tell us what people thought or what God thought or they make value judgments. And when they do so, I assume they know what they are talking about. But they do so relatively rarely. They give no indication of believing they know everything about what people thought or God thought. Indeed, they are rather reticent about such matters (actually writers in general are more reticent than talk of their omniscience implies). Often we might like to know what the narrator or God makes of particular acts of people such as Abraham, Moses, Ezra or Nehemiah, but the narrator does not tell us. The narrator does not even tell us what Abraham makes of his acts. Sometimes the narrative implies a judgment without making it explicit—it shows rather than tells. Again, I then assume the narrators know what they are talking about. But often they seem to tell their story without implying a judgment. They thereby drive us to do our own reflection on their story. The books of Kings sometimes point out how history works out in a fair way, but sometimes do not pretend to do so, and we are not surprised that they make no such pretense, because events do often seem to work out unfairly. And that reminds us that our own knowledge about such matters is also fragmentary, whether we are asking about Abraham or about ourselves. Abraham is something of a mystery to the narrator and to himself and to us (and to God?). We are something of a mystery to ourselves (and to God?).

Study of the Old Testament in the context of modernity often assumed that particular periods were high points and low points. The time of the ancestors, or the exodus and the time of Moses, or the premonarchic twelve-clan covenant community, or the “Solomonic enlightenment,” or the eighth-century prophets, or the Deuteronomists, or Second Isaiah might be high points, while the postexilic period was certainly a low point. I seek to avoid such assumptions. All these periods and all these stages in the story make it possible to see some things but also encourage us to miss others.




Doing Theology by Means of Narrative

A third further significance of the Old Testament narrative’s discursiveness emerges when we consider its treatment of the story of Israel itself. Like the Israelites’ own story, the Old Testament’s telling of that story does not take the most direct route from A to B. The narrative of Israel’s deliverance from Egypt, for instance, sometimes proceeds quite briskly, as in the account of the people’s journey from Egypt to the Red Sea. But it sometimes gives us a much more detailed version of events: For example, the main story line does not require the account of Moses’ signs and portents in Egypt and the closing of the king’s mind, but the narrative provides such an account.

Much human interest attaches to these stories, but much human interest could also have attached to the account of the journey from Egypt to the Red Sea. The particular significance of the stories about signs and marvels in Exodus 4—14 is to provide a narrative discussion of theological issues that do not exclusively relate to the once-for-all sequence of events that takes Israel from Egypt to Sinai. Narrative makes it easier to discuss a complicated issue such as the interrelationship between divine sovereignty and human free will, especially an issue that seems to require us to make a number of apparently conflicting statements—as this one does.39 The account of events at Sinai in Exodus 32—34 (and Exodus 19—40 as a whole) brings this use of narrative to its apogee, not least because it uses narrative to interweave exploration of two such issues: What do we mean by talking of God’s presence with us? What stance does God take to the sin of Israel and how does God seek to handle that reality? Its focus on such questions makes it “more of a theological treatise than a literary narrative.”40

Exodus 32—34 is episodic and overlapping, and hard to interpret as a sequential narrative. Each scene may be coherent in itself but the links are missing and/or it is difficult to see how one scene follows from the preceding one. For instance, how is it that the people are “running wild” when Moses had just sobered them up by making them drink the powdered remains of the gold calf (Ex 32:20, 25-29)? How is it that there is a tent where Yhwh and Moses meet in the sight of all the people immediately after Yhwh’s declaration that Yhwh cannot stand being among the people (Ex 33:1-11)? There are ways of handling such questions (e.g., perhaps Ex 32:20 anticipates later events and Ex 33:7-11 recalls earlier ones), but they involve a tour de force—it can be done, but it requires an ingenuity that alerts us to the possibility that the story as a whole has a concern other than providing a coherent linear narrative. Source criticism provides one way of explaining jerkiness in the narrative, but it has produced no agreed account of the narrative’s prehistory, and it anyway leaves us with the task of interpreting the narrative Israel eventually compiled, accepted and read. I suggest that the main coherence of the chapters is thematic rather than linear. They represent a series of semi-independent but complementary discussions of the way God, leaders and people may handle the problem of the rebelliousness of leaders and people, with the series also interweaving reflection on what we mean by talking about God’s presence with us. Later, the account of the end of Israel’s stay at Sinai, in Numbers 1—10, suggests a number of models of what it means to be the people of God, and it is thus suggestive for our reflecting on what it means to be Israel or what it means to be the church.

There are modern understandings of the way the narrative in Exodus or Numbers incorporates a number of understandings of the closing of Pharaoh’s mind, or of the nature of God’s presence, or of the way God responds to sin, or of the nature of Israel. Thus Thomas Dozeman sees the complex insights on God’s presence expressed in Exodus as reflecting a series of redactions of this story. These expressed what we might call a sacral, a verbal and a sacramental understanding of God’s presence, associated with the names Zion, Horeb and Sinai. Exodus then combines these understandings without attempting to turn them into a single unified theology of divine presence. The biblical writers “talk round” the subject, because the shortcomings of language make it impossible to formulate a single view on the matter.41 Although we cannot know whether such redaction-critical theories are historically correct and we would be unwise to base theological construction on them, such study is of significant heuristic value in enabling us to perceive aspects of the text we have.

Rainer Albertz offers an attractive imaginative picture of the Pentateuch coming into being as a compromise conflation of the works of two theological commissions in the Jerusalem community after the exile, a lay commission and a priestly one. It is this process of compromise that generates the Pentateuch’s discursive and diverse picture.42 Perhaps it did, but in the context of postmodernity it is the result that is interesting. It is a characteristic of postmodernity to be aware (to put it most positively) that our insights are partial. Reality is complex, and the fact that Scripture is divine revelation does not make it less so. Rather the opposite—our theological statements tend to be more univocal than Scripture, and thus less true. Even God (especially God) cannot make truth less complex than it is. Like any cultural context, our postmodern setting blinds us to some aspects of Scripture, but it also opens our eyes to other aspects of Scripture, and one of these is the way scriptural narrative makes it possible to do more justice to the complexity of reality. It enables Scripture to make the variety of statements that need to be made about deep and complex questions. It can convey depth, complexity and ambiguity, as direct statement cannot.

While I am an enthusiast for investigating the historical context and process whereby the biblical documents came into existence, concerning such questions one can nowadays only rarely begin a sentence “most scholars agree that …” and by the time you read this volume even those few sentences may no longer be true. So I have generally not based theological inferences on scholarly theories concerning where, how and why biblical documents came into existence.43 I try to infer the theological significance of the Old Testament narrative itself, to analyze its discussions of complex theological questionings, and to see what the stories tell us of who God is and who we are.

Our task is to tease out their theological significance without totally abandoning their narrative way of doing theology.












2

GOD BEGAN

Creation


The First Testament offers us a series of images for understanding how God brought the world into being. God acted like an executive thinking through plans and then implementing them. God acted like a king issuing commands that brought things into existence; they were life-giving commands. God labored and gave birth to a world, like a mother. God wrestled victoriously with the demands of the task and the forces that needed to be put under constraint in order to generate a stable cosmos. God created sovereignly like an artist or a craftworker making something amazing. God produced a universe that was structured and ordered. God built a house to dwell in and be at home. God planted a garden and shaped beings to look after it, enjoy it and represent God in it. And at the end of the work God sat back and also enjoyed it.

At the same time, the First Testament never actually says that God “acted” like a king or a mother or an artist but simply uses expressions that have those backgrounds. The effect is to underline a different fact. God is way beyond any such comparisons. God is just there, with no biography or defining features, and God simply starts creating the world through sheer thought and speech.1 God is wholly other. God is—God. Yet declaring that God did bring into being the heavens and earth and humanity “asserts that the whole reality distinct from God truly is.”2 If we leave God’s reality out of account, we cannot know whether we are real. But if we accept God’s word about that, we can know that we are. Conversely, that declaration affirms that the world does not exist in or of or for itself, independently of God, but only because God willed it.3

In traditional societies and in the modern world there are stories of beginnings, which speak of the world’s earliest history without referring to an agent that brought it into being, and there are stories of creation, which portray someone making something happen.4 In the Middle Eastern world, understandings of the world’s origins took for granted that the process involved the activity of already-existent divine beings who brought the world into being, and the First Testament likewise assumes an agency. Modern understandings are more inclined to take for granted that we came into being through processes within nature itself.


2.1 God Thought

In the beginning, God made the heavens and the earth. But what happened before creation, and why did God decide to create the world, and what led up to creation itself? Genesis begins with a Hebrew bet, which is open only forwards. That suggests to Genesis Rabbah 1:10 (on Gen 1:1) that we may inquire about subsequent events but not about preceding events nor about the world above or the world below. The traditional less polite response to the question “What was God doing before creating the world?” is, “Devising Hell for people who ask impertinent questions like that.”5 Admittedly that bet does not stop Jewish midrash from offering a strange anticipation of the “gap theory,” which translates Genesis 1:2 “and the earth became empty and desolate” and refers Genesis 1:3-31 to its subsequent re-creation. The midrash declares that God established the present world only after destroying a series of previous creations.


Before Creation

In offering little guidance on what was happening before creation, the First Testament is more reticent than other Middle Eastern documents, which take us into the beginning of the life of the gods and tell us how they came into being, though they do not tell us the origin of the primordial raw material from which they emerged. These stories about what had been going on in the nonmaterial heaven before creation, and about creation and flood, developed over the millennia in Sumerian and Akkadian, and motifs from one became adopted by another. Enuma Elish (When on High) is the most famous, though we will also refer especially to Atrahasis, a more mainstream instance of the stories with closer parallels to Genesis 1—11 as a whole. The creation of humanity is an incidental theme in Enuma Elish, which more directly concerns how Marduk came to be chief god in Babylon. Atrahasis tells of the rebellion of junior gods who had the task of digging irrigation canals. This led to the creation of men and women from clay mixed with the flesh and blood of a dead god. The noise made by the human beings then disturbs the god Enlil, who eventually destroys humanity with a flood. Another god warns King Atrahasis and bids him build a boat in which he and his family survive.6

If there were Israelite equivalents to these stories about the background of creation, they appear within the First Testament only in fragmentary form. The First Testament tells us nothing about the origin of heavenly beings such as the seraphim or God’s aides (the “angels”)—for instance, whether they were formed from that primordial raw material whose existence is presupposed in Genesis 1, like most of the Babylonian gods. Other Jewish literature, such as 1 Enoch, offers much more “information” on the heavenly background to earthly life, but the First Testament’s gospel concentrates on events in our world. It certainly tells us nothing about the origin of God’s own being. Entitling this chapter “God Began” does not imply the pretence that we can say something about God’s own beginning. The beginning the First Testament relates is the beginning of God’s work in the world. If it could give an account of God’s own beginning, God as the First Testament understands God would surely cease to be God (cf. Ps 90:2).




Yhwh’s Insight

Other peoples described their gods working together (or working against each other!) in bringing the world into being. The First Testament assumes that Yhwh was quite capable of planning this undertaking without any help, though Yhwh did involve other heavenly beings as underlings. Yhwh had the requisite expertise (Is 40:13-14). A reflective poem at the end of the argument between Job and his three friends (Job 28) emphasizes God’s insight or know-how (ḥokmâ; EVV “wisdom”). It closes with a comment on how human beings acquire insight, by revering God and departing from what is bad, but before this it describes God’s own relationship to insight. Perhaps part of the logic is that we can only be expected to accept the claim that reverence for God is the way to insight if we believe that God possesses insight. And God does. That was why God was in a position to think out how to bring the world into being.

Although the silver, gold, iron, copper and sapphires that lie deep within the earth are hard to find, humanity puts in extraordinary efforts to acquire them. Insight is much harder to acquire. We cannot force our way to where it resides, as we can determine to mine the earth. On the other hand,


God understood the way to it. He was one who knew its place.

For he is one who sees to the ends of the earth. He looks under all the heavens.

In making a weight for the wind, when he gauged waters with a measure,

As he made a decree for the rain and a way for thunderbolts,

Then he saw it and announced it, established it and also discovered it.

And he said to humankind,

“There, reverence for the Lord, that is insight. Turning from what is bad is understanding.” (Job 28:23-28)



The evidence and the fruit of God’s understanding the way to insight is the way God brought the world into being. At the beginning God gave the wind its weight, sometimes light, sometimes heavy. In the context this likely refers to the wind’s role in bringing storms of rain, for God also gauged the waters with a measure (cf. Is 40:12). God thus made a decree that set a limit for the rain and determined where the thunder would roll. In connection with setting up the arrangements for all that and ensuring that nature would not get out of hand, God made sure of working with insight, and thus explored insight’s potential to the full. If we may press the analogy with mining, whose language the poet picks up in the talk of exploration, God is like “an individual who has discovered a precious jewel.”7 In this connection “creation was thus a great adventure for God.”8

That might seem fine for God, though for humanity Job 28 rather implies that creation’s wonder could seem oppressive and terrifying, revealing the poverty of our resources.9 Yet God shares this adventure and its discoveries with human beings. So in turning to God we find the key to understanding something of how the world came into being—even though Job as a whole does remind us how much we can never understand.

Proverbs 3 and 8 similarly crown their attempt to persuade people to pay attention to insight by pointing out that, before forming the world, Yhwh made sure of possessing the insight to set about the task. Yhwh accomplished the task of world-forming in an effective way, making the heavens and the earth to form one cosmos, through the exercise of insight, understanding, and knowledge (Prov 3:19-20). That is why human beings would be wise to pay attention to insight, understanding and knowledge.




Insight Speaks

In Proverbs 8, Insight itself speaks.


Yhwh had me at the start of his way, the beginning of his acts long ago.

I was appointed of old, at the first, before the beginnings of earth.

When there were no depths I was birthed, when there were no springs heavy with water.

Before mountains were sunk, prior to hills, I was birthed,

When he had not made earth and open country, or the first of all the soil in the world.

When he established the heavens, I was there, when he drew a circle on the face of the deep,

When he firmed the skies above when the springs of the deep were strong,

When he laid down his decree for the sea so that the waters would not transgress his word,

When he drew up the foundations of the earth, 30 I was there, a child at his side.

I was there, full of delight day by day, rejoicing before him every moment,

Rejoicing in his inhabited world and full of delight in human beings. (Prov 8:22-31)



The First Testament assumes there is only one being who is really entitled to be described as “God,” though it sometimes gives the courtesy title “gods” to other heavenly beings. But it can picture aspects of the one God as distinguishable from God’s own being, so that they almost seem to exist in their own right. Insight is here such an aspect of God. Part of the background is the portrayal of goddesses in other Middle Eastern religions, but in the First Testament context “Ms. Insight” is a personification of such an aspect of God rather than a separate person. But the image does suggest that God was not austerely alone while forming the world. Ms. Insight stood by Yhwh’s side during the execution of the great building project that brought the cosmos into being. This was not an expression of mere power but of insight. “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth,” Genesis says. “And I was there,” Ms. Insight adds, “and I will tell you about a ‘beginning’ before that” (Prov 8:22). Behind the words God uttered to bring the world into being was the insight God possessed that made this possible.

“Depths” is the plural of the word “deep” in Genesis 1:2 (tĕḥom), while the springs of the deep reappear in Genesis 7:11; 8:2. In seeing water as the primordial element in the forming of the world, Proverbs corresponds to Genesis and to Enuma Elish, and also to some Egyptian and Greek understandings.10 It then goes behind the existence of deep, springs and water to a time when there were none of these. Its desire to glorify insight generates an assertion that satisfies our interest in where the raw material for creation came from. It thinks back to a time when there was no matter out of which the world might be formed, and declares that God’s being antedates that—rather than postdating it, like that of the Babylonian gods. Yet Ms. Insight was there then.

There were other respects in which the background work for creation had not yet been undertaken. The mountains and hills had not been sunk on their foundations, and the foundations of the earth as a whole had not yet been marked out. God had not yet made the earth and the open country, where in due course plants would grow and animals roam. Nor had God yet made the dirt that would provide the raw material for making a human being. God had not yet set the vault firmly in the sky and put the horizon in its place and thus established firm bounds for those potentially overwhelming waters. Before all that, before those long ago deeds, at the very beginning of the course of action that would bring the world into being, Yhwh possessed insight (Prov 8:22).

Here we listen to Ms. Insight’s testimony. When she speaks of herself and of her relationship with Yhwh, she often does so in an ambiguous and allusive fashion. When she tells us that Yhwh “had” her, the verb is qānâ. It is the verb Eve uses to describe “having” her first child, making a link with his name qayin, Cain (Gen 4:1), and the verb Melchizedek and Abram use to describe God as “owner” of the heavens and the earth (Gen 14:19, 22). The LXX translates qānâ “create” in Proverbs 8 and Genesis 14, which produced an amusing moment in the history of Christian theological debate. Paul had already seen Christ, God’s Son, as the embodiment of God’s Insight, and on the basis of the LXX translation of Proverbs 8 the Arians were able to argue that the Bible describes God as having created Insight. So the Son is a created being.11 Even aside from that embarrassment, it would be odd for Proverbs to think of God’s insight being “created,” for God or by God.12 Perhaps qānâ means “bring into being” and could refer, for example, both to creation and to procreation.13 If we think of God “acquiring” insight, the church fathers would doubtless be able to argue that this was an “eternal” acquisition like the eternal generation of the Son of God. Or perhaps we should simply not press the verb. Proverbs’ point is that God made sure of having the help of insight before forming the world. During the entire process of this forming, “I was there,” Ms. Insight says twice in Proverbs 8:30. The word is ʾehyeh, so that she anticipates Yhwh’s own repeated ʾehyeh in the revelation to Moses, “I will be there with you,” “I am what I am”/“I will be what I will be,” “‘I am there’ has sent me to you” (Ex 3:12-14). She herself speaks like God.14 Given her importance to God, human beings will be well advised to make sure that they themselves acquire insight before undertaking their more trivial tasks.

The range of meanings that might be conveyed by the verb qānâ (create, acquire, possess, birth) is paralleled by the suggestiveness of the meanings that might be conveyed by some of the other words Ms. Insight uses. “I was appointed” (Prov 8:23 NIVI). The verb is nāsak, but there is probably more than one verb with this spelling. Usage elsewhere might thus invite us to imagine insight being installed like a king (Ps 2:6), or poured out like a cast image (Is 44:10) or like a drink (Is 29:10), or woven like a blanket (Is 25:7)—or like a baby in the womb (Ps 139:13). Indeed, Ms. Insight goes on to say that it was then that she was “birthed” (Prov 8:24, 25). The verb is now ḥûl, and its meaning is unambiguous. It is a bold word, etymologically suggesting the contortion involved in giving birth, though the polel puts the emphasis on the result of the laboring rather than the pain of it. Whether or not Ms. Insight was eternally generated, she was brought to birth before the events described in Genesis 1 and before the preparatory work that is not described in Genesis 1. We will shortly imagine the world itself coming into being in a way that resembles birth. God is the world’s mother or father. But before that, Proverbs thinks of Insight as God’s daughter.

Ms. Insight thus takes us behind the forming of the world and sets off the First Testament gospel story by telling us that this task involved God in thinking. She still does not tell us what God thought in the sense of why God decided to form the world. The thinking of which she speaks was more concerned with the “how” than the “why.” Careful thought and practical planning lay behind the powerful and systematic words that brought the world into being and the hands-on activity that shaped the first human beings and the animals, and planted the garden.

Given that biblical creation accounts are either poetry or parabolic history, in principle Christians have no vested interest in any particular scientific theory about how the world came into being. Yet the scientific theories often have theological implications that a biblical account of creation does confront. One is the idea that the world came into being by a chance process. Proverbs sees it as a thoughtful one. But the nature of a wisdom book such as Proverbs is to see God working behind empirical processes, so that its convictions about a purposefulness visible in creation emerge from looking at creation rather than bringing a theory to it. It starts from the conviction that it is obvious that someone designed the world.15 We might reckon that the world is obviously a majestic and precious place and therefore that its creator is a great artist. Proverbs might also imply the converse argument, that the creator is a great artist, and therefore the creation demands, for example, our reverence.






2.2 God Spoke

“In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God” (Jn 1:1). Read against a First Testament background as opposed to a Greek one, John makes Proverbs’ point in another conceptuality and thus amplifies it. Thinking involves words—if we do not have the words, it is hard for us to think the thoughts. As our human words begin inside our heads, as thoughts, so do God’s. God’s word is God’s thought. To associate speaking with God—before the act that brings other entities into existence, even other heavenly beings—might hint that there is communication within the Godhead in connection with creation. That will have further resonances when we know that God has three ways of being God, and when we overhear Father, Son and Spirit in communication with each other as John describes them.

In thinking, we are involved in speaking as we plan and communicate, though only with ourselves. In speaking out loud and expressing our thoughts, we are involved in communicating with someone else, and also in acting and implementing our plans. Words are both informative and performative—they communicate things and they do things. John is also reexpressing Genesis 1, where the divine initiative explicitly involves performative speech: “God said, ‘There is to be light!’ And there was light” (Gen 1:3).

It was once fashionable to speak of the power of words in First Testament thinking, and then to imply that this was a fallacy. The idea that words are inherently powerful is indeed fallacious. Many people’s words lack power. But certain people’s words are powerful, at least in certain circumstances, because of their position or their relationship to someone else. The words of a powerful person have power, and it is this fact that Genesis 1 reflects. The words of a king or commander or magician or director do make things happen. “There had better be some action,” declares the chief executive, and there is some action. “I pardon them,” says the king, and they are pardoned. An ordinary person speaks words of love, and another person who has neither been loved nor has loved is magically able for the first time to hear words of love and to return them. When God speaks, God speaks as a powerful person, and miracles therefore happen. Reality is under God’s authority as a business is under an executive’s authority. Executives do not spend all their time issuing imperative declarations, but at decisive moments this is what they do. The beginning of the world’s story is such a moment.

In speaking at the Beginning, God was involved in thinking, planning, communicating and acting. In due course God’s word will come to Moses and to prophets. It will be expressed in the teaching of Jesus and in the gospel message about Jesus (e.g., 1 Pet 1:25). Each expression of this word is in a sense as old as the world itself—it is consistent with or an outworking of thoughts God had before making the world. And insofar as Jesus Christ is the paramount expression of God’s mind, the paramount means by which God’s ultimate purpose is put into effect, and the paramount vehicle of God’s communication to the world, Jesus Christ is the word that goes back to the Beginning.

God’s speaking is another sign that God is indeed a person, for it is persons who speak (if we may ignore exceptional serpents and asses). There is nothing controversial about this assumption in its ancient context, for it was widely assumed that deities were persons like us and could speak. Like the Israelite story, but less explicitly, the Babylonian story describes deity making humanity in its own image, and speech is then part of that image. In some modern contexts deity has been identified with that which we take with utmost seriousness, or with some projection of human realities, so that the assumption that God is a person is a more controversial one. The Bible begins from this assumption, so one way God, like a human being, brings things into existence is by speaking.


There Is to Be…

God’s initial speech has a distinctive character. It will go on to take other forms such as naming, determining, commanding, bestowing, blessing, informing, reflecting, questioning and cursing, but the first divine speech in Scripture takes the form of a jussive—that is, a third-person imperative. There being no English equivalent, idiomatic translation is difficult. God does not say “Let there be light” in the sense of “Permit there to be light” but “There is to be light” or “There must be light” or “There shall be light.” Or God simply demands like a theater director, “Light!”

The third person imperatives carry further implications. We know from other parts of the First Testament that there are many other beings in heaven apart from the one God, and that many of these act as God’s agents. God could thus easily have addressed some of these, but does not do so. God’s speech in Genesis 1 is not like God’s speech in Isaiah 40, “Comfort, comfort my people,” where the imperative plural makes clear that God is addressing someone, though we are not sure who. In making the world, God could have spoken in the first person, as someone deliberating and making a decision, “I am going to make light.” That happens later in the plural when God says, “Let us make humanity.” But here God is not talking to himself.16 Here God speaks like a king or a general or a director, or most of all like a magician in a fairy story (precisely because such magicians do not exist, their capacity to do the magical gives us a useful metaphor for the activity of the God who does exist).

So God says, “There is to be light,” and that word is enough to make this happen: “And there was light.” The process involves supreme illogic. There is no suggestion that somewhere there is a dynamic source of light that can put forth light. In the same way, when God says “The waters are to gather together” or “The earth is to produce vegetation,” there is no implication that waters or earth already have the potential to obey these commands. It is the command that mysteriously generates them, as words can. Much later Jesus will address the dead Lazarus and bid him come out of the tomb (Jn 11:43): evidently the command then does have a magical power, because a dead man cannot hear the voice that bids him come forth, yet somehow Jesus’ word is able to break through this barrier of impossibility. But God does not address the not-yet-existent light in this way. All the emphasis lies on the magician’s power. God’s command does not galvanize already-existent light-makers into the action that will implement the royal command. Rather, the previously nonexistent light miraculously leaps into being.

The third-person form also implies that God did not delegate the task of making the world to some subordinate agent who might not have done the work too well. No, “all things came into being through the word. Not one thing came into being without him” (Jn 1:3). Speaking is thus life-giving—or it can be so (it can also be death-dealing). God’s speaking was focused in the word that eventually became flesh and brought renewed life to the world. But before becoming flesh, God’s speaking had already been the means of giving life to the world as a whole. After the varied ambiguity in Genesis 1:1-2, at last there came an unambiguously positive note. “God said ‘There is to be light’” (Gen 1:3). And light comes into existence.




Light

God is light (1 Jn 1:5), but the context makes clear that that is a moral statement. The First Testament does not say God is light but that God is clothed in light (Ps 104:2), “light” standing in parallelism with “honor and majesty.” It is the opposite of dullness or ordinariness, not of darkness nor of deception. When you see God, what you see is the dazzling, blinding brightness a prisoner sees when emerging from a dungeon, a brightness that makes it impossible to make out anything but light itself. The First Testament’s way of declaring that moral light is intrinsic to God’s being would be to say that God is faithful (ṣaddîq). So when God brings light into being, this no more emerges from within God’s own person than does the dome or the vegetation. This is the only aspect of creation that involves “creation from nothing.”17

Elsewhere, light is often an image for blessing in the midst of disaster. When we declare “in your light we see light” (Ps 36:9 [MT 10]), the context makes clear that we refer to God’s generosity, not God’s illumination. Darkness suggests distress, gloom and anguish, all that counts as bad (Is 8:22 [MT 9:1]). Light suggests deliverance and security, all that counts as good (Ps 27:1; Is 45:7). Genesis 1 doubtless does refer to physical light illumining literal darkness. But given that darkness and light often denote more than merely phenomena of the physical world, and following on the talk of formless void, darkness over the deep, and mighty wind, “light” carries those other resonances. When God brought light into the world, this suggests introducing safety where otherwise there would be threat, meaning where otherwise there would be a void, order where otherwise uncontrollable tumult could develop. In Genesis, at the Beginning, God did not create darkness but did subject it to the rhythm of evening and morning, and it thus continues to have the same potential to be used by God but also to escape God’s sovereignty.18 Second Isaiah is more radical:


Shaper of light and creator of dark,

Maker of well-being and creator of bad,

I am Yhwh, maker of all these. (Is 45:7)



“Bad” (raʿ), suggesting calamity, is the antonym of “good” (tôb) in Genesis. Darkness has now become a reality that succeeds light, as adversity can succeed well-being. Yhwh can bring about both of these. The containing of darkness at the Beginning did not preclude its being allowed to fall once more when Yhwh deemed this necessary. Everything is created good, but Yhwh can go on to create something bad. Babylon is about to have that experience, as Israel already has.

God can act as creator of darkness as well as shaper of light, but at the Beginning it was not so. Genesis does not tell us “God said ‘There shall be darkness and light’, and there were darkness and light, and God saw that both darkness and light were good.” It presupposes darkness and has God introducing light.19 Israel was aware of the evidence that formlessness, darkness and tumult could characterize the world. It knew times when its own life descended into an empty void and entered the realm of darkness and tumult, times when the blast of God’s wind consumed it; this story probably comes from such a time. The beginning of its gospel assures it that this experience need not constitute God’s last word, because it was not God’s first.

Declaring that disaster as well as blessing comes from Yhwh reassures readers that there is no other power than Yhwh’s at work in the world. Isaiah 40—55 reassures the community that disasters that come upon it are within Yhwh’s sovereignty. Genesis reassures the community that such disasters are no more God’s first word than God’s last. All that God did at the Beginning looked good. The world was founded as something good. When it goes bad, it goes against its nature. Further, the founding of the world involved the streaming of light into darkness. While darkness and light are equally within God’s sovereignty, they are not equally God’s purpose or aim (Gen 1:3-4). God’s drive is toward light not darkness, and in founding the world God asserted that priority. Darkness and calamity are God’s work, but they are God’s “strange work,” alien to God’s central nature and purpose (Is 28:21). At the Beginning the reality of darkness was the background for God’s insisting that this reality should be succeeded by light. That indicates God’s purpose for Israel.

Indeed, it indicates God’s purpose for the world, which is primary. In the story of humanity the darkness of calamity has ever threatened the light of life but has never succeeded in quenching the light, in destroying life (Jn 1:5). All over the world and all through history, human beings have continued to live and to love, in continuity with the way God spoke at the Beginning.




Blessing

God’s speech is life-giving. This is expressed in three further forms of speech that God uses. One is that the first three acts whereby God brings the world into being involve God giving names to things. Naming may be a sign of authority, but it also gives identity and an assurance of definitive existence. According to Egyptian thinking as embodied in the “Memphis Theology,”20 for example, Ptah brought some of the other gods into existence by declaring their names. Being given names is one of the indications that day, night, heavens, earth and seas really came into being. They truly exist.

God also speaks words of blessing, to the creatures of sea and sky and to humanity (Gen 1:22, 28). The spelling out of the nature of “blessing” lies in the commission to be fruitful and multiply (Gen 1:22), consistently a key connotation of blessing in Genesis (e.g., Gen 1:28; 9:1). In blessing creatures, God conveys the capacity to reproduce (cf. Ps 107:38; 115:14-15). Once God’s word brings Lazarus back to life, he lives on in the same way as anyone else. It is by God’s gift, but it is by means of a liveliness that God has now relocated within him. Similarly, waters do not gather, sun does not shine, and earth does not produce because they always had the instinct or the capacity to do so. God created this capacity by the word that spoke of them or addressed them. But once God had created this capacity by that word, by God’s gift plants bearing seed and trees bearing fruit henceforth not only produce but also reproduce. Having been given their light, the lights in the sky now shine. “God’s word… now abdicates its creative power. That is, the word now allows what has just been created to be the origin of something new.”21

Thus blessing “is not simply a friendly wish” but “a bestowal of life-force … an act whereby the power-for-life monopolized by Yahweh generously is transmitted to Abraham and his descendants”22—and here to humanity as a whole and to other living creatures. God shares power-for-life with the animal world. The prominence of the blessing theme makes for a pointed contrast with the gloomy vision of other Middle Eastern stories of the origins of the world and humanity, as well as with the troubled experience of Israel in, for instance, the exile. Genesis Rabbah 1:10 (on Gen 1:1) sees here another significance in the fact that Scripture begins with a bet, not an ʾalep, the second letter of the alphabet rather than the first, since b is the first letter of the word for blessing (whereas ʾalep is the first letter of the word for curse). “Bless” has the first word in Scripture.

And in blessing the creatures, God addresses them. God’s previous commands have been in the third person. For the first time God speaks in the imperative, overtly speaking to someone. Apparently the animal world is able to hear God speak and respond to it, as the cosmos and the plant world cannot. The animal world is created, blessed and addressed.




An Act of Commitment and Faithfulness

Psalm 33 offers another description of the heavens and all their army as made by the word breathed out of Yhwh’s mouth. It adds that the making of the world was an act of uprightness, trustworthiness, commitment and decisive faithfulness:


Resound at Yhwh, faithful ones. Praise adorns the upright.

Confess Yhwh with a lyre. Make music for him with a ten-string harp.

Sing a new song for him. Play well, with a shout.

For the word of Yhwh is upright, and all his work in trustworthiness.

Devoted to decisive faithfulness, the earth is full of Yhwh’s commitment.

By the word of Yhwh heavens were made, by the breath of his mouth all their army.

Gatherer of the sea’s waters like a dam, one who puts the deeps in closets,

All the earth is to revere Yhwh, all the world’s inhabitants to stand in awe of him,

For this is one who spoke, and it came to be.

He commanded, and there it stood.

Yhwh has spoiled the nations’ plan, frustrated the peoples’ intentions.

Yhwh’s plan stands permanently. The intentions in his mind stand through the generations.

The blessings of the nation for whom Yhwh is its God, the people he chose as his possession!

From the heavens Yhwh looked, saw all humanity.

From the place of his enthronement he watched all earth’s inhabitants—

The shaper of their minds altogether, the observer of all their deeds.

The king does not deliver himself by means of his great army.

The warrior does not rescue himself by means of his great strength.

The horse is an empty hope for deliverance. By its great strength it cannot save.

So: Yhwh’s eye is on people who revere him, who put their hope in his commitment,

To rescue their life from death and keep them alive in famine.

With all our being we waited for Yhwh. He is our help and our shield.

For our heart rejoices in him, for we trusted in his holy name.

May your commitment be over us, Yhwh, as we hoped in you.



Yhwh’s creative speaking is the speaking of someone committed to “decisive faithfulness” or faithful exercise of authority (Ps 33:5). These words, ṣĕdāqâ umišpāṭ, do not have English equivalents, and English translations usually follow Vg. in rendering by a phrase such as “righteousness and justice,” but those are not very close equivalents to either word and in some ways are seriously misleading. The LXX renders ṣĕdāqâ by eleēmosunē “mercy,” which is actually closer than “righteousness,” because ṣĕdāqâ denotes doing the right thing by someone in light of your relationship with them. It is nearer “faithfulness” than “righteousness” or “justice.” Thus Second Isaiah sees the people’s deliverance from exile as an act of ṣĕdāqâ (e.g., Is 51:6, 8) when there was no justice about that act; Israel deserved nothing. Yhwh so acts in fulfilling an obligation to this people on the basis of a long-standing commitment that Yhwh cannot evade—and does not wish to. Similarly Paul associates God’s dikaiosunē (righteousness) with God’s pistis (faithfulness) and alētheia (truthfulness) (Rom 3:4-5).23 Hans Heinrich Schmid has argued that ṣĕdāqâ is a principle of world order that God wrote into the world in creating it.24 This understanding depends on starting from the Egyptian idea of ma‛at and understanding ṣĕdāqâ in the light of that, which seems inadvisable. Understood against its First Testament background in the way we have suggested, ṣĕdāqâ is indeed part of the way God created the world. Creation is an act of commitment on God’s part.

The LXX then renders mišpāṭ by krisis (“decision/judgment”), reflecting the fact that mišpāṭ is a power word. A šôpēṭ, (EVV “judge”) is someone who acts decisively. Ideally, decisions, judgments, decisive acts, and the exercise of authority will be just, but we cannot assume that and have to take action to see that mišpāṭ is characterized by ṣĕdāqâ, as we have to make sure that ṣĕdāqâ receives concrete expression in mišpāṭ.

The connotations of ṣĕdāqâ umišpāṭ in Psalm 33:5 thus fit with those of the word in the parallel colon, ḥesed, another word with no English equivalent (EVV use expressions such as “steadfast love”). It refers to a self-giving that is remarkable for one of two reasons. Either it denotes a noteworthy commitment that someone makes when they are under no obligation, like Rahab’s protection of the Israelite spies (Josh 2:12)—so that it resembles grace or favor (ḥēn). Or it denotes a commitment that someone continues to make because of an awareness of obligation, even if it costs them or even if the other party has forfeited any right to expect it. It thus resembles trustworthiness (ʾĕmûnâ Ps 33:4) or mercy (as LXX and Vg. translate)—or faithfulness. It is the Hebrew equivalent to Greek agapē. Speaking of such divine commitment in connection with creation fills a space left open by Genesis, which does not tell us why God created the world. It does not indicate whether or not this emerged from some necessity of God’s own nature,25 or specifically whether creation was an act of love.26 Genesis tells a gospel story, but its good news apparently constitutes something other than that. It may assume that creation was an instinctive act of God’s generosity and God’s instinct to share life, but in the Torah the first references to divine love come in describing God’s commitment to Israel (e.g., Deut 4:37; 7:8). Love (or talk in terms of love) becomes necessary only after sin has become a problem in the world. Psalm 33 fills this gap as it sees creation as a great act of ḥesed on God’s part.

The worship enjoined by Psalm 33:1-3, 8 is based on permanent truths about Yhwh’s acts and person and about life (Ps 33:4-5, 11-12, 16-19) that have been demonstrated in events in the past (Ps 33:6-7, 9-10, 13-15, 20-22). The point is made with precision through the repetition of words for faithfulness and uprightness. It is faithful and upright people who may with special appropriateness worship the God whose word is upright and who is committed to faithful exercise of power (Ps 33:1, 4-5). One would initially assume that the acts referred to are Yhwh’s acts in Israel’s life, though the way the point is made would raise one or two questions. Is the earth full of Yhwh’s commitment? Psalm 33:6-9 further undermines that initial understanding even as it handles those questions. It suggests that Yhwh’s work (maʿăśeh) is the work of making the world (as, e.g., Ps 8:3 [MT 4]; 102:25 [MT 26]; 103:22; 104:24). The cosmos is what was made (ʿāśâ) by Yhwh (Ps 33:6). The striking implication is that the making of the world was an expression of uprightness, trustworthiness, decisive faithfulness and commitment. The uprightness, trustworthiness, decisive faithfulness and commitment that one sees at work in Israel’s history were already expressed in the way God made the world—unsurprisingly, on reflection, for one would expect Yhwh to be consistent in the manifesting of personal characteristics.




Controlling Potentially Unruly Forces by Speaking

Making the world is thus an act of love and commitment, the kind of self-commitment that reaches out in generosity when there is no existent relationship that obligates this. The formulation in Psalm 33:6-9 suggests a further insight and a further link between Yhwh’s work in the world and in Israel’s own life. Forming the cosmos involved getting control of the potentially unruly and overwhelming forces embodied in and symbolized by the sea and its deeps. That is an act of uprightness and decisive faithfulness such as anticipates equivalent acts in Israel’s life.27 Unsurprisingly, Yhwh’s acts are a seamless whole. While Israel distinguished between Yhwh’s activity in the world and Yhwh’s activity in its own life, it did not separate these. It was the same Yhwh who acted in both contexts, with the consistency that one might expect. Israel can see in the pattern of Yhwh’s activity in the world features of that activity in its life, and vice versa.

And it was God’s word of command that brought things into being (Ps 33:4, 6, 9). The associated mention of God’s breath (Ps 33:6) hardly suggests the mere truism that uttering words involve expressing breath. At least, this truism does not appear elsewhere, for “breath” (rûaḥ) suggests dynamic power. Thus elsewhere that dynamic power means destruction (e.g., Job 15:30 MT; Is 11:4). In Enuma Elish breath or wind denotes a violence that destroys Tiamat but thereby prepares the way for the forming of the world. In Psalm 33, the sequence of word and breath suggests declaring an intention and thereby acting dynamically.

The psalm then pictures Yhwh gathering the ocean waters as in a dam, as happened at the Red Sea and at the Jordan (Ps 33:7; cf. Ex 15:8; Ps 78:13; Josh 3:13, 16). Once more the language thus muddies the distinction between God’s activity in the world and in Israel’s life. We should picture not a huge modern dam but the little rock-walls that people made in the wilderness to catch the meager rainwater to use it for irrigation. The contrast between the quantity and the receptacle is even more marked in LXX, Vg. and Tg. Instead of “as [in] the dam” (kannēd), they have “as [in] the wineskin” (implying kannôd). Job also makes the point. At creation God acted as one who “binds up the waters in his clouds” like wine in a wineskin, in such a way as to make sure the clouds do not burst under the pressure (Job 26:8; cf. Job 38:37). In the context of Job’s speech, this is not so much a reassurance as a testimony to God’s awesome power, which extends even to the waters with their dynamic power. To Yhwh, all the water in the seas was only like a pool of water in a dam or a liter or two of wine in a bottle. Describing Yhwh putting the deeps (tĕḥômôt) in closets (Ps 33:7) makes the same point. Like an executive with unquestioned authority, Yhwh had unquestioned control of the world’s raw materials. The ocean waters or the deeps were not a threat but a resource, stored and labeled, ready to be used when needed (cf. Ps 135:7; Job 38:22-23; Jer 10:13).

At the end of its look back at the making of the world, Psalm 33:6-9 once more affirms that it was because Yhwh spoke a word of command that the world came to be and stood forth. The appropriate response is an awed reverence, perhaps a terrified fear, on the part of the whole world.28




God’s Plan

Seamlessly the psalm then goes on to speak of Yhwh’s activity in political events (Ps 33:10-17). Talk in terms of the world’s being brought into being by the uttering of God’s word gives way to talk in terms of the world’s being governed by the implementing of God’s plan, but the difference is at least partly rhetorical. One could speak of the forming of the world as the result of planning (Is 40:12-14; also implicitly Gen 1), and one could speak of God’s word being effective in world events (e.g., Is 55:10-11). The psalm itself again makes clear that it does not separate Yhwh’s activity in bringing the world into being and in history.29 It is from the heavens, where Yhwh sits enthroned since establishing the heavens as a home and setting up a throne there, that Yhwh keeps an eye on the ongoing history of the world. It is the shaper who is the observer (Ps 33:13-15). As humanity’s creator, God can know everything about that creation if God decides to look. The act of commitment to the whole world expressed in making it constitutes an invitation to hope in connection with the course of the world’s ongoing life (Ps 33:5, 18, 22).30

Psalm 33 manifests the First Testament’s common ambiguity about the position of the peoples other than Israel, whom God formed. On one side, the whole world is called to revere Yhwh, its maker, the one who asserted control of the forces of disorder by a word of power. Those who do revere Yhwh, and who put their hope in Yhwh’s self-commitment expressed in the making of the world, are promised that Yhwh will keep an eye on them. That suggests in Hebrew, as in English, a caring regard that issues in active protection and provision (Ps 33:8, 18, 19). On the other side, Yhwh frustrates the intentions of the nations and insists on being the only one whose plan gets fulfilled, and this explicitly works for the benefit of Israel (Ps 33:10-12). Yhwh’s looking at the world can issue merely in noting—perhaps with a sense of satisfaction—the helplessness that contrasts with their fancied power (Ps 33:13-17). It is Israel that has proved how in reality Yhwh is help and shield (Ps 33:20).

The implication of the psalm as a whole is that as creator Yhwh had formulated and announced (and thereby implemented) a plan or a set of intentions for the whole world, which were expressions of uprightness, trustworthiness, the faithful exercise of authority, and commitment. Those intentions were that the life of the world should be in keeping with Yhwh’s intentions in making it and with the way Yhwh then put negative power under control. The problem is that the inclination of the world as whole is to formulate policies that do not embody those qualities. Instead the world’s policies themselves constitute a reassertion of that negative power. Nations like to lord it over one another and rely on military force to do so, and Israel itself has much experience of this. But Yhwh is committed to achieving that purpose that lay behind the making of the world. Yhwh intends to do this for Israel now, and thus to fulfill in its experience the purpose that lay behind the world’s making. The nations are implicitly invited to align themselves with that purpose voluntarily, rather than finding themselves treated like Leviathan or Rahab, embodiments of forces asserting themselves against God (e.g., Ps 74:12-14; 89:8-10).

The First Testament story never talks about God having a plan for the world or a plan of salvation or a plan for people’s individual lives, and the story it tells does not look like one that resulted from a plan. God certainly had an aim, a vision, some goals, and sometimes formulates a plan for a particular context, but works out a purpose in the world in interaction with the human beings who are designed to be key to the fulfilling of those goals. God is not a micromanager who seeks to make every decision for the company, but the wiser kind of executive who formulates clear goals but involves the work force in determining how to implement them, and also recognizes that the failure of members of the work force will require an ongoing flexibility in pursuing these goals. The story does not give the impression that from the beginning God had planned the flood, or the summons of Abraham, or the exodus, or the introduction of the monarchy, or the building of the temple, or the exile, or the sending of a messiah. It portrays these as responses to concrete situations, while all are outworkings of God’s purpose and character. Our security lies not in the world’s actual story being the outworking of God’s plan (that would be scary) but in its unfolding within the control of an executive who will go to any lengths to see that the vision gets fulfilled—even dying for it. In this sense the lamb of God was slain before the world’s foundation. God has always been that kind of God.

When I go into a class, I have some lecture notes for the first forty minutes, but I decide as I am going along exactly what to say, in light of other things I have been reading, or things I have discovered are in students’ minds, or something in the opening worship that strikes me. Students spend the next thirty minutes in groups discussing their homework or whatever else they wish—I do not control that at all, unless there is a riot. For the last thirty minutes in plenary discussion they ask me questions, and I may well work in some points that I wanted to make, but the time is not planned—yet it too works toward fulfilling my goals. And sometimes I may abandon my plans for the whole class for some reason and go in a quite unplanned direction. God’s “plan” for the world is more like my class plan than like the schedule for the baseball season that determines when every game is to be played.






2.3 God Birthed

In the beginning, God birthed the heavens and the earth. Genesis 2:4 itself describes creation as “the generations of the heavens and the earth,” suggesting that they came into being by something like giving birth.31 Psalm 90:2 makes that explicit: “Before mountains were birthed, or you labored with earth and world, even from age to age you were/are/will be God.”

Any suggestion that the First Testament does not speak of God giving birth to the world, as some other creation accounts do, joins many other failed attempts to set the First Testament off from these other works. The boundaries usually turn out to be permeable. Yes, God gave birth to the world. Of course it is a metaphor, but then so are statements such as “God shaped” or “God created.” All such statements use the language of analogy. Birthing is an image that tells us something true about God’s relationship with the world, though like all images it has to be set in the context of other images so that we can guard against taking it too far.

First, birthing suggests wondrous mystery. It is stupefying that a fully alive being emerges from the body of its mother. It is extraordinary that mountains should exist, and human beings stand amazed before their majesty. The previous psalm has made the point that north and south, Tabor and Hermon, belong to Yhwh and resound at Yhwh’s name, because Yhwh made them (Ps 89:12 [MT 13]). Hermon is a great mountain to the far northeast, visible for miles in Israel, and holy to Baal (e.g., Judg 3:3). Even little Tabor stands out attractively and impressively from the surrounding countryside, and it was also a place of (unorthodox?) worship (Hos 5:1). That would be enough to make recollection of them something that brought glory to Yhwh as their maker, father or mother. But “north” is Zaphon, another great holy mount, and “south” may conceal the name of yet another.32 Perhaps I look to the mountains because they frighten me or perhaps because they encourage me (Ps 121:1). Either way I testify to their impressiveness. And Yhwh gave birth to them.

Second, birthing involves pain. God labored to bring the world forth. Labor pains did not begin after the first human act of disobedience. Long before that, they were part of God’s experience in bringing the world to birth. It was a tough business. It is not surprising that God wanted a day off at the end of it. Even for God, making this wondrous cosmos was not a trivial task but one that involved effort. The image also suggests struggle.33 It hints at risk, because birthing is not bound to succeed and may bring death to the mother. But it also hints at joy, because of the monumental rejoicing of motherhood that succeeds the pain of birthing (Jn 16:21). And it hints that the experience will also give God the motivation to make sure that other potential mothers give birth (Is 66:7-9).

The idea of God birthing is too much for many translations, often a sign that the First Testament is saying something interesting. The text reads unequivocally “you labored with” (wattĕḥôlēl), using the verb ḥûl that can denote dancing or whirling but most often refers to the twisting and straining involved in giving birth. But LXX and other early translations have the passive “it [the earth] was brought forth,” which implies only a minutely different Hebrew (wattĕḥôlal). That leaves nicely unclarified who was the mother who did this birthing (cf. Job 38:8). The NRSV apparently follows the Masoretic Hebrew but waters down the metaphor to “you formed.”

Such alteration and watering down of the text may reflect a desire to protect God’s transcendence. The First Testament offers much evidence that this is not a desire God shares, but human beings often prefer their God safely transcendent. Perhaps Yhwh is rather unsafely transcendent, for paradoxically the point about the description of God in Psalm 90 is to underline the truth of God’s transcendence. Before bringing the world to birth so extraordinarily and so painfully, the Lord (unusually, Hebrew does use this word, ʾădōnāy) had always been God (ʾēl). And the Lord always would be God. The Hebrew statement is a noun clause, declaring simply “from age to age you God.” While Hebrew’s characteristic stress on verbal statements fits with the predominant narrative nature of its theology, this syntactical form also helps Hebrew make statements that contain no time reference.


A Temporal Event in the Context of God’s Eternity

Giving birth is a markedly temporal event, but the psalm sets it in the context of God’s eternity. Hebrew lacks abstract expressions such as “eternal” or “eternity,” but the lack of particular words does not mean that people do not utilize the concepts that would be signified by such words. Hebrew ʿôlām denotes “age,” and in isolation lĕʿôlām need not mean “forever.” But the statement that before the world came into being “from age to age you [are] God” does looks like an unequivocal declaration of Yhwh’s eternity. Marduk became top god only just before bringing the world into being. Yhwh’s being God does not relate to bringing the world into being. Yhwh simply is God. The First Testament gospel story has a setting in the story of God, but we do not know how long the story of God had been proceeding before this gospel story began, or whether that is a meaningful question. Before that, God simply is/was.

To describe Yhwh as God from age to age implies that God lives in time without being limited to particular times. Plato declared that time came into existence with the heavens, “so that having been generated together they might also be destroyed together,”34 but whereas he thought it was better to be eternal than to be everlasting, the Bible portrays God as active in history and implies that it is better to be everlasting than to be eternal. Against Plato, Boethius, Thomas Aquinas and Schleiermacher, the First Testament suggests that God is not atemporal or outside time, though God is omnitemporal and not limited to particular times: “The life of God has unending duration both forwards and backwards in time.”35 The First Testament does not suggest that God created time, though neither does it exclude this possibility. If God did, then creating the world means that from now on “God has time and history on his hands.”36 But perhaps the First Testament rather implies that time is intrinsic to God’s being. God’s very “life and existence is temporal.”37 Arguably time is intrinsic to being a person at all, so that it is difficult to see how God could be a person and not be living in time, even if also able to transcend the limitations of time. Certainly the First Testament portrays God as living with people in time, living through its gospel story with humanity and with Israel. That aspect of deity God also shares with the gods of Enuma Elish. They too live in narrative sequence. In this sense God is not outside time. Perhaps God was outside time before creating the heavens and the earth. Perhaps God embraces all time. But that truth must not be allowed to take the edge off the gospel statement that as far as we are concerned, God lives in time, as a person like us. In speaking thus, we again anticipate the statement near the end of the first creation story in Genesis, that human beings are made in God’s image. Human beings live in time, like God who lives in time.

The psalm’s statement of God’s eternity is less of a theological abstraction than are translations such as “from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” Its point is also not to offer a contextless theological formulation. Like other statements about God’s making of the world that we will consider, it has a barb to it. Yhwh is supposed to be God from age to age. In every generation the Lord has been Israel’s dwelling-place or refuge (Ps 90:1).38 So why are things working out the way they are in Israel’s current experience (Ps 90:715)? The psalm is an appeal to Yhwh to behave like the God who is supposed to exist from age to age and to have wondrously birthed the mountains and successfully labored over earth and world. Stories about the making of the world, and portraits of the future, are told because of the way they relate to life in the present. They do not merely satisfy intellectual curiosity. The same is true of this psalm.

In Isaiah 45:9-12, Yhwh designs and shapes like a potter, begets like a father, travails like a mother, creates like an artist, stretches like a sheik and commands like a king (Is 44:24 has already pictured Yhwh beating out like a metalworker). Together these images suggest the precision, purposefulness, pleasure, pain, care, effort, sovereignty and effectiveness of the creator ’s work.39






2.4 God Prevailed

In the beginning, God defeated other dynamic forces in bringing the world into being. Proverbs and Genesis portray creation as a thoughtful, rational, controlled process, but by its use of the birth image, Psalm 90 suggests there was struggle involved in that process.


Creation and Conflict

It is a common human experience for creative achievement and progress to emerge only out of conflict. While liberating change sometimes comes about through a consensual process, often it requires confrontation.40 Growth in a relationship comes about because two people have a fight with each other. Innovative ideas for new activities and novel solutions to old problems emerge from hard-fought arguments in committees or boards. Social and communal renewal issue from the determined opposition and resistance of one party to another, as happened once when Israel provoked a conflict with Egypt, and happened in the Civil Rights struggle and the antiapartheid struggle. The growth of an individual comes about through a process of internal conflict in which inner forces struggle with one another. We struggle to climb mountains and wrestle with problems and battle against obstacles. In each case, there would not have been creativity and growth without argument, struggle and conflict. Like anger, hatred and fear, argument, struggle and conflict are not inherently negative, as peace and quiet is not necessarily positive (cf. Zech 1:7-12). Only on a case by case basis can we discern whether a particular season of peace or conflict is a good moment or a questionable one.

This common human experience fits the way the First Testament depicts God as involved in conflict in connection with bringing the world into being. It is yet another aspect of our being made in God’s image.

Elihu asked who gave God charge over the whole earth (Job 34:13). It is and is not a rhetorical question. It is, insofar as Elihu has no doubt of the answer and has no doubt that Job agrees. No one gave God this authority. But in an ancient Middle Eastern context it is less of a rhetorical question than it would be in a modern Western one, because other Middle Eastern peoples also told stories that spoke of more or less conflictual discussions and events in heaven that resulted in the making of the world or of humanity. In Atrahasis, the forming of humanity follows from a rebellion on the part of junior powers, a rebellion that Enuma Elish locates before the forming of the cosmos. The very initiative for making the world issues from violence among the gods. Violence is intrinsic to Enuma Elish and inheres in the godhead. When humanity comes into being, it is through the recycling of bits of a heavenly warrior who was defeated in a heavenly battle. It might not be surprising if such a creature then went wrong. As human beings, “our very origin is violence. Killing is in our blood.”41

The First Testament agrees in seeing violence as a supernatural and not just a this-worldly problem, but it is less gloomy in how far it sees violence written into the fabric of reality. It does speak of conflict in heaven, but it gives no information on how such conflict came about.42 It is also often allusive over whether this conflict had any relationship with the making of the world,43 though Psalm 74 does set these events in narrative sequence. It describes God as one who crushed Leviathan, put the stars and planets in place and established the seasons:


But God, my king from of old, bringer of great deliverance throughout the earth/ land,

It was you broke sea with your power, smashed the heads of the sea monsters on the waters.

It was you crushed the heads of Leviathan. You gave him as food for a company of wildcats.

It was you opened spring and torrent. You dried up perennial rivers.

To you belongs day, and to you belongs night, too. You established light and sun. It was you erected all earth’s bounds. You shaped summer and winter.



God won a victory at the Beginning as one who effected great deliverance.44 “Deliverance” usually refers to God’s acts in Israel’s experience, and the next colon could suggest allusion to God’s act at the Red Sea. But reference to smashing the sea monsters’ heads would more directly suggest a conflict at the time of creation. That is confirmed by the subsequent reference to God’s establishing the planets.

The psalm emphasizes the decisiveness of God’s victory by describing Leviathan as not merely crushed (it might then be able to come back to life with that mysterious regenerative power possessed by alien creatures), but given as food for a company of ṣiyyîm, desert dwellers or wildcats, who may stand for demonic creatures.45 That would suggest the nice idea that the remains of Leviathan are fed to its own kind. Its defeat is definitely its end. The psalm continues to underline the decisiveness of God’s acts, though not quite as vividly. “You opened spring and torrent,” but “you dried up [what seemed to be] perennial rivers.” Either God cut open channels for these waters to drain away and thus dried up the tumultuous waters,46 or God demonstrated the power to turn things upside down in either direction (cf. the complementarity of Is 41:17-20 and Is 42:10-17). God also established ownership of day and night, as the one who put the light (of the moon) and the sun in place. God “erected” the boundaries of the earth—not merely the boundaries between peoples (Deut 32:8) but the boundary between land and sea (cf. Job 38:8-11; Ps 104:6-9; Prov 8:27-29; Jer 5:22). God thus ensured that the land as a whole was protected from encroachment, like a king protecting the land of a widow in her vulnerability (Prov 15:25). The verb “erect” (nāṣab, hiphil) makes another subtle link with the Red Sea event, for there the seas will duly stand erect away from the dry land (Ex 15:8; Ps 78:13). Finally, the psalm declares that God shaped summer and winter. The sun of summer will not prevail through the year and thus cause nature to wither, but neither will the rain of winter prevail through the year and thus overwhelm the earth. All this is guaranteed by God’s definitive shaping of summer and winter long ago.




Creation and History

Having acted as victorious deliverer at the Beginning, Yhwh is the people’s king “from of old” (Ps 74:12). Yhwh does not gain a position of superiority over a group of fellow gods through winning this victory, like Marduk in Babylon or Baal at Ugarit. Yhwh was already king, but Yhwh does thus demonstrate the kingly sovereignty that other peoples attributed to their gods. The act of deliverance at the Red Sea and the acts that recur in Israel’s story continue a sequence begun at the Beginning, when God by anticipation rescued the victims of the oppressive power of sea and sea monster. Of course in Psalm 74 (and similarly in Ps 77) the trouble is that the sequence has stopped. The people have been defeated, the city has been invaded, the sanctuary has been destroyed. Why does God stand inactive at such a time? Why does God let this happen when it stands in such contrast with the definitive victories God won long ago? Psalm 74 affirms that creation and history indeed belong together.

Creation and Israel’s own history are correlated under the aspect of Yahweh’s salvific actions. Creation out of chaos is seen as the first in a chain of salvific actions. Here, world order and Israel’s history are united under one purpose, liberation from chaos and oppression. Thus, it can be said that Yahweh is the creator of the world because he is its liberator from chaos, just as he is the creator of Israel because he is its liberator from oppression. Therefore, the notion of liberation belongs to both creation and Israel’s history.47


That underlines the contrast between Yhwh and other so-called gods.


The gods that did not make the heavens and the earth

Shall perish from the earth and from under these heavens.

Maker of the earth by his power, establisher of the world by his insight,

One who stretched out the heavens by his understanding,

When he gave voice, there was a roar of waters in the heavens,

And he made mists rise from the end of the earth.

He made lightning for the rain and produced wind from his stores. (Jer 10:11-13)



As in Genesis 1, making the world involves word and wind, power and insight, but here it is the activity of forces that oppose order that explains why God needed these capacities to bring into being an orderly world. And God possessed them.




Yhwh’s Supremacy Among the Beings of Heaven

Yhwh’s supremacy among the beings of heaven is expounded in a parallel connection in Psalm 89.


The heavens are to praise your wondrous deed, Yhwh,

Yes, your trustworthiness, in the congregation of the holy ones.

Because who in the sky compares with Yhwh?

Who is like Yhwh among the divinities?

A God feared in the assembly of holy ones, greatly,

And revered above all those around him.

Yhwh, God of armies, who is like you?

Yah is mighty. Your trustworthiness is around you.

You rule over the raging of the sea.

When its waves rise, you are the one who stills them.

You are the one who crushed Rahab [so that it was] like one slain.

With your powerful arm you scattered your enemies.

The heavens belong to you. The earth also belongs to you,

The world and what fills it, which you founded,

North and South, which you created,

Tabor and Hermon, which resound at your name.

You possess an arm with strength.

Your hand is strong. Your right hand lifts high.

Faithfulness and authority are the foundation of your throne.

Commitment and trustworthiness go before you.



Once more a psalm laments Yhwh’s puzzling failure to act in accordance with the power demonstrated in primeval events, and with specific commitments—here these are the commitments to David. Heaven acknowledges Yhwh’s wondrous deed, a deed of trustworthiness. But what was that deed? Psalm 89 started by affirming God’s trustworthiness. But where was this shown? The intervening verses went on to recall God’s declaration of commitment to David, but the question the psalm will raise is whether God has been faithful to this commitment. So where was it shown, to the astonishment of the powers of heaven?

The question has to wait, for the acknowledgment is first developed. Among the sons of the gods (ʾēlîm) in the sky who stand around Yhwh, who is Yhwh’s equal? These beings recognize that Yhwh is one who inspires awe and reverence among them as among human beings such as those offering this praise. For them Yhwh is so much more awesome than these other heavenly beings. Or is it terrified fear that is felt by Yhwh’s council and Yhwh’s worshipers? The description that follows might work either way. On the one hand, this is the God of armies, the strong one. On the other hand, the psalm confesses, “your trustworthiness is around you,” like the heavenly beings themselves (the word sābîb recurs). Perhaps they are themselves the embodiments of Yhwh’s trustworthiness, the ones through whom it is shown to people? God’s power and trustworthiness are not set up as an antithesis, as if one was good news, the other bad news. God’s power expressed with trustworthiness or God’s trustworthiness implemented with power is bad news for God’s enemies but good news for God’s own people. Yhwh is ruler over the sea’s tumult, and can still its waves when they rise up and threaten to engulf. The implicit grounds for the present statement and the modal statement are the matching pair of past declarations that follows: “You crushed Rahab [so that it was] like one slain. With your powerful arm you scattered your enemies.” More present statements follow, about heaven and earth belonging to Yhwh, this time in noun clauses. Once more these are grounded in a past statement, about the making of the world: Yhwh founded them. A further sequence declares that to Yhwh also belong “North and South, which you created, Tabor and Hermon, which resound at your name.” We have noted that “North and South,” “Tabor and Hermon” could all suggest mountains sacred to other gods that here resound with the confession that actually Yhwh is the God who created them.48

The implication of Yhwh’s victories and acts of creation is that Yhwh indeed possesses power and strength, faithfulness and authority, commitment and trustworthiness. Yhwh’s ongoing sovereignty is founded on those events. Yhwh will be able to keep that commitment to David all right. In due course this acknowledgment of Yhwh’s power, trustworthiness and concern for right, expressed in the victories that preceded the making of the world and in that act itself, will rebound on Yhwh (Ps 89:38-51 [MT 39-52]).




Yhwh Asserted Sovereignty

Psalm 93 makes a similar set of affirmations:


Yhwh reigned, dressed in glory. Yhwh dressed, girded himself in strength.

The world indeed stands firm, not tottering.

Your throne stood firm from the past. You are/were from of old.

Yhwh, rivers lifted up, rivers lifted up their voice,

Rivers would lift up their pounding.

Above the voices of many waters, majestic ones,

The breakers of the sea, Yhwh in the height is majestic.

Your affirmations were established.

Holiness adorns your house, Yhwh, for long days.



The qatal verb “Yhwh reigned” points to something that happened, as is the case when the verb refers to a human king beginning to reign.49 Saying that Yhwh’s throne stood firm from the past (mēʾāz) makes the same point, for this verb (kûn niphal) is also used of a human king’s gaining firm control of his country at the beginning of his reign (1 Kings 2:12, 46).

We may compare the statement that “Yhwh established [kûn hiphil] his throne in the heavens. His kingship took control over all” (Ps 103:19).50 What follows in Psalm 103 does then make clear that the past act whereby Yhwh established authority in heaven has ongoing significance for the implementing of Yhwh’s will. It means that the variety of powerful beings in heaven, aides (malʾākîm), mighty warriors (gibbōrē kōaḥ), armies (ṣābāʾ), and officers (mešārĕtîm), all function as obedient agents of Yhwh’s will rather than as entities that might rebel against it (Ps 103:20-22). That past act with its present implications is thus the basis for all the earthly activity that the bulk of the Psalm describes.

So was there a time when Yhwh did not reign? Psalm 93:2 safeguards that point by declaring that Yhwh is/was from of old. The sentence has no verb, and we might either reckon that by its nature this is a timeless statement or that the context points to a past reference. But in the parallelism, the second clause typically goes beyond the first: Yhwh’s throne stands firm from the past, even the distant past, but Yhwh’s person has a much longer history. In other words, “from of old” (mēʿôlām) suggests a longer time frame than “from long ago.”51 So Yhwh is glorious “in the height” (bammārôm), the height of the heavens. It is there that holiness adorns Yhwh’s house—in the context, Yhwh’s house in the heavens. And it will continue to do that “for long days” (lĕʾōrek yāmîm). Yhwh’s sovereign holiness stands firm back to days of yore and forward as far as the mind can imagine. The psalm leaves no room for the idea that there has ever been a day when Yhwh did not reign or that there will ever be such a day.

Against the background of that affirmation, the psalm can then declare that there was a moment when Yhwh particularly asserted sovereignty, a moment in primeval history when Yhwh flexed muscles and demonstrated power in relation to the self-assertion of other cosmic or metaphysical powers, which are again symbolized as tumultuous waters. There was a moment when rivers asserted themselves in an attempt to overwhelm the heavens and/or the earth.52 And there was thus a moment in primeval history when God asserted sovereignty, put on majesty, demonstrated power.53




The World Stands Firm

That once-for-all demonstration of God’s sovereignty is a basis for conviction about the world’s ongoing security. The world indeed stands firm. As usual, the psalm’s covert agenda appears here. The world does not always appear secure. The psalm’s reference to the floods in the past doubtless conceals a reference to present floods that threaten to overwhelm the community. There may be an allusion to this at the third reference to the rivers “lifting up,” when the verb changes from qatal to yiqtol. The fact that God asserted sovereignty back then is the assurance that this sovereignty can still operate in the present. Tumultuous seas pound and threaten but cannot disturb a securely founded world. Yhwh’s affirmations (ʿēdôt), decrees Yhwh issued in making the world, were firmly established.54 At the beginning of his reign a king would often thus issue decrees for the regulating of his realm, and Marduk does so when becoming heavenly king in Enuma Elish. The psalm takes up this idea from earthly life and heavenly story and applies it to Yhwh. The security of the world issues from decisions Yhwh took and put on record back then. The First Testament shares “a set of worries” with other cultures that told stories about primeval times, such as “the fragility of the physical circumstances in which human life is possible,”55 and it asserts that Yhwh made the world secure.

Genesis 6—9 describes an occasion when flood indeed overwhelmed the world. God’s sovereign act turned out not to have had secure implications for the world. The story of the flood presupposes that human wrongdoing threatens the secure order of the world. It could lead to the dismantling of that order. But the exception turns out only to test the rule, for in the aftermath of the flood God affirms that the waters above and below will never again become a flood with the capacity to destroy all life. This commitment becomes the subject of a covenant on God’s part (Gen 9:15-16), and that covenant becomes a basis for trusting in Yhwh’s covenantal commitment to Israel (Is 54:9-10). Once again, in other contexts the logic might be reversed. God’s commitment to Israel and to the church might be a basis for believing that the earth really is secure.

To judge from Psalm 46, such talk is at least in part an allegory for the way international conflict threatens to overwhelm the little world of the city of God. Psalm 124 similarly puts it this way:


Had Yhwh not been Yhwh for us when people rose up against us

Then they would have swallowed us alive when their anger flamed against us.

Then the waters would have overwhelmed us, the torrent would have swept over us.

Then the seething waters would have swept over us.

Blessed be Yhwh, who did not give us over as prey to their teeth….

Our help lies in the name of Yhwh, maker of the heavens and the earth.



The tumultuous waters seethe again in the person of the community’s attackers. More powerful nations ever threaten peoples such as Ephraim and Judah, but they are preserved by the one who is maker of the heavens and the earth.




Human Life Is Secure

The emphasis on this theme in Job presupposes that when people experience personal attack or illness, or when they are cast out of their community, forces of disorder again threaten to overwhelm them. But Yhwh’s prevailing over such forces at creation is their security.


He drew a limit on the face of the waters at the extremity where light and dark meet.

Heaven’s pillars would shake, be thunderstruck at his blast:

By his power he stilled the sea, by his insight he struck down Rahab.

By his wind the heavens became fair, his hand transfixed the fleeing dragon. (Job 26:10-13)



God drew a boundary on the surface of the waters—that is, fixed the horizon, the place where light was assumed to give way to darkness. God stilled sea itself and/or transfixed the fleeing (or evil/dangerous/primeval) sea monster.56 Other passages picture Yhwh crushing Rahab so that it is nothing but a corpse (Ps 89:10 [MT 11]) or subduing it and its allies (Job 9:13) or cutting it into pieces (Is 51:9). In another conceptuality, when the sea was forced to fall back and dry land was able to appear, in effect Sea died.57 The rest of reality convulsed as God thus acted assertive and rebuked the powers of disorder—resistant metaphysical powers and physical powers that represent or symbolize them (Job 26:11; cf. Ps 104:7).58 Winning this victory thus involved word and wind, and the manifestation of power and insight. The word of power active in making the world was not only the positive, commissioning word of Genesis 1, but also a word of rebuke that accompanied the power to still Sea and the insight to defeat Rahab. Alongside that, God’s wind calmed the heavens, according to the traditional understanding of the enigmatic line; whatever the meaning, it offers a suggestive contrast with the disturbing effect of the wind in Enuma Elish.

Yhwh also made sure that the sea with its tumultuous power was under control, its boundaries set by the shores and cliffs over which it cannot climb.


And [who] shut in the sea with gates when it burst forth, came out of the womb,

When I made cloud its clothing, storm-cloud its swathing,

Imposed my limit on it, placed a bar and gates,

And said “You can come so far, but no further.

Here it is set against the assertiveness of your waves.” (Job 38:8-11)



Confining the sea in this way was no more problematic for Yhwh than keeping a newborn baby under control is problematic for its mother (though the tricky side to that project may also help the analogy). Perhaps the breaking of the waters before a baby is born suggested the analogy. After the baby had emerged, yelling, from the womb, Yhwh confined it to its crib, provided it with its diapers and outer clothing, and made sure that in its self-assertiveness it could not crawl beyond the area that suited its mother. Yhwh thus set a decreed limit (ḥōq) for the waters (cf. Job 26:10; 28:26; Jer 5:22; 31:36).59 Whatever conflict Yhwh had been involved in did not imply that Yhwh experienced any insuperable difficulty in achieving or asserting sovereignty over primeval elements of the universe. But their needing to be confined implies they have the capacity to work in negative ways. Further, their being confined and not eliminated makes them available for God to use when something negative needs doing, as happens when God releases them to flood the earth. And this same fact means there might always be a risk that they will manage to escape constraint and bring flood when God has not designed that. Passages such as Psalm 93 and Psalm 124 reflect the awareness that this indeed sometimes seems to happen, an experience that drives people into urging God to assert control again (e.g., Is 51:9-11).

So God was “maker of peace in the heights of heaven” (Job 25:2). The context speaks of God’s sovereignty as something that arouses dread, and of God’s innumerable troops. This shalom is evidently peace after conflict. The verb is a participle, and I take it as one of the many examples of participles referring to God’s activity in the primeval past, when God replaced conflict by peace in heaven.

To put it another way, God defeated Sea, standing on its back like a victor standing with his feet on his enemy’s back (Job 9:8). God is the stiller of the roaring of the seas and their waves. In Psalm 65:7 [MT 8] this description appears in the context of people’s celebration of God’s stilling the peoples’ tumult and of God’s being establisher of the mountains. The verbs are participles but again they allude first to the primeval act of making the world. Yet the context also refers to the experience of God’s doing wonders in the people’s own experience and making nature abound in the present. The conviction that God so acts now and that God so acted at the Beginning are mutually supportive or form part of a whole. The point is made explicit by the subsequent segue as the people’s praise describes God as stiller of the seas’ roaring and also of the peoples’ tumult. If the bad news is that the victory God won at the Beginning does not mean the end of metaphysical conflict, the good news is that the victory God won then can be oft repeated.

The life of the world, the life of nations and communities and the life of individuals are characterized by ongoing conflict. The First Testament gospel sees in that a frustrating of God’s creative purpose. God won a victory at the Beginning. Things were not meant to be this way. They came to be that way through the course of events. But having determined to achieve something, and having determined to overcome forces of disorder, God stays involved with this story. The picture of God’s having defeated forces of disorder is a promise that the world actually is secure from such forces. One might demythologize the account by suggesting that it signifies God’s looking in the eye such potential collapse of order and determining that it would not happen. By a determination of God formulated in connection with bringing the world into being, forces of cosmic, political, personal and moral disorder will not overwhelm the order that God brought about in the world in forming it.

We like our theology to incorporate an account of the activity of evil in the world. There are three classic ways of doing so. One can locate evil within the godhead, and occasionally the First Testament hints at that, or at least at the awareness that God’s acts look inexplicable. One can attribute evil to human rebellion against God, and the First Testament does that. One can see supernatural evil asserting itself against God and God not always insisting on victory over it (as God does not put down human evil), and the First Testament does that. The profile of emphasis on these accounts varies in different parts of the First Testament, but all form part of its understanding. One significance of its declaring that God prevailed at the Beginning is that this is grounds for confidence that the power of supernatural evil will never be such as to win the victory over God. Israel’s task is to urge God to be assertive in relation to it, as it does in relation to human evil.






2.5 God Created

“In the beginning…” I imagine a smile on God’s face, for we are unsure how to translate the words that follow, and thus the first sentence in the Bible. The straightforward verb form bārāʾ suggests the traditional translation in the beginning God created: So LXX, Vg., RSV, NIVI. But the preposition in “in the beginning,” bĕrēʾšît, has the vowel one would expect before a clause that said “in the beginning of God’s creating”: so NEB, NRSV, NJB, JPSV. Sometimes the Hebrew Bible combines two expressions because copyists had manuscripts that read both ways. We will go with their instinct in holding onto both.

“In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” is an extraordinary opening for a gospel. In due course Chronicles follows Genesis’s example in requiring people to read its story against the background of the world’s beginnings; so does John, though only after Mark, Matthew and Luke have ignored the precedent. Genesis itself was in some ways following, in other ways ignoring the example of earlier creation stories. Having gone behind the forming of humanity to events among the gods that led to it, Enuma Elish goes on to the building of Babylon and of a house for Marduk there, and thus links its story with Babylon’s own existence and with Babylon’s understanding of its place in the world. It thereby accounts for Marduk’s leadership among the gods and thus for Babylon’s leadership among the nations of the day. When the story was first written, the idea of Babylonian world leadership would have been only a fancy. While Babylon became a great city in the second millennium, it took over from Assyria as the major power in the Middle East only in the seventh century. If Genesis 1 reflects knowledge of Enuma Elish gained as a result of the exile, Babylon’s world leadership was now a reality.

Genesis 1 fulfills a similar function for Israel, but does so in a different way. It, too, introduces a story that offers Israel some self-understanding, an account of its position in the world, and an account that might be reckoned wildly unrealistic. Its distinctiveness lies in its doing this by making creation the introduction to Israel’s own history as a whole. It thus also stands in contrast with other works in the First Testament. Whereas Job, Ecclesiastes and some Psalms treat the beginning of the world in its own right, with monumental boldness Genesis 1—2 treats creation as a preamble to the story of Israel. “The beginning” of Israel’s story was not David, or Joshua, or Moses, or Abraham (or Jesus), but creation.60

The terms Genesis uses to refer to the creator underline this dynamic about the relationship between the world and Israel. It begins with reference to “God.” It does not use a title for God of the kind Israel shared with its neighbors, such as Melchizedek’s term El Elyon, God Most High. Nor does it use Israel’s own distinctive name for God, Yhwh. It uses the ordinary Hebrew word for deity, ʾĕlōhîm. Elsewhere the plural can be a numerical plural, referring to gods. But applied to the one God, it is an honorific or intensive plural61 suggesting that this God embodies all the deity there is. So the creator God is very deity itself. The term emphasizes both the disjunction and the link between the creation of the world and the story of Israel. This gospel tells the beginning of Israel’s story, but the one who begins it is not merely a local Israelite God. The story of Yhwh and Israel is indeed set on the widest canvas.

As soon as we have got used to this idea, however, it is complemented in Genesis 2—3 through the use of that Israelite name for God, Yhwh. Even here the name appears in combination with the term that came in Genesis 1, in the distinctive phrase “Yhwh God,” which characterizes Genesis 2—3 but is rare elsewhere in the First Testament. The combination gives distinctive testimony to the fact that this maker we are talking about is indeed identical with the God who will appear to Moses and bring Israel out of Egypt. Admittedly Genesis does not tell us that. It does not start like a modern legal document, with a preamble defining key terms. “God” is a fully realized character. The actual readers of Genesis of course knew this God, so they were not starting from scratch in understanding God’s character, and the narrative takes for granted their knowledge. Yet it is through following the story that we discover what this character is like, as is the case with modern narratives or films that begin in the middle of things. At the end of the story we will thus be in a position to read “in the beginning God…” with more comprehension.


“Creation”

It would have fitted with theological tradition to call this entire chapter “God created,” but I avoided that verb in the title and in much of the text, partly for the sake of defamiliarization. Further, while “create” is the nearest English equivalent to Hebrew bārāʾ, the two words are overlapping in meaning rather than synonymous. “Creation” and “salvation” are theological technical terms with overarching reference, but this is not true of either bārāʾ or yāšaʿ and related words. The latter is a common verb to refer to Yhwh’s delivering people from one predicament or another. It does not especially refer to “spiritual” deliverance or to eternal life or even to a key act of deliverance such as the exodus. In contrast, bārāʾ has a narrower rather than a wider connotation than English “create.” It is not very common in passages about how the world came into being. In other words, in speaking of creation the First Testament does not talk about “creation” as much as we do. It is but one of the images for what Yhwh did in bringing the world into being, alongside, for example, giving birth, gaining control and building. It is not an overarching concept, as if it embraced images such as birth or fighting or building. Nor is it a superior concept, as if those other images were subordinate to it. Nor is it a literal expression, whereas those other expressions are metaphors. It is a metaphor alongside them.

In English, creation essentially denotes God’s activity in bringing the whole world into being. We may extend the word’s usage to refer to other aspects of God’s creativity (e.g., to new creation), but we know we are indeed then extending the use of the language. In contrast, the verb bārāʾ has no special link with the beginning of things. Amos makes this clear in the way it speaks of God’s acting as bōrēʾ (Amos 4:13; cf. Amos 5:8-9; 9:5-6). The Beginning was simply one of the moments when God acted as bōrēʾ. What was distinctive about the Beginning was the fact that it was the beginning. “Creation” suggests bringing something into being where there was nothing before, a point we make explicit by the gloss “out of nothing.” Bārāʾ is also used without any reference to raw material, but its emphasis lies elsewhere. The question it answers is not “where did anything come from?” Walther Eichrodt says it is “incontestable” that Genesis 1:1 refers to “creation from nothing.”62 Whether or not it is contestable, it is certainly contested. While a First Testament thinker who needed to handle the question “Where did matter come from?” would no doubt declare “Yhwh made it, of course,” as Proverbs 8 implies, First Testament thinkers had other questions to handle. In Jewish writings explicit reference to creation out of nothing first occurs in 2 Maccabees 7:28: God made everything ouk ex ontōn. The statement is an aspect of the book’s stress on monotheism and on God’s absolute sovereignty. But similar language occurs in other Greek writings without implying that creation did not start from preexistent matter, so 2 Maccabees need not have that implication. The more explicit conviction regarding this was first clearly formulated in the second century A.D.63

The emphasis of bārāʾ lies first on the sovereignty of what God achieves rather than on the nothingness from which God starts. The link of bārāʾ with sovereignty becomes especially clear in the context where the word is most common, not Genesis, where it comes ten times, but Isaiah 40—66, where it comes nineteen times. There it highlights God’s sovereignty over the powers of earth and heaven and God’s sovereign capacity to renew the community of Israel. The chapters use the word in a variety of connections, of which God’s activity at the Beginning is but one, and also use other terminology in this variety of connections. For instance,


As maker of the world, Yhwh can be sovereign in world politics (Is 40:12-17, 21-24).

As maker of the world, Yhwh cannot be represented by an image (Is 40:18-20).

As bōrēʾ of other heavenly forces, Yhwh is sovereign over them (Is 40:25-26).

As bōrēʾ of the world, Yhwh can be a resource to Jacob-Israel under pressure (Is 40:27-31).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh is transforming the world now (Is 41:17-20).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh cares about all humanity (Is 42:5-9).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh brought Jacob-Israel into being (Is 43:1-2).

As bōrēʾ of Jacob-Israel, Yhwh protects the people now (Is 43:1-2).

As bōrēʾ of Jacob-Israel, Yhwh intervenes in the people’s history now (Is 43:14-15).

As one who makes things spring forth, Yhwh will receive honor from the transformed world (Is 43:19-21).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh causes the disasters that indirectly bring restoration to Judah (Is 44:24—45:7).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh bids the creation issue in the fulfilling of a right purpose (Is 45:8).

As maker of Jacob-Israel, Yhwh can exercise sovereignty in a way the people have to accept (Is 45:9-13).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh does not lie low in tōhû [“a formless place”] playing hide and seek (Is 45:18-19).

As bōrēʾ, Yhwh is making new things happen now (Is 48:6b-8).

As the battler at the Beginning, Yhwh is acting to restore Israel in a way that reprises that pattern (Is 51:9-10).

As maker, Yhwh is also Zion’s restorer (Is 54:5).



“At no point in the whole of Second Isaiah does the doctrine of creation appear in its own right…. It provides a foundation for the message of redemption.”64 But neither at any point does Second Isaiah talk about, for example, Yhwh’s promise to Israel’s ancestors or Yhwh’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt for its own sake. They have the same significance or status as the story of creation. Each theme “stimulates faith” in Yhwh’s involvement with the people in the present. Each is “but a magnificent foil for the message of salvation.”65 Thus when needing to reflect anew on Yhwh’s relationship with it, Israel often found itself thinking about the fact that Yhwh was creator of the world.66 Israel’s story implies that it engages in ongoing recollection of the fact that Yhwh is creator and engages in reflection on this. It is Yhwh’s creation blessing that is fruitful when Israel increases in Egypt. It is the creator-victor over dynamic powers who delivers Israel from Egypt at the Red Sea. It is the blessing of creation that Israel enjoys on the way to the promised land and in the land, though it often fails to look to Yhwh as creator. It is the sovereign creator who exercises lordship over the nations, using them to attack Israel and defeating them again when the time for Israel’s restoration comes. In different situations of discomfort or comfort, the First Testament keeps inviting Israel to be mindful of the fact that its God is creator.




Bringing About Order

The emphasis on bringing things into being with sovereign authority conveyed by the verb bārāʾ suggests that this would be a difficult verb to apply to a Babylonian god. Even Marduk negotiates and bargains with other gods. In Genesis 1, God simply speaks, and things happen. That links with the significance of God’s acting as bōrēʾ, the bringing of newness and order out of chaos and disorder. “Throughout the ancient Near Eastern world, including Israel, the point of creation is not the production of matter out of nothing, but rather the emergence of a stable community in a benevolent and life-sustaining order,” and the affirmation of Genesis 1 is that God produced this order without being opposed by forces that could threaten the purpose to do so.67 Genesis’s focusing on ordering rather than creation out of nothing is not a shortcoming any more than is the modern concern to declare that God did create out of nothing. Both affirmations reflect reasonable concerns in particular cultural contexts. In Genesis 1, the medium or means of expression reinforces the message that God is bringing order to a situation where previously there was (at best) a void. In the Babylonian story, conflict, disorder and tumult characterize the lives of the deities themselves. In Genesis 1, God is unaffected by the tumult of the formless void.

This takes us to the alternative understanding of Genesis 1:1. “At the beginning of God’s creating the heavens and the earth, the earth was an empty void, and darkness covered the face of the deep.”68 The narrative indeed presupposes the existence of matter, of raw material for God to use. The point about God’s creative action is not to bring things into existence, matter being the first of them. Genesis 2 will similarly begin with a scene where the earth and its springs are there, but where nothing yet grows and there are no animals. In this respect, both stories parallel the Babylonian story and Homer’s Iliad, where it is from the primeval waters, whose existence is presupposed, that the gods themselves derive their being. The similarity to the beginning of the Babylonian story with its “when…” clause would thus again highlight the difference in the content of the story once it begins to unfold.69

There is another ambiguous aspect to the opening verses of Genesis. The backcloth to the ongoing acts of creation is an empty void, a darkness over the deep and a supernatural wind. Each of these can be understood negatively or neutrally/positively. Read against the background of the Babylonian creation story, they recall both the raw material from which the gods and in due course everything else was created, and also the conflict from which the creation of humanity issued.

In itself the onomatopoeic pairing “empty void” (tōhû wābōhû) could be a neutral or even a positive expression, analogous to “matter” or “raw material.” But its subsequent First Testament resonances are negative. It suggests something more like desolation, the meaningless chaos into which life has degenerated and the futile powerlessness of the religious images that people utilize in their worship (cf. Deut 32:10; Is 34:11; 40:23; 41:29). Given that Genesis 1 does not make explicit that God created the formless and empty earth, or the deep, the existence of both could be the presupposition for what follows, like the existence of the primordial waters in the Babylonian story. And this points us to those questions about order that people who heard this story needed answering. Genesis 1 speaks to a context where the community’s life had become an empty void. The Babylonians had ended Judah’s semi-independent existence, transported many of its people, devastated its capital and abandoned it as a shambles, and burnt Yhwh’s temple there. Judah’s life had become an empty void. Is this the end? Is it the natural state of things? Does entropy rule? The creation gospel declares that the cosmos came into being through an activity on God’s part that defied entropy. The background to God’s creative work was the existence of an empty void. The sovereign creativity of God consisted in turning empty void into meaningful whole.70

Our own world ricochets between two prospects, that nuclear war may turn the earth into an empty void or that global warming may do so. We might be tempted to reassure ourselves that we should not be too distraught at the prospect of such a calamity if God is someone who brought cosmos out of an empty void at the Beginning. Either God will not allow creation to return to that, or God’s reaction to this event will be to reaffirm and reimplement the original creative purpose. But we can hardly take that for granted. We are reading a gospel, a linear narrative. We cannot assume we can project the future from the past. Israel’s own story shows how God gives a second and a third chance, but that chance-giving may not go on forever. Only in the midst of the catastrophe will we be able to ask whether this is the End. It would be wiser to forestall having to ask the question by repenting of what we do in and with the world, and changing.

Darkness covering the surface of the deep carries similar ambiguous connotations to those of empty void. Darkness need not be a sphere where God does not reign: the bringing of darkness each evening is part of the rhythm of God’s own activity (Ps 104:30). But more often darkness stands for gloom and mourning, calamity and loss, so that here at the Beginning, darkness could be another negative image. In turn, the deep suggests the tumultuous and threatening dynamic energy of waters in flood (cf. Gen 7:11; 8:2). “Deep” (tĕhôm), a rare and poetic word in Hebrew as in English, resembles the name of Tiamat, the primeval saltwater deep in Enuma Elish.71 In that story there is conflict among the deities and Tiamat is leader of one side. Marduk defeats and slays her and uses her body in making the cosmos. But whereas other parts of the First Testament picture the waters in their tumultuousness and dynamism as resistant to God,72 there is no explicit indication here that they were a negative force that God has to tame. God’s prevailing can be taken for granted. If there was a battle, there was no doubt about the outcome.

There is a similar ambiguity about the reference to a supernatural wind/breath/spirit (rûaḥ) associated with the waters—presumably those of the deep. In this context with its references to physical phenomena, the supernatural rûaḥ is hardly the “spirit of God,” except in the sense that the tumultuous dynamic of the wind characteristically reflects and expresses God’s own tumultuous dynamic; the spirit/breath/wind of God blows with force and power, uprooting trees, withering vegetation and whirling prophets hundreds of miles. Perhaps this supernatural wind is simply a “mighty wind.”73 A reader might again catch a resonance from the Babylonian story, where it is a supernatural wind that tears Tiamat apart. The verb (rāḥap), usually rendered “was hovering/sweeping,” is less clearly a threatening one, but its meaning is uncertain.74 A supernatural wind sweeping over the face of the heaving waters is an image for power that adds to the potentially threatening atmosphere of formless void, bleak darkness and tumultuous deep. Perhaps it hints at a positive note, at the presence and activity of God in person, in all God’s power and dynamic that confronts the negative power of darkness and deep, but it is an ambiguous hint. It also recalls the wind of Yhwh in Isaiah 40:7, which sears nature and the people for whom nature there stands.




God’s Cool Controlling Initiative

The background of emptiness, darkness, the deep, with its capacity for tumult and disorder, and supernatural wind enhance by contrast the sense of God’s cool controlling initiative implied by the words that follow, “and God said.”

Positively, something similar is implied by the description of the world’s making in Jeremiah 10:12-13. There God’s voice engenders a roar of the waters of heaven, while God also makes a mist rise from the ends of the earth, makes lightning to accompany the rain and lets loose the wind from its storehouses (cf. also Job 38). Proverbs 3:19-20, too, speaks of deeps (tĕhômôt) breaking open below and clouds dropping dew from above through the exercise of Yhwh’s knowledge. In Genesis 1:9 the waters obediently gather together at God’s word, as responsively as any other entity commanded by God in this story, and thereby make space for land and thus for plants and trees, animals and human beings. Further, in the process whereby the sea creatures come into being the waters at least cooperate with God: God commands that the waters produce them, though then he goes on to create them (Gen 1:20-21).

So even the huge sea monsters (tannînim) come into being by God’s will and as part of God’s creating.75 Elsewhere these are embodiments of that tumultuous dynamic power that is independent of God or opposed to God, though Yhwh will defeat them and indeed has defeated them (Is 27:1; 51:9). Genesis makes the point more coolly and more radically. God created them! That implies irresistible sovereign power, and it reduces the tannînim to mere ordinary creatures. It is the first use of the verb bārāʾ since the introductory summary statement in Genesis 1:1. Genesis 1 does not envisage the possibly unruly waters producing possibly unruly monsters. Asserting that God “created” the latter makes a very strong assertion of God’s sovereign power. There are powerful entities in the world that look as if they might be independent of God and might have the power to oppose God’s purpose in the world. Like Psalm 104, with its turning of Leviathan into a plaything, or Job 40—41, with its questions about who can control Leviathan and the Beast, Genesis 1 with its declaration that God created the tannînim denies any such possibility.

These powers that assert themselves did not already exist before God began the work of creation, and they certainly do not have being or power independently of God. God brought them into being. And like sun and moon, further entities to which other people attributed supernatural power, they were only brought into being near the end of God’s week’s work. They belong neither to the beginning nor to the climax. They are just a subordinate stage. Their appearing near the end of Genesis 1 also parallels the appearing of Leviathan near the end of Psalm 104. God creates the tannînim as part of the family that includes other sea creatures and birds, and God likes the look of them, blesses them and bids them be fruitful and multiply. “From the amorphous deep in v. 2 to the rich bounty of sea life described in v. 21… the waters are drained of all potential hostility before creation even commences,” not so that they become impotent or inert, but rather so that they bear a positive life force.76 And they can be drawn into praise, with the rest of creation (Ps 148:7).






2.6 God Built

In the beginning, God built a dwelling. While Enuma Elish might at first imply no other reason for making the world than a desire to do something with Tiamat’s remains, eventually it tells us how making the world issued in the building of a house for Marduk. The First Testament suggests an analogous rationale. God is like a lordly desert sheik, spreading out the heavens like a tent to live in (Is 40:22; cf. Is 42:5; 51:13; Job 9:8; Ps 104:2-3). To put it another way, God stretched out Zaphon over emptiness (tōhû) and hung the earth over nothing but Sheol and the waters that lie under the earth (Job 26:5-7).77 We have noted that Mount Zaphon was a Canaanite holy mountain, where Baal lived and the gods assembled (Is 14:13-14). In Psalm 48 the name is applied polemically to Mount Zion as the real place on earth where God lives. So God’s “stretching out” Zaphon refers to God’s making a home. In Job this imagery may come from the way a mountain can seem to float in the air over clouds or haze.78 In such a fashion, God indeed miraculously stretched out the sky as a dwelling tent or canopy under which to set a throne. The earth then comprises the suspended floor of this tent. So Yhwh’s holy palace is always in the heavens. Yhwh’s throne there is the place within creation from which Yhwh can keep an eye on events here on earth and take appropriate action (Ps 2:4; 11:4; cf. Ps 14:2; 20:6 [MT 7]; 33:13-15). The disjunction between heaven and earth did not mean that the God who kept a holy habitation in heaven could not be expected to be involved with earthly ground, land and produce—rather the opposite (Deut 26:15).

In due course Israel will build God a splendid tent in the wilderness, and there are hints that this tent mirrors the nature of the universe itself. The same may be true of the solid, fixed palace Israel later builds for God. But God’s original home within creation was the cosmos itself. By no means could the heavens contain Yhwh, no matter how high they extended, any more than earth could (1 Kings 8:27). Yet Yhwh could make the heavens a dwelling place (1 Kings 8:30) from which to be aware of what happens on earth. And Yhwh could then even accept the gift of a second home on earth (the particular point of 1 Kings 8), like a British monarch keeping royal palaces in further parts of the realm so as to be able to stay there from time to time.

While working with the image of Yhwh’s home as a sheik’s tent, Psalm 104 also speaks of it as the fine two-story house of a well-to-do person such as a king (see Ps 104:3). It incorporates not only the regular first floor rooms but also a penthouse (cf. Amos 9:6) like that of the indulgent Judean kings, which was especially splendid (Jer 22:14). A feature of its prize-winning architectural design was its suspension over the waters, above the heavenly dome. Yhwh fitted the rooms with beams, presumably supporting the floor either horizontally or vertically. The rooms’ location makes them a convenient office space from which to manage the world below (see Ps 104:13). Other aspects of creation then form the means whereby God effects other aspects of this management. The clouds are Yhwh’s limousine, the winds its means of propulsion, both the winds and the lightning Yhwh’s aides and officers (Ps 104:3-4). Other passages make clear that Yhwh in person was the architect of this work (Is 40:12-13) and that in addition to its living accommodation, Yhwh’s palace incorporates extensive storerooms, where armory such as floodwater, storms, lightning and hail are kept (e.g., Ps 135:7), and also a meeting room for Yhwh’s cabinet (e.g., 1 Kings 22:19-22; Job 1—2).


The World as God’s Home

This actually suggests a different perspective from Enuma Elish and from traditional Christian thinking. The latter has taken the view that “this world is not my home; I’m just a-passing through.” There have been Christians such as African American slaves who have been entitled to sing such songs to reassure themselves that there is more to life than this world, but there has also been a more general Christian feeling of not being at home in the world. God apparently does feel at home in the cosmos and implicitly invites humanity to do the same. The heavens are God’s throne, the earth is the stool on which God’s feet rest. It is a telling fact that the word heaven refers both to the sky and to God’s home. Speaking of the cosmos itself as God’s home suggests that this is not merely a matter of analogical language, whereby we use a term from within creation simply because we have no direct way of speaking of God’s actual dwelling. While it is no doubt true that the incorporeal God has a metaphorical “dwelling,” the First Testament also implies that the physical heavens are God’s actual home. Yhwh is


Creator of the heavens—he who is God,

Shaper of the earth, its maker—he who is its establisher

(He did not create it an emptiness; he shaped it for living in). (Is 45:18)



Perhaps that also implies that Yhwh intended the earth, too, as a home to live in, not merely a place for human beings to occupy.

While executives act by speaking, they also have other ways of going about their work, and may well be involved hands-on in making things. That is true of God in Genesis 1 and in Genesis 2. God actually made the dome in the sky and the lights set into it, as well as commanding that they should come into being (Gen 1:6-7, 14-18). The dome (rāqîaʿ) is something beaten out (rāqîaʿ), and Elihu explicitly describes God as beating out the sky like a metalworker (Job 37:18). Psalm 8:3 [MT 4] speaks of the heavens as the work of Yhwh’s “fingers”: Closely and intricately was Yhwh involved in the making of the cosmos.

This idea that God built the cosmos to live in is not merely (or at all) an invitation to intimacy. The arrangements in this home indicate that there is appropriate distance between humanity and God. The clouds that often cover the heavens are a means of hiding God’s throne, as they hid God when God appeared on earth (e.g., Ex 19:16; 24:15-16; 40:34-35). The cloud both marks and veils the presence of God. It signals the fact that human beings live with God in God’s home and it protects them from the threatening aspects of that. In Job, the latter has the emphasis. The same point is made by speaking of the heavens as God’s throne and the earth as God’s (mere) footstool (Is 66:1). Yhwh sits way on high and has to peer right down to see what is happening on earth (Ps 113:5-6).79 “The heavens are heavens for Yhwh, but the earth he gave to human beings” (Ps 115:16). Yhwh is like a seminary professor who welcomes some students to live in her house and gives them the first story to live in as they wish (within implicit constraints), but keeps a room or two for herself on the second story. But the students, like the servants in a great house, always have the freedom and security of looking to the professor in her private rooms when they feel the need to do so (Ps 123:1-2).

Humanity lives in God’s home as secure and welcome guests, invited to feel at home here as long as we live. One implication is that we might feel we should be respectful toward God’s home, to keep it looking nice and avoid damaging it.




A Well-Founded World

Our picture of the planet floating around the universe without visible means of support might make us wonder how safe it is. If the cosmos is like a building, the question is whether it is securely built. The ancient world similarly wondered how securely the earth was fixed on its underpinnings. The Psalms thus portray God as a builder who indeed set the world on firm foundations. The divine engineer undertook the work properly.


The earth and all it holds are Yhwh’s,

The world and the people who live in it,

Because he is the one who founded it on the seas,

Established it on the rivers. (Ps 24:1-2)



The picture of the cosmos that is presupposed is one observed from human experience. It is empirical and scientific in its way. Human beings (and animals) occupy the land of earth. The living occupy the upper side of this land, open to the sky, while the dead occupy the lower parts, where we put them when they die. The land as a whole is surrounded by water, and water comes through it to the surface in the form of springs and rivers. The implication is that the world is like an island floating on the seas. But actually it is set on pillars that reach down to the firm land beneath the waters. It stands firm because of acts God the builder undertook in the Beginning. The whole earth belongs to Yhwh as the one who built it secure over the waters below.

The “big bang” view of world origins might be compared with the Deist comparison of God to a clockmaker who wound up the world and then left it to work. God did not need to keep intervening in world events; God’s activity was confined to that one act at the beginning. This misconception contains an insight. Although the First Testament emphasizes God’s ongoing involvement in creation, it recognizes the epoch-making significance of what God did at the Beginning, which started the world on its journey. God is indeed the world’s founder. It is safe. Yhwh set the planets in their place, established them there as a permanency, and imposed a statute on them that would never pass away (Ps 148:6).80 Yhwh set them firmly and securely in the heavens (kûn polel, Ps 8:3 [MT 4]).

Yhwh’s eventual response to Job begins with a series of questions about God’s work of founding and controlling:


Where were you when I founded earth? Tell, if you have insight.

Who set its measurements, since you know, or who stretched the line on it?

Upon what were its bases sunk, or who cast its cornerstone,

When morning stars resounded together and all divine beings shouted? (Job 38:4-6)



The response itself thus comes in the form of questions, though these are more rhetorical than Job’s. They affirm that Yhwh indeed made the world. The work did resemble the construction of a huge building. Like a master builder, Yhwh ensured that it had firm foundations, determined its dimensions with a measuring line, sunk its supporting pillars, and laid its cornerstone. Yhwh was architect, surveyor and engineer for this project81 and no more had human spectators than heavenly advisers in undertaking the work.




A Secure Home

Declaring that God founded the world and made it secure presupposes an appearance of insecurity. Part of the background in Genesis 1 is the fact that international conflict has overwhelmed Judah’s world. The links with Babylonian culture in Genesis 1 presuppose Babylonian hegemony and the deportation of the Judean leadership to Babylon. The defeats and deportations of 721 and 587 have shattered the people’s life. It is in this context that Genesis 1 declares that the God of Israel indeed securely founded Israel’s world and the world’s world. Formlessness and emptiness, darkness and the deep do not have the last word. Implying that conflict or even the existence of matter preceded the speaking of God in creation, far from compromising God’s sovereignty, implies the good news that this God once by a powerful word brought order out of conflict and world out of matter. By its nature, that first powerful act of speaking was a once-for-all act. The world does not need a new act of creation parallel to the first, however de-created it may seem to have become. It needs only its original createdness to be reasserted.

Nature itself can also threaten insecurity. Middle Eastern cultures often used waters as a symbol of overwhelming threatening forces. These waters are indispensable to earthly life, yet they also imperil it from time to time. Too much rain from above or flood from below can overwhelm humanity. This is so in one way in an area such as Babylon, the land of the two rivers, dominated by flat plain and vulnerable to the encroaching of the waters of the Persian Gulf. It is true in its own way in Israel, where flash floods can sweep all before them in the way the Psalms presuppose, and where the sea also pounds with awesome power on the Mediterranean shore. Flood threatens life in the Middle East as earthquake imperils life in California or hurricane in Texas. Proverbs declares that the heavens and the earth (whence these overwhelming floods come) were put firmly in place; they are not about to let waters engulf the world.


Yhwh founded the earth by means of insight,

Established the heavens by understanding.

By his knowledge the deeps burst open

And the skies would pour down dew. (Prov 3:19-20)



Yhwh’s control of the depths was not merely a matter of restraining them when they burst forth. Yhwh actually caused them to burst forth. In this context that happens not for destructive purposes, as at the flood (Gen 7:11), but for constructive ones. Even the apparently overwhelming forces in the cosmos play a part in a positive purpose. Perhaps the use of the noun daʿat (knowledge) nuances this, if it carries the connotations of recognition, acknowledgment and even commitment and choice (so, e.g., Prov 2:5; 3:6; Gen 18:19; Amos 3:2). Yhwh accomplished the task of world-forming in an effective way. The earth was given secure foundations; it is not about to collapse.

Yhwh’s insight ensures that the waters from above and below collaborate to provide the world in between with the water it needs, the depths below breaking open as rivers and the skies above dropping their dew. In isolation, “heaven” can denote the nonmaterial “place” where God lives, but combined with reference to earth it denotes the physical world above us—sky, sun, moon, stars and planets, the physical elements that Genesis 1 goes on to speak of. Like Genesis 1, Proverbs 3 concerns the creation of the cosmos as a whole, the universe. Heaven and earth are not simply separate entities that have in common that they were formed by the same hand. Yhwh made the heavens and the earth to form one cosmos.

But humanity should perhaps not assume that it can do whatever it likes without imperiling the whole. Since God gave it a role in contributing to the process whereby the whole “works” (Gen 1:26-28), it may have the potential to overturn the whole. Perhaps it is secure from everything but itself.




The Builder Is Our Help

Israel’s present confidence is buttressed by the assurance that as one clothed with might God had the strength to be establisher of the mountains (Ps 65:6 [MT 7]). God’s being the maker is grounds for confidence now:


The good fortune of those who have Yhwh as their help, whose hope is Yhwh their God,

Maker of the heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them,

Keeper of trustworthiness forever, one who acts decisively for the oppressed. (Ps 146:5-7)



Psalm 136 makes the same point in describing God as the creator in a sequence of participles that lead into statements about God’s acts in Israel’s experience that interweave participles and finite verbs:


Acknowledge Yhwh, for he is good, for his commitment stands forever….

Maker of the heavens with understanding…

Spreader of earth over the waters… Maker of great lights…

The sun to rule the day…

The moon and stars to rule the night.



Each description links with the affirmation that “his commitment stands forever.” The link is an indirect but significant one. It is not that each of these acts arises from Yhwh’s commitment. This logic does not quite work. Nor is it that the kî (for) is merely asseverative, for even asseverative kî characteristically keeps some causal force. The affirmation recurs each time from the first verse, where it is part of the reason for acknowledging Yhwh as the one who is good. The subsequent lines are thus designed to build up conviction in the worshipers that the one who is good and whose commitment stands forever is one who has the extraordinary power expressed in the making of the world. That act is a basis for the conviction that God is not only good but also powerful.






2.7 God Arranged

In the beginning, God ordered the heavens and the earth. Having brought light into being as the first creative act, “God separated the light from the darkness,” and the next day similarly separated the waters above the sky from those on earth (Gen 1:4, 7). The acts of separation meant the definitive establishment of these aspects of the cosmos. The third day similarly involved dividing land from sea, though the verb “separate” does not occur. After each of these three events, God names the results of the acts of separation, “day” and “night,” “heavens” and “earth” and “seas.” Giving God-designated names to the products of these key acts is a sign of their incontrovertible and secure reality. The flood will test their security, but this exception will finally prove the rule as it eventually leaves them with an even more specific divine commitment to their permanency.

Later, as a distinguishable act, God also said, “There are to be lights in the dome in the heavens, to separate day from night” (Gen 1:14). Like earlier declarations, it is a form of command. Psalm 148:5 makes the point explicit in proclaiming that sun, moon, stars, planets, the highest heavens and the waters above them are to praise Yhwh’s name with uninhibited enthusiasm (the verb hallēl) “because he commanded and they were created.”


Sun, Moon, Stars and Planets as Signs

Israelites of course knew that the sun was their regular mediate source of light, though they also knew that there could be light when clouds covered the sun, and perhaps assumed that there was some source of light behind the sun (cf. Job 38:19). Yet their gospel began with God introducing light (ʾôr) into the world without reference to the lights (mĕʾôrōt) that give us light, sun and moon. Once more this affirmation gains significant resonance when read against a Babylonian background, for in Babylon sun, moon, stars and planets were the entities that ruled the world. They decided the destinies of nations and individuals, as popular religion has often believed. According to 2 Kings 23:5, there were priests in Judah whose task was to make offerings to sun, moon, stars and planets.

Genesis 1 naturally gives space to the origin of sun, moon, stars and planets, with their practical and theological significance for people. Yet in what it actually says, Genesis 1 demythologizes them and downgrades their importance. Yes, sun and moon rule, but all they rule is day and night. They decide when it is day and when it is night, and thus determine the distinction between day and night, but they do that merely as lampposts in the sky. Whereas other peoples regarded Sun and Moon as gods, Genesis does not even mention these lampposts’ names. They are merely elements in the material universe, and God does not get round to making them till day four of a week’s work (see Gen 1:14-19). They do not even require “creating,” like the creatures of sea and sky (Gen 1:21). That is how insignificant they are. Psalm 19:4 [MT 5] speaks picturesquely of God having pitched a tent in the heavens for the sun. After all, the sun needs somewhere to sleep at night if it is to rise in the morning with the freshness and energy of a bridegroom or a warrior. But the sun is only a metaphorical bridegroom or warrior. It is literally just—the sun. It is not a god, the object of the worship given to Sun in Babylonian hymns or in the Egyptian hymn to Aten.

Stars and planets appear only in an extraordinary throwaway phrase after the statement that God made the two great lights—“and the stars,” the author adds (Gen 1:16).82 The low-key nature of this affirmation contrasts with Enuma Elish’s systematic description of Marduk setting up the arrangements for sun, moon, stars and planets, and doing so at an earlier stage in the account. It also contrasts with modern interest in astrology and with modern science’s interest in cosmology. Great constellations such as the Bear, Orion and the Pleiades are spectacular evidence of their maker’s sovereign power (Job 9:9)—that is all. They had no role in Israel’s faith. Yet we might see Genesis as remythologizing sun and moon. It does not deprive them of any religious significance but redefines that significance. They distinguish day and night.




Making Distinctions

The making of distinctions is an important aspect of Israelite religion. It emphasizes the transition between day and night and marks it with ceremonies. Genesis affirms that such distinctions go back to God’s founding of the world. It agrees that sun and moon rule the world, but redefines the nature of that rule. They rule by marking signs and set times, days and years.83

To other peoples “signs” in the heavens were something to fear (Jer 10:2). For Israel the heavens offered the sign of God’s covenant commitment to humanity, the rainbow (Gen 9:12-17). The present context refers more directly to sun and moon’s offering the sign of God’s particular covenant commitment to Israel, because they mark evening and morning in such a way as to reveal when the sabbath arrives (Ex 31:12-17). In declaring that God is in covenant regarding day and night,84 Jeremiah 33:19-26 affirms that the covenantal commitment that makes night and day alternate is the guarantee of Yhwh’s covenantal commitments to David that his sons will continue to reign and to the Levites that they will continue in their ministry. These are not facts to be taken for granted in Jeremiah’s day, but God cannot choose which covenants to keep and which to abrogate, so if the day-night covenant stands, the covenants with David and Levi will also stand. There is a fixedness about this aspect of the created world. To put it another way, heaven and earth are subject to statutes (ḥuqqôt) that God long ago laid down. If Genesis 1 speaks to a context when people have forfeited any right to believe in a special covenant commitment to Israel, then this will be an aspect of the significance of its comment on the separating of light and darkness. The foundations of Judah’s life have collapsed, but each day people still see day and night alternating, and this actually provides a basis for believing that the foundations of their life remain intact. Things are still the way they were at the beginning.

Genesis speaks of no creation covenant, but some aspects of creation are thus destined to become covenant signs when covenants become necessary because things have gone wrong in the world. Indeed, talk in terms of a creation covenant does safeguard the assumption expressed in both Testaments that God is committed to the world and to humanity, that humanity has a reciprocal relationship with the rest of creation, and that all humanity is created with an awareness of God and an awareness of the fundamentals of right and wrong.85 It thus provides a basis for a call to all humanity to live by God’s standards in society and in personal life. Unfortunately the idea of a creation covenant came to be associated in “federal theology” with the idea that this covenant based the relationship between God and humanity on works rather than on God’s love and grace, as the Westminster Confession (chaps. 7 and 19) asserts.86 Ludwig Köhler’s contrasting comment is that “God’s first act of grace towards man was to give him at his creation, His command.”87 I am tempted to comment that there are only two things wrong with the idea of a creation covenant of works: It was not a covenant and it was not based on works.

Sun and moon will also mark “set times.” The NRSV renders “seasons,” but the word does not refer to times of year such as summer and winter—at least, not in a purely chronological connection. It refers to the set times of Israel’s annual observances, such as Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles (see, e.g., Lev 23). These great occasions happen at specified times each year, so movements of sun and moon signal when they are due to be observed.




The Structuring of the Cosmos

After separating light from darkness, God separated the waters above the sky from those around the earth. That also undergirds the security of human life. As well as the waters under the earth, above the dome comprising the sky there is evidently another vast reservoir from which come further supplies of water to earth, in the form of rain. Although both bodies of waters can assert their dynamic power against God, and although in due course God will turn them into a peril, they are under God’s cool control and are organized so as to benefit earth without threatening it. The one cosmos is clearly structured.

We presuppose some such structuring in the way we relate to creation. While people may hesitate to climb into a plane during a period of international guerrilla activity or over the transition from one millennium to the next, lest human initiative or failure makes the plane fall out of the sky, we do not hesitate on the basis of the possibility that the laws of physics may change mid-flight. Logically, the fact that these laws have operated consistently in the past is no evidence for the conviction that they will continue to do so, but Genesis buttresses that assumption by declaring that God made them so.

In reality, the waters above and the waters below are not separate. Within the First Testament itself, Ecclesiastes 1:7 may recognize that they all belong to one system (cf. also, e.g., Job 36:27-28). It is unlikely that the author of Genesis 1 would feel that the theological point is imperiled by this fact, any more than by the fact that at the earth’s poles there are times when light hardly gives way to darkness or darkness to light (contrast Job 26:10). Nor would the author be uncomfortable with the fact that elsewhere the sky is rather the roof of a sheik’s tent. We ourselves in turn would talk about the structuring of the cosmos in a different way, and one that would probably also be vulnerable to reformulation in light of new scientific theory in due course.




The Structuring of Nature

In Genesis the language of separation applies only to those two features of the inanimate world, light/darkness or day/night and land/sea or waters above/waters below, as the language of creation applies only to the animate world.88 But an analogous point is made about the different living elements within nature, which were made distinctive from one another. They belong to different “kinds” (mîn; Gen 1:11, 12, 21, 24, 25). Plants and fruit trees were given the capacity to reproduce themselves by means of the seed in plants or the seed within the trees’ fruit, which will imply that the “kinds” stay in being. The sea and sky creatures and the animals of the land were in turn commissioned to increase in the “natural” way that will perpetuate their different kinds.

The requirements of Moses’ Teaching will cohere with the manner whereby things came into being. Only in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14 (plus Ezek 47:10) will the word for “kind” recur, there as here always combined with a preposition (lĕ) so that the expression denotes “by its/their kind.” Admittedly at creation there was no distinction between animals that were clean and animals that defiled. But Moses’ Teaching implies that the regulations about animals that Israelites may and may not eat derive from the nature of creation in its structuredness. Genesis 1 affirms that nature was indeed clearly structured. It is not very serendipitous. As the earth will not reverse the direction of its movement around the sun, and the cycle of precipitation and evaporation will continue to operate, so kangaroos will not give birth to sheep and apple seeds will not grow into orange trees. The idea of laws of nature thus suggests an equivalent to the idea that God created the forms of nature in a way that fixed the different species.89

Division and separation are priests’ business (e.g., Lev 10:10; 11:46-47). So in bringing the world into being, as well as thinking like a planner, speaking like a monarch, birthing like a mother and fighting like a warrior, Yhwh was involved in dividing like a priest. It is a task that affirms and undergirds the presence of structure and order in life. This is not to say that the language necessarily comes from priests. It also follows the language of Enuma Elish. But a priest would be able to rejoice in its links with the priestly system, as a modern can rejoice in the security it suggests about the structure of the universe.

The priestly system may presuppose that the human body offers a symbol of structure and order that is compromised. Bodily illness, particularly lifethreatening illness, often involves parts of the body being out of kilter with one another. One part may assert itself excessively in relation to the rest (cancer) or may stop fulfilling its function in relation to the rest (heart disease). Further, while the body has boundaries, these are permeable. Viruses find a way into the body and make it malfunction. Blood and other discharges find their way out of the body in a fashion we cannot control. To Israel, the fundamental distinction between life and death seemed compromised by such emissions, and people had a hard time keeping that distinction clean in other connections—for instance, when someone in the family died and they had to care for his or her body and bury it. It was the business of priests to safeguard such distinctions, so as to safeguard the order they symbolized and safeguard people’s assurance about that order.

More broadly, the life of the world is dependent on death. In much of the animal world, there is no life without death, because creatures depend for life on eating one another. In its own way the rule that there is no life without death runs through the whole of nature—the glorious colors of autumn are the colors of death. As we are accepting of that death, so the First Testament is often accepting of our human death at the end of our threescore years and ten, though it sometimes senses an incongruity about it and senses questions it raises about life’s meaningfulness (see Ecclesiastes). In creating this cosmos God gave no explicit place to death, even though death is implicitly the background of the introduction of life, as darkness is explicitly the background of the introduction of light. Genesis 1 does not resolve the questions this raises about the way death is written into the cosmos, in the nature of humanity and of the animal and plant world. But in declaring that God created the cosmos in such a way as to make its elements distinct over against others, so that separation was one of its principles, it does undergird the distinctiveness (among others) of life over against death.




Temporal Structuring

After describing God bringing into being the living world by its “kinds,” Genesis 1 offers one more undergirding of the experience of the people of God. It could seem without order in the sense that the events of its life form part of no meaningful whole, no metanarrative. The seven-day temporal order of creation affirms that temporal sequencing is part of the order of human experience. One day is not just like another. The first week of world history provides a paradigm for the whole. History is not just one darned thing after another. God brought temporal order to a collection of disparate, unrelated elements, the raw material of creation, and this provides a paradigm for understanding experience.

The picture of God acting like someone with a week’s work to do and then having a day off thus also undergirds the orderly nature of the created world. It is one of the most striking distinctive marks of the creation story in Genesis 1 over against Genesis 2—3. It too issues from the theological reflection that perceives the nature of God’s good news for the context from which the account comes. This aspect of the account implies that God worked carefully and systematically. Creation did not emerge from the unplanned process that the Babylonian story describes. God’s working in linear time and reacting within time does not mean the work was unplanned. Admittedly there is no hint of planning at the beginning of the account of the week’s work. But as we look back from the end it is implicit that the creator had worked like a skilled craftworker in dividing the tasks that needed doing into six logical areas, one for each day. Over days one, two and three, God lays the framework for the eventual picture, and over days four, five and six, fills out this picture. Paradoxically, an odd feature of the account underlines the organized nature of God’s work. There are actually eight stages in the process, days three and six each involving two of these. Picturing the eight stages underlines the systematic nature of the process, but the desirability of portraying the work being done according to a more balanced schedule was overruled by the necessity to portray it as spread over the six days of a week. Perhaps Israelites, like us, sometimes had the experience of having to do eight days’ work in six, and were encouraged by the fact that God also had that experience.

In Genesis 2, the picture of God as a worker planning out his work so that it spreads neatly over a week is complemented by the picture of God experimenting and finding the way gradually. Genesis 2 has more resemblance to the creation story science usually infers from evidence in the world, which suggests an immanent, trial-and-error process. We therefore need to combine its insights with those of Genesis 1 with its emphasis on sovereignty and planning. Genesis 1 declares that there is more to creation than meets the eye. Appearances could be deceptive, the appearances of science and the appearances of experiences such as the exile had brought to the community.

The experience of the people of God may be not so much fragmentation as disintegration. The fall of Jerusalem was one such moment, both for people deported to Babylon and for people left behind in Judah. When the creation story portrays God definitively bringing order out of unrelated pieces, this particularly encourages people whose life world has fallen apart in the way it had for Judah in the sixth century. God’s project from the beginning involved bringing order, and it promises that disintegration will not have the last word.




The Vulnerability of Structure

There are further experiences of disorder that the fall of Jerusalem especially brings home. Many people in the community experienced this event not as an inexplicable calamity but as a consequence of existent disorders in the community’s life. This response to it dominates the community’s Scriptures, in terms of prayers (Lamentations), narrative (Kings and Chronicles) and prophetic assessment (e.g., Jeremiah and Ezekiel). The community was in a state of social disorder: Instead of working as a harmonious whole, different sections of the community were at war with one another. It was in a state of moral disorder: This war had involved people with strength or power appropriating a disproportionate amount of the community’s resources. It was in a state of religious disorder: people had not been treating Yhwh as God, certainly not in the way Yhwh would understand that. It was in a state of ecological disorder: its relationship with its environment was awry through its not letting the land enjoy its sabbaths (2 Chron 36:21).

Whereas Israel is sometimes invited to infer its own security from facts about creation, on other occasions the argument may work the other way round. Whereas things in the world are supposed to be part of a whole, the whole can come to appear compromised. The cosmos can seem divided against itself, lacking in order. Different elements within it do not observe their place in the whole. Seas threaten to overwhelm land. Animals resist humanity’s rule. Humanity imperils the whole cosmos. We can attempt to classify and categorize the forms of created life, but these forms are resistant to our categories and will not fit into a pattern. Genesis 1 portrays God definitively creating the world in such a way as to give everything a place from which it may not imperil or overwhelm other elements. The structure of the cosmos may look imperiled, while the structure of God’s relationship with Israel (or the church) may look secure. Then it is the reality of the exodus or the deliverance from Babylon (or the reality of cross and resurrection) that makes it possible to keep confident that God created the world in such a way that it retains its integrity.

Humanity does seek to obscure some of the distinctions written into creation. In a number of ways we undermine the distinction between light and dark and between day and night. We crossbreed plants and animals. We mix materials to make composite fabrics. We abandon the distinction between Saturday and other days. Some of this abandonment of distinctions can be grounded on the coming of Christ. He himself subverted it in implying that all foods were clean (Mk 7:19), though the point at issue was a different one. God further subverted it in telling Peter to abandon the distinctions over food (Acts 10). Paul encouraged people not to be in bondage to sabbaths (Col 2:16). Such distinctions were designed to support a further distinction between Israel and other peoples, and the time had come for the Jewish good news to be shared with the Gentiles; the rules about distinctions hindered this.

Are there any distinctions that abide? On what basis can one distinguish between ones that abide and ones that can fall? If any fall, in what sense did God establish them as the permanent foundation of the life of the world and of humanity? Part of the answer may emerge from considering this question in the context of the related issues raised by talk of God’s having a change of mind. Sometimes Christians have been uneasy about the idea of God having a change of mind, as if it imperiled God’s sovereignty or consistency. But there are a number of occasions when Scripture speaks of God having a change of mind, and it is hard to explain away them all—e.g., as concessions to the way things look to us. The First Testament also denies that God has a change of mind, and when it does that, it is asserting that God is not fickle. God does not arbitrarily say one thing today and another tomorrow. On the other hand, God’s word is not like the law of the Medes and Persians, which is unchangeable even when stupid. When there is good reason, within the terms of other aspects of God’s purpose for the world, God can have a change of mind. There will then be consistencies about God’s policies even if flexibility about their outworking. In connection with God’s establishing of distinctions, we can similarly ask whether other principles underlay them as well as the desire for distinctions in itself. Were they arbitrary? What would be lost by their abandonment, apart from Israelite distinctiveness? Do other parts of the Scriptures suggest that other principles underlie them?






2.8 God Shaped

In the beginning, God formed human beings. After making the land animals by their kinds, on the same day God paused for an extra act of deliberation, then said, “Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness” (Gen 1:26). It is not clear who is this “we,”90 but its significance is clear. It draws attention to the coming event. An act of deliberation precedes the making of human beings in God’s image, according to God’s likeness. The addition of the second expression contributes further to the emphasis on the event and on the human beings’ distinctive Godlikeness. If the second expression adds new meaning to the first, perhaps it does so by making explicit that humanity not only represents God but also resembles God.

The report of God’s implementing of the plan marks its importance in further ways. Whereas the land animals, unlike the sea creatures, were not “created,” Genesis three times describes the making of humanity thus, in each of three quasi-poetic four-word clauses. The first two repeat each other and the unexpected third brings an emphatic close:


God created humanity in his image.

In God’s image he created it.

Male and female he created them. (Gen 1:27)



Then, having also not blessed the land animals, God blessed humanity. The creation of human beings is a highpoint in the chapter.

Further, whereas the earth produces vegetation and is bidden to produce the animal world, God created the first human beings without their having a link with the earth. Their origin lies in their link with deity. Like light, indeed, they might be seen as created out of nothing. Their link with the earth follows on their creation rather than issuing from it: They are to gain control of it and fill it. Genesis 2 then complements Genesis 1 by recognizing the material link between humanity and earth. As well as being made in God’s image, the first human being had a physical nature shared with the rest of the world and a unique form of liveliness that came from God. It was in combining these that he became a living person (Gen 2:7). Human beings are not merely machines and not merely naked apes, but nor are they souls animating dispensable bodies. It is not surprising that what they do to the body affects the whole person (e.g., overeating, overworking, sex).

Making a human being is central to Genesis 2 to an extent that is not the case in Genesis 1, still less in Enuma Elish, where it is a marginal afterthought to a story about the gods. The focus on the creation of human beings finds a nearer Middle Eastern parallel in Atrahasis. Like Enuma Elish, it portrays human beings made from a dead god, along with clay and divine spit, though in this case the god is killed purely for the sake of providing some of the raw material for making the new creatures. More obviously than in Enuma Elish, this element in the story has the effect of positively accounting for the transcendent aspect to human nature. This element is these stories’ equivalent to the Genesis motif of God breathing into the human body so that it comes alive with God’s life. But with hindsight it also explains the human instinct to repeat the rebellion of the gods, for even in Atrahasis human beings are created to relieve gods who had the arduous duty of digging the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and who rebel against this task.


Not Just Kings, Not Just Israelites

It is human beings in general who are made in God’s image, not just kings. Other Middle Eastern peoples sometimes described the king as an image of the gods,91 and the First Testament will also describe the king as distinctively God’s son (e.g., Ps 2). The creation story asserts that from the Beginning it was humanity itself that embodies God’s image. Perhaps at a time not far from when Isaiah 40—55 democratizes Davidic kingship, Genesis 1 also does so. Further, whereas Babylonian thinking traces kingship back to the Beginning,92 Genesis traces only humanity itself back to the Beginning.

The same point emerges from Psalm 8. Yhwh created the heavens and the earth in such a way as to reflect the majesty and splendor of the divine king, then made human beings little lower than God, so that they share in glory and honor.93 The description is one that could apply to a human king (e.g., Ps 21:5 [MT 6]; 45:34 [MT 4-5]), who shares in the glory of the divine king (e.g., Ps 29:1-4; 96:6-7; 104:1, 31; 145:5). But Psalm 8, too, applies it to humanity as a whole. At creation there is no authority exercised by one human being over another, no hierarchy within humanity. The first human beings are themselves royal figures, living in a royal garden and exercising royal authority there (though they lack the vestments of royalty and are forbidden access to royal insight).94 While an emphasis on creation can buttress the monarchic status quo, it can thus also disturb it.

Further, these Godlike beings are human beings in general and not just Israelites. What has happened to God’s choosing a particular people?95 Genesis prefaces Israel’s story with the story of the creation of humanity, setting it in the context of God’s purpose for the world. The first sentence of the Bible forestalls any inclination on the part of Israel or the church to forget that its relationship with God relates to that purpose. It is an exaggeration to say that “the Old Testament story of creation does not answer the question ‘How did the world come into being?’ with the answer: ‘God created it.’” It surely does exactly that. But the creation story indeed also “answers the question ‘From where does the history of God’s people derive its meaning?’ with the answer: ‘God has given the history of His people its meaning through creation.’”96 “The all-important question” is then “whether the purpose of the creation of the world is the history and existence of Israel, or whether the purpose of Israel’s history and existence is to point to and actualize the meaning of creation.”97 Genesis Rabbah 1:4 (on Gen 1:1) asserts that six things were created (or at least predetermined) before the world: the Torah, Yhwh’s throne, Israel’s ancestors, Israel itself, the temple and the Messiah’s name. It thus makes a link between creation and Israel’s story, though it does not beg the question of the nature of that link. Does the world exist for Israel’s sake or does Israel exist for the world’s sake?

Standing at the beginning of the First Testament gospel, this account of God’s creation of humanity and God’s words of blessing remind the chosen people(s) that God’s choice of them is subordinate to a commitment to humankind as a whole. When God repeats the blessing to Abraham, Abraham inherits God’s blessing on humanity, but this blessing does not cease to belong to humanity as a whole. The people of God is always open to overestimating its own significance, and also to underestimating it. When it flourishes, it can forget that its raison d’être relates to Yhwh’s purpose for the world and can begin to think it is important in its own right. When it crashes, too, it can forget its place in Yhwh’s purpose for the world, and infer from its assumed insignificance that Yhwh could let it go out of existence. “In created things lies the forgiveness of sins,”98 but in the forgiveness of sins—and in Israel’s story—is an affirmation that God’s aims for humanity as a whole will find fulfillment. The forgiveness of sins is set in the context of the world’s story. Creation looks forward to the covenant,99 but the covenant serves the creation.100 Perhaps it is misleading that we name the two parts of the Christian Bible after the covenants or testaments they describe, resolving the tension between creation and covenant. While a move away from creation theology to a theology of history might have seemed a good idea in the context of National Socialism in Germany in the 1930s, it exposes us to the ecological crisis of the third millennium, which represents an overcoming of nature by history.101




The Image of God

Wherein lay God’s image in humanity? Neither the expression itself nor the immediate context spells out the phrase’s meaning, and answers to the question commonly reflect the prejudgments of the circles where they are propounded. That may also be true of what follows. We have to look beyond the passage for an understanding of what it means that humanity is Godlike. The situation parallels the one that obtains regarding the word God. We need to read the whole First Testament story to discover what that word means. We also need the whole story to tell us who human beings are, what it means to be Godlike. We cannot discover the answer from a more and more careful exegetical investigation of the phrase itself. We need to read the First Testament story of humanity. The expression is a stimulus to reflection as much as a deposit of reflection. Indeed, it invites us to look beyond Scripture at human beings in the various facets of their possible Godlikeness. The multiplicity of interpretations of the image of God can then have positive features. The expression does not circumscribe what it means to be human, but opens it up. When we become aware of some feature of what it means to be human (we are rational, we are religious, we are moral, we are emotional, we are relational, and so forth), each time that encourages us to ask about the nature of the God in whose image we are made and to look at each in light of the other.

The history of the interpretation of the image of God is “the history of the western understanding of humanity.”102 People who wished to emphasize humanity’s religious nature saw God’s image in humanity’s inner capacity for a relationship with God and for worship. People who wished to emphasize humanity’s capacity for rational thought saw it in humanity’s rationality. People who wished to emphasize humanity’s capacity for ethical reflection and decision-making saw it there.

Such theories have in common the assumption that God’s image lies in humanity’s inner nature, where intellectuals might be expected to locate it. Yet “image” and “likeness” suggest something more concrete and visible. An image is the visible representation of something, which suggests God’s image lies in humanity’s bodily nature. That would fit with Genesis 1’s portrayal of God as speaking, looking, making, setting—and creating. The First Testament will continue systematically to portray God as having the same personal attributes as human beings, such as the capacity to think and feel. God can be bodily enough to be seen (e.g., Ex 24:9-11) and specifically has, for example, eyes, a nose, a face, arms, hands and a womb—everything but genitals.103 The First Testament prohibition on images is based not on God’s spiritual nature but on their inadequacy to represent God’s fully personal nature as one who acts and speaks (Deut 4). Their mouths, eyes, ears, noses, hands and feet are not real enough (Ps 115:5-7).

To see this as “only anthropomorphism” and to note that elsewhere the First Testament says God cannot be seen, dismisses the significance of this language too easily and resolves the tension between the two forms of statement too easily.104 Whereas the First Testament only occasionally describes God in terms of an animal or something inanimate, and never as an abstract principle or the inner ground of our being, it systematically presupposes a correspondence between God and humanity in its bodiliness as well as its inner nature. There are qualifications to this correspondence. God does not fall short in realizing essential personal characteristics such as faithfulness and mercy as human beings do. The First Testament will come close to implying that God does sometimes so fall short, especially in the Psalms, or at least will be bold in the way it declares that God seems to do so. But it does that in order to challenge God to be God and thus to be one who has those characteristics.

If the image lies in or at least includes humanity’s bodily nature, this makes for a pleasing link with the New Testament gospel, where God becomes a human being. When theology drew a sharp distinction between humanity’s inner and outer nature (body and spirit), the notion of incarnation was difficult to comprehend. But if humanity’s likeness to God lay as much in its bodiliness as in its inner nature, this apparent difficulty is reduced. We might say that God would have had difficulty in becoming, say, a tiger, but not in becoming a human being, because human beings were already the kind of creatures that God would be if God were a physical creature. There was a moral cost involved in God’s becoming a human being (cf. Phil 2), but not a metaphysical difficulty.




Male and Female

If the image lies in humanity’s bodiliness and visibility, this may link with an aspect of the twentieth-century attempt to understand God’s image, which looked to the context in Genesis 1 for some spelling out of the idea. In creating human beings in the divine image, God created them male and female (Gen 1:27). The postmodern age responds to texts that might speak of relationship, and this statement has been read that way. Creating humanity male and female speaks of relationship, and associating this with God’s image presupposes that God is also a relational being. Humanity’s Godlikeness lies in this relational capacity.105

I would like to believe that this is what the story implies, but I do not. Male and female is a biological distinction related to reproduction and common to human beings and animals but not to God.106 The narrative hardly suggests that God combines male and female, nor is there anything in the context to point to a stress on relationality. Indeed, there are pointers in other directions. The reference to humanity’s being male and female leads into the account of God’s blessing humanity and encouraging it to be fruitful. Both are notes oddly missing from the creation of the land animals, but it is by means of their sexual differentiation that human beings are able to reproduce, like other animals, and unlike plants. Being in God’s image links to mastering the earth (Gen 1:27), and it is by reproducing and filling the earth that humanity will fulfill this commission. That idea reappears in Genesis 1:28, and thus comes both sides of the reference to sexual differentiation. It is thereby marked as a key idea. Genesis 2 has similar implications. The woman was formed to be a partner for the man and thus to fulfill a role that the animals cannot fulfill, the bearing of children.

This may not be what the reader of this volume wishes to be told, and it is not what I wish to tell you. I would rather tell you that Genesis 1—2 implies that men and women are partners in relationship, not merely partners as mothers and fathers. But I am interested in the First Testament because I want to get new insight, not merely because I want it to support what I believe already. And when it has something to say that is different from what I would have said, it may become especially significant. (Fortunately the Song of Songs does imply the point that Genesis does not.)

Genesis 1—2 presupposes that childbearing is intrinsic to the distinctive being of womanhood. This might be reckoned a self-evident fact, implicit in women’s anatomy and physiology. There might be contextual reasons for drawing attention to it. The early centuries of Israelite life in the mountains of Ephraim and Judah faced people with a demanding task in establishing a viable life. The clearing of rocks from areas where crops might be sown and the building of soil-retaining terraces on hillsides where fruit trees might then be planted were labor-intensive occupations. Allegorically put, the task of tilling and keeping the garden was a demanding one. The bearing of children to grow up as workers was thus crucial to the fulfillment of this task. While Genesis 2 gives us fewer concrete pointers to a date of origin than Genesis 1 does, the traditional critical dating sets it against this background.107 The exile raised analogous questions. Ephraim is gone and Judah is decimated, but God promises that the nation will multiply (see, e.g., Is 54). The childbearing of the literal daughters of Sarah is indispensable to the fulfillment of this promise. In Genesis 1 the blessing lies in fruitfulness, and women’s childbearing is indispensable to that. In other contexts the blessing may take other forms, and the way women’s calling complements men’s may also differ.

Eve’s collaboration with her man lies in her capacity to bear children. The stress on that capacity implies an equality of importance between the two. Men and women traditionally worked together with the home the focus of their work and lives. Urbanized cultures have often seen two developments in the differentiation of role and status between men and women. The locus of a man’s work and life moves into the city and the work he does there gains greater status than the work a woman does in the home. Genesis 2 presupposes neither of these developments. Implicitly, a woman’s contribution to the life of family and society is at least as significant as the contribution of a man. And men and women are to value the home as much as the city. With its bare statement that God made human beings male and female in connection with the commission to master the world, Genesis 1 makes more explicit that parenthood is the vocation of men as much as of women, and not one that the former leave to the latter once they have made their indispensable initial momentary contribution.




Behind and Beyond the Battle of the Sexes

Does Genesis 1—2 then imply a patriarchal view of men and women? By patriarchy I understand a hierarchical organization of humanity that privileges men over women. It does not imply that all men have superior standing to all women—free women have authority over male servants. But it puts men in general in authority over women and thus, for instance, privileges husbands over wives and brothers over sisters. It commonly grounds this hierarchy in differences between the two sexes—for example, suggesting that men are more rational while women are more emotional.

None of this derives from the way God created humanity according to Genesis. I assume that there are indeed differences between the sexes(!), though it is a controversial question whether these go beyond the anatomical/physiological and include, for instance, that men are by nature more rational and women more emotional. A better strategy is to grant that there may be such differences but to deny that they offer any indication that one sex is superior to the other and should have authority over the other. They rather indicate ways in which men and women have complementary roles. While neither Genesis 1 nor Genesis 2 suggests that one sex has authority over the other, in isolation I doubt whether we could be sure it implied an egalitarian understanding of the relationship, though the linking of hierarchy and authority with disobedience (Gen 3:16) retrospectively supports the view that the story’s implicit vision is an egalitarian one.

If the priestly authors of Genesis 1 wanted to tone down the emphasis on womanhood in Genesis 2 by abbreviating the story of human origins to the bare “male and female he created them,” they miscalculated, for their bare statement gives more explicit testimony to the intrinsic similarity of status shared by men and women. It may do more. The declaration that humanity intrinsically comprises male and female directly follows on that affirmation that humanity reflects the image of God. Whether the authors intended it or not, they imply that only when men and women are together do we have God imaged. The two have the same metaphysical status or role. Men do not embody normal humanity, with women being a slightly deficient variant on the norm. It is humanity, not just men as well as not just kings and not just Israelites, that images God.

Genesis 2 spells out some implications. Genesis is distinctive among Middle Eastern texts for making a point about the creation of female as well as male, and especially for telling a story about it. Greek stories about a primeval age parallel the Mesopotamian ones in a number of ways. They, too, speak of conflict among the gods, of the forming of the first human beings from dirt, and of a flood. But whereas Mesopotamian stories do not pay much attention to the origin of women as opposed to men or to the origin of marriage (or to the origin of culture), Hesiod’s Theogony and Works and Days do speak of the making of woman after man (and pay more attention to the origin of culture) and see the making of woman as a chief cause of trouble for men.108 There is a strand of thinking in both Testaments that has some parallels with this view, but Genesis declares that at the Beginning it was not so. It expresses a vision for the relationship of man and woman that looks behind and beyond the battle of the sexes.

After placing the man in the garden, God notes that the goodness of creation that Genesis 1 celebrates would not be complete as long as the man was on his own (Gen 2:18). The story separates out the event of woman’s making from the event of man’s making, and “That’s good” applies only to the end of the work. Part way through, it is not yet good. Having articulated the nongoodness of the situation when the man is on his own, God tries different animals on the man, but none would do as the kind of companion he needs. They could not help him beget other human beings. Eventually God makes another creature like the first yet not identical. The likeness is guaranteed by the fact that God takes a piece of the first creature and builds up the second from it. If Yhwh was a little like a potter in making the man, Yhwh is a little like a builder or a reconstructive surgeon in making the woman. The story points up the contrast between her and the animals. She is made from the same stuff as the man. She is a similar kind of creature. As Adam puts it, she is bone taken from his bone and flesh taken from his flesh. In underlying structure and fleshly covering, man and woman are the same.

All this takes place while the first human being is asleep. The origin of this partner is thus a mystery, but in her the man can recognize someone like him, while different from him. The fact that men and women have a homing instinct towards each other is explained by their ultimate origin in God’s intention. As in Genesis 1, humanity is complete only when men and women come together. A man thus cleaves to “his woman.”

Genesis 2 does not use the rare Hebrew word for “wife,” bĕʿûlâ (e.g., Gen 20:3), from the verb bāʿal “to own,” which presupposes a real estate understanding of marriage that makes a wife her husband’s property. Israelites no doubt made that assumption, like modern Englishmen passing a woman between one another (“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”). But the account of the origin of the relationship between men and women does not encourage them in that direction. The union does not involve ownership. The relationship involves a mutual commitment of an ʾîš and an ʾiššâ, two people who are the male and female versions of the same kind of being and thus belong together. Men express that commitment in their willingness to leave the family in which they have grown up, to make a new start with a woman from another family (Gen 2:24). (Women do that too, but the story is told from the man’s perspective.) In an industrialized and urbanized society where ties between generations have broken down, that may not seem odd. In a traditional society with the strong ties that hold families together, it may seem an extraordinary fact.




A Mutual Commitment

Simply by acknowledging that the woman is the same bone and flesh as him, by implication the man is therefore committing himself to her (cf. the use of the phrase in Gen 29:14; 2 Sam 5:1; 19:12-13 [MT 13-14]).109 This is someone with whom he can work in partnership (Gen 2:18) and to whom he is therefore prepared to make a commitment. The “cleaving” (dābaq) that results hardly refers merely to the physical act that unites a man and a woman. Indeed, it hardly refers to this at all, since sexual union does not involve sticking together for more than a few minutes. Nor does “cleaving” essentially have anything to do with romantic love or with intimacy. It denotes a personal commitment, the permanent sticking together involved in an ongoing relationship, like Ruth’s to Naomi (Ruth 1:14, 16-17). The point is implicit in the linking of leaving and cleaving. In combination, leaving and cleaving suggest giving up one set of mutual commitments and taking on another. “Cleaving” often refers to the attachment Yhwh expected of Israel (e.g., Deut 10:20). “Leaving” occasionally refers to the people’s giving up its commitment to other deities (e.g., Ezek 20:8), but occurs much more frequently in a negative sense, to refer to Israel’s leaving Yhwh (e.g., Deut 28:20). “Leaving” is a negative idea. That underlies Genesis 2:24. It is hard for a family to accept a son or a daughter’s departure, and hard for the person to make the break that this involves, but in practice, Genesis observes, people do so depart and make a new commitment. They follow on the commitment that Adam made when God presented Eve to him.

Jesus inferred from this story that we need to encourage people to keep that commitment rather than encourage them to sit fast and loose to it. Human beings should not tear apart what God put together (e.g., Mk 10:9). This is an exhortation rather than a law, like his other declarations on the imperiling of marriage (see Mt 5:27-32). Merely banning divorce would not fulfill it, and recognizing when marriages have fallen apart and rejoicing for people to start a new marriage would not necessarily resist it. In our own context, people might also want to ask Jesus questions about homosexual practice, polygamy or masturbation, and in response, Jesus might again refer back to Genesis. All these may fit ill with Genesis 1—2, which implicitly sets sexual expression within the context of a lifelong heterosexual marriage designed to image God in the world. But Jesus might note that, for instance, Western churches tend to be softer on divorce and masturbation than on same-sex partnerships and polygamy, and wonder why that is.

Other inferences have been famously drawn from the story, from the way the woman is made and from the order of the two creatures’ making. The woman is made from the man’s side rather than his head or feet. This might hint that she is made to stand alongside him rather than to rule him or be ruled by him. She is made second and made from the man. This might indicate her inferiority, because he is her origin and she is an afterthought. Or it might indicate her superiority, like the Mark II version of a car or a program, or because she is a help to him (in the First Testament helpers are usually more powerful than those they help). After all, the man was made from something else, the ground, which hardly implies his inferiority to it, and in Genesis 1 human beings are made after the animals, which hardly implies inferiority to them. On the basis of such logic, the woman’s creation is the climax of the story and she is the highpoint of creation (perhaps that was the misapprehension against which Genesis 1 wanted to safeguard). Or the man’s authority over the woman might be implied by his declaration that she will be called Woman and his later declaration that her actual name will be ḥawwâ, which resembles a word for alive or living or lively. But contexts need to determine whether naming is a sign of authority (Hagar names God). There are no such implications in the context of Genesis 2:23, though they might be there in the context of Genesis 3:20, given the talk of ruling in Genesis 3:16.110

Committing themselves to each other gives Adam and Eve a new confidence and security in the world. The two of them are naked, but they are not ashamed. References in the First Testament to nakedness link it not with sex but with poverty, vulnerability and humiliation (e.g., Job 22:6; Is 58:7). Before meeting Eve, Adam might well have felt vulnerable and overawed before the life that lay before him. Together with Eve, he can face the task God has for him. What is that task?






2.9 God Delegated

In the beginning, God put humanity in authority over the rest of the animate world. Human beings are “to master the fish in the sea, the flying creatures in the heavens, the cattle, all the earth, and all the creatures that creep on the earth” (Gen 1:26). This statement follows on the declaration that humanity was made in God’s image, and it suggests that mastering the world is the implication or outworking of being in God’s image. That coheres with the possibility that the image links with humanity’s bodiliness and visibility. In Enuma Elish, human beings are created to serve the gods. In Genesis, too, they are created to serve God, but they do so in a way that involves their own exercising authority. According to the Westminster Larger Catechism, humanity’s “chief and highest end is to glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.” Genesis 1—2 imply that humanity’s chief and highest end is to work for God in the world.


Subduing the Earth

But “master” (rādâ) is not a term for the regular “ruling” of a king over a people. It refers to mastery imposed by a foe, mastery exercised by one people over another against their will, the kind of mastery Cyrus came to exercise over Babylon (Is 41:2). It does not have to involve exploitation or harshness (see Lev 25:39-53), so it can be exercised in a way that combines power and love, but it does involve compulsion or force.111 Genesis 1 does not suggest that mastery over the animate world links with the eating of animals. God bids humanity to eat only plants, and Genesis 2 with its garden full of fruit trees has the same implication. God’s bringing the animals to the first human being for naming may imply he is in authority over them, though it may rather signify recognition of them in their own right and/or in their significance for the giver of the name.

When Psalm 8 expresses astonishment at Yhwh’s causing humanity to “have dominion” (māšal) over the animal world, it uses another verb that commonly denotes a rule that is imposed and may not be welcome (e.g., Gen 3:16; 4:7; perhaps contrast 1:18).112 Its connotations are confirmed by the parallel expression “you put everything under their feet” (Ps 8:6 [MT 7]). That indicates forceful subjection like that of a victor over opponents (cf. Ps 18:38 [MT 39]; 47:3 [MT 4]; Lam 3:34), though these expressions, too, convey no implication that dominion relates to eating animals, for which treading on them would be poor preparation. Nor do sheep, oxen, wild animals, birds, fish and “whatever travels the paths in the seas” (Ps 8:7-8 [MT 8-9]) look simply like a list of animals for eating.

So how and why is humanity to master wild animals, birds and fish? And why are humanity and animals to eat only plants? In some ways the two commands fit naturally together, in some ways they stand in conflict. As I would rather not have to tell you that Genesis 1—2 sees childbearing as the key feature of womanhood, so I would rather not have to tell you that God commissioned humanity to master the world, but again I suspect that this is part of the story’s importance. Noting that humanity is male and female draws attention to its oneness with animate nature, which may be what makes eating animals inappropriate. But asserting that humanity is destined to rule over the rest of nature indicates that it is different as well as similar. “Humans are situated on a cosmic frontier, between terrestrial and supernal realms of existence.”113 The man and his woman are made to be companions and coworkers in serving God and God’s world. They are unlike God but like animals in being male and female, but like God but unlike animals in being designed to rule.114 They have bodies made from dirt like theirs, though Yhwh did not breathe life into the animals and make them that strange combination of earthly and divine.115 They do not feel the need of clothing, a mark of culture and civilization in Israel’s world, as in most worlds, and a symbol of differentiation from those other creatures that do not feel that need.116 They have the advantages and disadvantages of being innocent and unsophisticated. They are like God but unlike God, like the animals but unlike the animals. Perhaps one point about the mysterious reference to ruling over fish and birds (let alone more threatening animals) is that this is a symbolic statement that defines humanity’s metaphysical position, “lower than God” but above the animate world.

There is likely a more substantial point. Genesis’s readers know that the animal world does not live in harmony but lives on the basis of dog eat dog. Genesis 1 implies this is not God’s intention, but neither is it simply the result of a human “Fall.” Animal inclination to kill and eat other animals is built into their nature as animals and is part of the “goodness” of creation, yet holding them back from doing that is part of humanity’s vocation. Job underlines the demand of this expectation in the way it speaks of humanity, the animals and mastery. In putting Job in his place, Yhwh points out that human beings are not the ones who look after lions, ravens, mountain goats, deer or wild asses, nor can they control the wild ox (Job 38:39—39:12). They certainly cannot master the crocodile/Leviathan, the real king of creation that in Yhwh’s speech occupies the climactic place occupied by humanity in Genesis 1. It fears nothing. No one has dominion (māšal) over it (Job 41:33-34 [MT 42:25-26]).117 But Genesis does see humanity as called to master creation so as to get it to function ecologically, to get wolves, leopards and lions to dwell with lambs and calves, knowing that this is God’s vision for them and that this vocation can therefore be fulfilled. A small child will then be able to lead or drive wild and domestic animals together, like a shepherd herding flocks (Is 11:6-9).118 Television films of human beings living with lions and snakes provide us with hints that Isaiah’s vision might be realizable.119

It is in this sense that “creation means peace—peace between the Creator and the creatures, and peace among creatures themselves.”120 The goodness of creation does not imply the perfection or completion of creation. Creation needs to be led toward that completion, and this is humanity’s task. Creation groans in travail and looks for its deliverance (Rom 8:19-23) as God created it, not merely as spoiled through human sin. The goodness of creation did not mean it lacked tension or conflict and that human beings just had to continue to enjoy a tension-free and conflict-free life that was built into the goodness of God’s creative work.




A Vocation for Now

Hebrews 2:6-9 uses Psalm 8 to illumine the significance of Christ (cf. also 1 Cor 15:27; Eph 1:22). We need therefore not to lose the point the psalm made before being reworked in this connection. The New Testament’s reuse of it is part of New Testament theology and is irrelevant to the psalm’s own meaning, which is nothing directly to do with Jesus. The psalm is neither explicitly nor implicitly eschatological or messianic.121 It rejoices in the actual sovereignty that God gave humanity over the world and that humanity exercises now. It implies that any spoiling of the world and/or of humanity’s relationship with the world that came about through human disobedience did not undo that bestowal of sovereignty. Genesis 9:1-7 affirms that the relationship of humanity and animals is indeed affected by what has happened to human beings since creation, but it also makes explicit that this does not mean God has withdrawn the commission to have dominion over the world. The fulfillment of this sovereignty does not have to await the coming of a messiah. Psalm 8 does not speak ideally of a world that could not become a reality in the psalmist’s day. It is a rejoicing in the nature of human experience now and it implies an accepting of a human vocation for now.122 Wolfhart Pannenberg comments that whereas human beings have not done justice to this task, any more than to the task of mastering the animate creation, according to the New Testament only the Spirit of Christ can enable them to fulfill this destiny.123 In practice one might ask whether humanity has moved further away from fulfilling this destiny since Pentecost.

When “master” is repeated in Genesis 1:28, it is accompanied by the even rarer and more forceful verb “subjugate” (kābaš), most familiar in connection with the Israelite conquest of Canaan (e.g., Num 32:22, 29), but also used for forcing people to serve out their time as slaves (Jer 34:11, 16), and for rape (Esther 7:8).124 The term recognizes that humanity’s control of the earth is no walkover. Perhaps it is significant that “subjugating” is what humanity is to do to the earth itself, not to the animals. In the context Genesis is hardly referring to mining for minerals (contrast Job 28). Perhaps it recognizes that the earth will have to be treated harshly if it is to realize the destiny that God immediately goes on to describe, of producing food. To this end, humanity has to attack the earth, break it up and thus make it usable.125 More explicitly, it implies that the way humanity is to go about subjugating the world is by procreation, not by violence—which Genesis abhors (Gen 6:11, 13).126 Instead of leading the animal world to a life of harmony, however, humanity joins it in a life of conflict (Gen 4). Genesis 1 no doubt presupposes that humanity will fail its commission (it knows where the story is going), but it implies that this is a failure to achieve rather than a failure to accept a limit, a sin of omission rather than of commission. Genesis 1 anticipates the subsequent action of the snake, when a creature masters humanity instead of being mastered by it.




Mastery and Exploitation

Historian Lynn White suggested that this First Testament gospel was actually responsible for the despoliation of the earth that has taken place over the past century or two.127 It encouraged humanity to take a radically anthropocentric view of the universe. Nature exists solely to serve us.

One plausible response to this suggestion is a historical rebuttal. If White were correct, why did it take two or three millennia for Genesis 1 to have this effect? White indeed notes that it was Western Christianity rather than Eastern Christianity that developed the attitude to nature that encouraged humanity to see itself as master of nature, and that within Western Christianity St. Francis models something quite different, a humility before creation. The very widespread study of this text over two millennia128 does not indicate that people read it as providing them with a warrant for what we would call exploiting nature. Some other explanation is needed, and the development of modernity seems more likely to provide it.129 If the idea that God’s image lies in relationship suits the postmodern age, the idea that it constituted a commission to master the world suited the modern age.

If in our spoiling of the earth we did claim the support of the commission to master the earth, we would have to face the question of whether we have mastered the earth in the Godlike fashion that Genesis envisaged, in the manner of people made in God’s image. Genesis 1 has portrayed God exercising sovereign power in a way that shares life and life-giving power, and human beings are in a position to master creatures in an appropriate way because they share these characteristics. It has implicitly described God as a king who fulfills the king’s vocation of exercising sovereignty in such a way as to bring life to his people. In being created in God’s image, humanity is to fulfill this royal role in the world on God’s own behalf.

Can we say that God did create the world in a way that reflects power and love? What we know empirically raises questions about this. As far as we can tell, God did not bring the animate world into being by a series of transcendent, supranatural acts but by an immanent process involving trial and error. Species came into being and became extinct through “chance” mutations and the survival of the fittest. Like the ecology of nature in the state in which we know it, it depended on strife, pain and death. At least this thesis about the manner of God’s original creation matches nature as we know it, which works via process and death. It also matches the nature of God’s work in “history” as the First (and Second) Testament describes it, and as we experience it. This suggests another example of the deconstructing of that separation of creation and history with which we are familiar. Power and love worked via process and death.

The heavens continue to belong to Yhwh, but Yhwh gave the earth to humanity (Ps 115:16), yet humanity is implicitly expected to live with this gift in the way Yhwh would. “Lynn White’s argument must be qualified to this extent, namely, that Christian doctrine sought to restrain man’s earthly ambitions by holding him accountable for his conduct to a higher authority.”130 Paradoxically, human mastery of nature must be in the service of “the liberation of nature,”131 as God’s authority over humanity works in the service of human liberation. As the exercise of God’s authority is designed to free human beings to be themselves, so the exercise of human authority is designed to free nature to be itself, even if this requires a restraint on the part of individual species of the kind we have considered.

Leiss notes that thinkers once assumed that altering social relationships was the key to the emergence of a better human order. The modern age came to see the key to this as rather lying in “the mastery of nature” that might be achieved through the development of science and technology. The seventeenth-century philosopher and statesman Francis Bacon urged what we would call the development of science on the basis of the conviction that this would be the proper means to reverse the loss of human dominion over nature that came about through “the Fall.” Implausibly, “the recovery of the divine bequest” thus comes about through scientific progress rather than moral progress.132 In fact, the growth of science seems to have hugely increased social instability and social problems rather than to have resolved these.

The human problem is not merely the problem of the Garden of Eden but the problem of the Tower of Babel. If the disobedience in the garden did affect humanity’s relationship with nature, the scattering at the tower affected humanity’s capacity to implement Bacon’s project. There is no single humanity to master nature, but only a divided humanity. “If the idea of the domination of nature has any meaning at all, it is that… through the possession of superior technological capabilities… some men attempt to dominate and control other men. The notion of a common domination of the human race over external nature is nonsensical.”133




What These Affirmations Might Be Denying

In a context where humanity assumes the right to master and subjugate the earth, Genesis 1 could provide ideological justification for this assumption. But in Israel’s world, no one thought that humanity had the right to master and subjugate the earth. On the other hand, several other implications of the commission to master and subjugate emerge from a consideration of what these affirmations might be denying. They extend the points made above concerning God’s image.134 First, in Israel’s world, mastering and subjugating is what kings do in forcing other peoples to submit to them (e.g., 2 Sam 8:11; Ps 72:8; 110:2). Genesis’s implication is then not that “human beings were designed to master and subjugate”—rather than, for example, to tend and protect. It is that “human beings were designed to master and subjugate”—rather than kings being the ones who had this power. Second, mastering and subjugating is what kings and others do in reducing people to serfdom and exercising authority over such serfs (e.g., 2 Chron 8:10; 28:10; Jer 34:11). Genesis then indicates that God’s creation design did include mastery and subjugation, of the earth and the other animals, but implies that the mastery and subjection of other human beings is not part of God’s original design. Third, George W. Bush rules the United States of America as I write, but is seeking to master and subjugate the forces of al-Qaida that attacked the World Trade Center in New York. The sun and moon rule the day and the night; humanity is commissioned to master and subjugate the earth. It is possible to rule with the compliance of the ruled (cf. Judg 8:22), but mastery and subjugation presupposes resistance or at least unwillingness. Genesis 1 might not exclude the rule of some human beings over others, but Genesis 3:16 implies that this comes about as a result of human resistance to God’s rule.

Fourth, in Israel’s world, the earth and other parts of the animate creation often exercised mastery over humanity. Genesis’s point is that this was not God’s design. Most peoples in traditional cultures, and thus most peoples in the ancient Middle East, have not been able to take for granted the fertility of the human creation and the capacity of the land to provide them with food. People in Palestine could take the sun for granted but could never be sure that the rain would fall at the right time in the right quantities and the crops thus grow. Mesopotamia, like Egypt, did not rely directly on rain but on its rivers and on irrigation, but it was vulnerable to the waters declining to stay in their courses. Farmers were vulnerable to wild animals raiding their farms and homesteads, to pests eating up their crops, and to snakes biting them (or leading them astray, apparently!). Genesis 1 promises that this is not human destiny as God envisaged it, and it thus gives a basis for hope and prayer. It moves gradually from the apparently more certain to the definitely less certain—the alternating of day and night and the movements of the planets (surely secure?), through the positioning of the sky (secure in people’s experience, but Gen 7:11 suggests not always so) and the separating of land from sea (not a problem in Palestine but sometimes a problem in Mesopotamia), to the fruitfulness of crops (not an issue in Egypt and perhaps not often so in Mesopotamia, but often an issue in Palestine) and the fruitfulness of the animate world (not in itself usually a problem for humanity, but becoming a problem as creatures of the water, the air and the land in different ways can all be a threat to humanity) and the fruitfulness of humanity. God thus declares that crops are to grow, gives the animate world the power to be fertile, and declares that humanity is also to control the rest of the animate world rather than be its victim.






2.10 God Planted

In the beginning, God planted a garden. The First Testament associates gardens with love (e.g., Song 4:12—5:1; 6:1-3, 11-12), and also with worship. In passages such as Isaiah 1:29; 65:3; 66:17, this is disapproved worship, but the temple with its garden-like court incorporates garden symbolism that is positively evaluated.135 The garden might thus remind readers of the temple, where something of the wonder of the original garden could be experienced (cf. the imagery of a passage such as Ps 36:8-9 [MT 9-10]).136 But gardens are especially places where the people, particularly their king, grow the produce they need (e.g., Deut 11:10; 1 Kings 21:2). Now that Genesis 2 follows Genesis 1, it builds on it. It, too, interweaves the destiny of the world and that of humanity. In the context of an existent but unfinished world, God molds the first human out of dirt like a potter shaping clay and then breathes life into the inert earthen model like a paramedic breathing life back into someone. The picture of God bending down, getting hands dirty, and giving mouth-to-mouth complements the picture of the exalted sovereign. Indeed, Genesis 1 itself suggests a trinity of models for God’s creative activity: the speech-act of the transcendent sovereign, the hands-on involvement of the craftworker and the use of the existent creation’s mediation, commissioned to bring other things forth.137

The account then returns to the unfinished world and portrays God becoming a gardener, planting fruit trees and commissioning the human being to look after the attractive and sumptuous orchard that resulted. The name Eden may link with an Akkadian word for a plain, but readers would be more aware that it looks the same as the Hebrew word for luxurious delight (see Ps 36:8 [MT 9]; Jer 51:34). That is the nature of this orchard with its lovely fruit trees.


Serving the Garden

Mastering and subjugating are characteristically male activities, and Genesis 1’s understanding of humanity’s relationship with the world is a male one, even if that relationship is one that male and female share.138 Creation needs order, and perhaps order need not imply hierarchy but can imply community,139 though Genesis 1 implies that order in creation did require hierarchy. Humanity was to exercise authority in the world. On the other hand, Genesis 2 speaks of humanity (specifically, the first man) caring for the garden, which looks like an image closer to nurture than mastery and closer to a stereotypical feminine role.

The garden is made for the man, and the man for the garden. Were it not for the man, the garden could not exist, for it is his task “to serve it and look after it” (Gen 2:15); fruit trees need looking after. Were it not for the man, the garden would have no reason to exist; fruit trees need someone to eat their fruit. Conversely, were it not for the garden, the man would not be able to exist, for it is his source of food. A symbiotic relationship holds between humanity and its environment, each dependent on the other.

In Enuma Elish, the human beings are created to serve God. Here they serve the garden. “In the first instance, humans image God as kings; in the second, they image God as ‘servants,’ as those who place themselves at the service of the good of creation.”140 The garden’s need of looking after or guarding suggests that strange forces will imperil it, and when the snake shows up, we will see the truth of this. There will be pressures on the garden even before humanity spoils things. Cattle will be in place there—the garden is more like a farm than merely an orchard—but God’s creation includes wild animals as well as domesticated animals. The man’s job is to ensure that the animals of the wild stay there. Perhaps one aspect of humanity’s forceful mastery of creation lies here.

Eden as a whole is apparently a wider area within which Yhwh’s garden is planted and from which a river flows to water the garden.141 By implication, one way the man serves and looks after the garden is by irrigating it. In this Paradise the absence of rain (Gen 2:5) is not a problem because human beings have the river as a source from which they can water the land.142 Paradise is like Egypt with its Nile, not dependent on rainfall (cf. Gen 13:10). Like other aspects of gardening, this means that the man’s task will involve hard work, but work that is resourced and can succeed, not work doomed to failure.

The river that miraculously emerges from the ground, like the Jordan, then becomes the headwaters of four rivers. Two are the well-known Tigris and Euphrates. Gihon is elsewhere the spring that waters Jerusalem, but is here a river in Sudan, implying the Nile. Pishon is otherwise unknown, though Havilah is probably in Arabia (cf. Gen 10:7, 29; 25:18). Perhaps the names suggest that the river in Eden is the source of water to the north/northeast (Mesopotamia), to the south (Africa/Arabia) and to Jerusalem itself. The geography is imaginary, but it makes a realistic point. God’s creation is the source of life for the entire world.143 The event described in Genesis 2 is not an imaginary one. God really did shape human beings and set them about their work. These are events that are so real they can in principle be located on the map.144 Genesis 2 is not a myth about how things always are, but a story about something that happened.




The Life Tree

Among the trees is one called “the living tree” or “the tree of life.” Its significance is not explained, though two subsequent passages may help us in different ways. In Proverbs “tree of life” is a metaphor for something that is a means of conveying fullness of life, and this makes sense here in Genesis 2. The tree is a sacramental means of conveying full life to people. As is the nature of a sacrament, doubtless it has no living power in itself, but if God declares that it can convey life, then it can do so. But what kind of life can it convey? Later we discover that eating from the tree of life would mean living forever (Gen 3:22). Humanity is not created immortal. In this respect the First Testament agrees with the Mesopotamian story about the ancient hero Gilgamesh,145 who after the death of his friend Enkidu sets off on a quest to discover how he might come to share in the immortality that the gods have. He eventually has to accept that he cannot do so. He seeks out a man called Utnapishtim who had been granted immortality after a great flood, who thus reminds us partly of Enoch and partly of Noah, but this leads nowhere. Immortality is in the gift of the gods and cannot be reached by human effort. The fact of death has to be accepted.

Genesis agrees that death is intrinsic to human existence, as it is to the existence of plants and animals. Life involves a development from childhood to maturity to middle age to old age, with birth and death at either ends of that process. There was not some qualitative difference between the bodies and minds of the first human beings and the bodies and minds that we know. In contrast to the conviction of the Gilgamesh story, Genesis implies that nevertheless there was available to the first human beings this sacramental means of transformation, of which the resurrection of our bodies is now an equivalent.

There is perhaps no need for the first human beings to eat of this tree immediately, but eventually they would need to do so. From the Beginning, humanity was destined for a lasting life with God. Perhaps an implicit theological undergirding of this notion is the argument that Jesus later uses: God is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—not the God of the dead, but the God of the living (Mk 12:26-27). God is still the God of these people whom we call dead, so how can they really or permanently be dead? If you get into a relationship with God, that conveys life from God. It can hardly peter out. So it must be for humanity in general. But this would not come about automatically. In actual fact it would not come about at all, and Sheol would become humanity’s boring destiny until God did something else to implement Plan One.

There is another sacramental tree in the garden, a negatively sacramental tree. More of that later.






2.11 God Relaxed

At the opening of her story in Proverbs 8, Ms. Insight was rather serious in her claims. She agreed with other creation accounts in the First Testament that making the world was a momentous business, as it obviously was, especially if we wonder whether threatening forces within the cosmos are under effective control and whether the physical bases of the world are securely founded. But as her words unfolded, there developed something paradoxical or subtle, or perhaps teasing and playful—given that Ms. Insight explicitly owns her playfulness. During creation, she says, “I was there, a child146 at his side. I was there, full of delight day by day, rejoicing before him every moment, rejoicing in his inhabited world and full of delight in human beings” (Prov 8:30).

In anticipating the world that in due course Yhwh will create, initially Ms. Insight portrays it with little ambiguity, unless readers look very suspiciously between the lines. In a manner that corresponds to that of Genesis 1—2, she speaks of the way depths and springs will come into being, mountains and hills be sunk onto good foundations, the soil in cultivable areas and in the open country be made, the sky be established and made firm. But why should the sky need to be made firm? Because the springs of the deep are strong.147 They will need some restraining. Things are becoming more somber. The sea will need a limit decreed for it lest it overwhelm the world (Prov 8:29).148 There is no presupposition that it will gladly obey Yhwh’s command. In light of the way Ms. Insight’s words are unfolding, their opening also looks more somber. The fact that the springs are heavy with water seems more threatening. The need for the mountains and hills to be sunk on deep foundations makes one ask what cosmic earthquake is expected to threaten them.

Ms. Insight knows about the forces that will threaten creation, but at this point she intends not to be put off by them. In gradually making us face the fact of these forces’ existence, or gradually making clear that she is not at all blind to them, she has not told us where lies her special interest in creation. That has quite another focus. She has played a double rhetorical trick on us. First, it transpires that she wants us to see creation as more threatening than we first realize. Then, it transpires that she does not want us to see it as threatening at all. For she was there at creation all right, she says, and she was full of delight (šaʿašuʿîm, literally “[as] delights”)—full of delight in her own being, or full of delight to Yhwh. And she was playing or laughing or joking or having fun (śāḥaq) all the time before Yhwh during the process of creation.


Delight and Fun

Talk of delight and fun initially brings us up short, but it may have two links with the context. First, “delight” appears most often in the First Testament as an attitude to God’s instructions. This statistic reflects the fact that most occurrences of the noun and the linked verb come in Psalm 119, which delights in God’s teaching, commands, affirmations—and “statutes” (Ps 119:16). Whereas commands or statutes may seem to us limiting and restrictive, externally imposed restraints on freedom, the First Testament sees them as protective, liberating and offering entry to wise living. Ms. Insight assumes this applies to the statutes Yhwh laid down for creation (Prov 8:29). They are designed to keep the elements of creation in their place and thereby to free them to be what Yhwh designed and what will form part of a whole. No wonder Ms. Insight delights in what Yhwh does.

Another context of “delight” is the relationship of parent and child, parent delighting in child (Jer 31:20), child playing on its mother’s knee (Is 66:12), and Ms. Insight pictures herself as a child. Childhood is also of course a common context of fun and play (śāḥaq/ṣāḥaq) (Zech 8:5, and frequently in the story of Isaac, the child whose name refers to laughing). Here Ms. Insight plays in or with the world God created. It has become her playground or playhouse.149 Again, fixed framework and relaxedness complement each other. Within the circumscribed and ordered creation, relaxed and playful life is possible. In light of all that, the sages’ hearers can take the risk of attending to insight, knowing that this is the way to life, not to death (Prov 8:32-36). “As reciprocal virtues of moral conduct, play and discipline (mûsār) are the warp and woof of Wisdom’s ethos.”150

Ms. Insight’s delighted play “day by day” through the process of creation recalls the picture in Genesis 1 of God spending a working week bringing the world into being. Each of those six days that Genesis counts off, Ms. Insight is jumping and clapping at her father’s side as she watches God bring something new into being. God, too, evidently gains satisfaction out of contemplating the result of each day’s work and reflecting “That’s good,” and at the end “That’s very good,” and perhaps spends part of the subsequent day’s rest enjoying the sense of a job well done. The whole is “very good.” The fact that “good” is a common word does not imply that this is a trivial or superficial judgment. It is a most profound formulation, a fundamental theological statement about the world, one that in a sense says everything.151 Its contemplation with pleasure is less the act of a king or commander than that of a builder or gardener, or a magician or director. An executive will have a clear idea what should issue from the exercise of decisive authority, and presumably that is also true of God. But the executive will look interestedly if not anxiously to see what are the results of this intervention, and if they are good, will be pleased. That is certainly true of God, both as executive and as artist. Many things that happen in the world look unlikely to be events that reflect God’s desires. Presumably this is not because God’s magic does not always work, but because God commands things to happen somewhat rarely (like the pope, whose infallibility when speaking ex cathedra wisely hinders him from speaking ex cathedra). But having demanded that things come into being, they do, and God looks at the result and is pleased, and at the end of a week’s work, very pleased. Ms. Insight’s enthusiasm is less restrained than God’s sense of pleasure, but she, too, is full of delight at the end product, at the complete world that Yhwh forms. She has owned the objective facts of creation, the scientific facts if you will, and she has owned the dangerous facts about it, but she has done that only to prepare the way for the affective facts about it.




A Delight to God

Ms. Insight is also full of delight in human beings, or full of delight to them. The reference to humanity constitutes yet another surprise as Ms. Insight plays with us through Proverbs 8:22-31. One effect of it is to undergird the argument of the whole passage. Proverbs wants human beings to delight in insight, and portraying Ms. Insight delighting in human beings may encourage that. In Genesis 1 and in other Middle Eastern creation stories, the creation of humanity comes at the end of the story, so there is an appropriateness about its coming at the end of this recollection of creation. If Ms. Insight also hints that she is full of delight to humanity at the Beginning, there is further irony. One way of expressing the point of Genesis 2—3 would be to say that when humanity is overcome by the cleverness of a creature that encourages it to seek knowledge by a route that Yhwh has forbidden, it yields to Ms. Folly rather than Ms. Insight.

Proverbs itself does not quite make explicit that God was drawn into Ms. Insight’s rejoicing and laughter in the act of creation, though it inevitably hints at this. Thus LXX assumes that Ms. Insight is a delight to God in Proverbs 8:30 (cf. NRSV) and not merely one who is delighted in her own self. Laughter is infectious, and if Ms. Insight laughs, then it is hard for God to withhold a smile, particularly given that God’s insight is actually part of God. So creation involved God in laughing as well as thinking. Ms. Insight’s laughter would soon be echoed in the harmonious resounding of Venus and Mercury, the planets that appear just before morning, and in the roaring shout of the heavenly beings as they applaud the founding of the world (Job 38:7). When God looked at each day’s work and liked the look of it, implicitly this involved more than a silent smile of satisfaction. Or if God’s response was just a relaxed smile, God’s insight responded with a laugh and a dance of joy. The creation was such as to draw forth a cry of wonder, a leap of appreciation, a guffaw of amusement, a dance of delight. If Proverbs does not make the point, Psalm 104:26 does so. Looking across the ocean, the psalmist comments with amusement, “there… is Leviathan that you formed to play with” (śāḥaq again).152 According to the Talmud, playing with Leviathan is what God does at the end of each day’s hard work studying Torah, judging the world and feeding the animals.153

Scripture is more explicit about what happened at the end of the original week’s work. Heaven and earth have their range of beings filling them, even if the creatures have a long way to go in implementing the commission to fill the earth. The creative, innovative work is over. God stops working, the job done, and takes a break. “On the seventh day God finished the work that he had been doing. On the seventh day he ceased from all the work he had been doing” (Gen 2:2). God has completed the task of making a home, with heaven as throne and earth as footstool, and sits on the throne, puts feet on the footstool, and sits back. Enuma Elish comes to an end with the building of a palace for Marduk. In Genesis 1, the world itself is Yhwh’s palace, and Yhwh relaxes there.154




A Finished Task

Enuma Elish, Atrahasis and other Middle Eastern works have the gods creating humanity so that they can rest while humanity works. The idea of gods resting may come from the observable fact that they did not involve themselves in the world in interventionist fashion. In due course Psalm 74 moves on from recalling the way Yhwh crushed Leviathan in days of old to urging Yhwh to arise now in similar fashion (Ps 74:14, 22; cf. Ps 94:2). At the moment Yhwh is in repose—indeed, asleep (Ps 44:23 [MT 24]). The implication of the Middle Eastern stories is that this had been the aim of creation, or at least an aim. Genesis 1 agrees. God undertook the work of creation in such a way as to hand over the ongoing work to the world itself and to humanity in particular. This theme has growing prominence through the account until it reaches the logical conclusion that God can now stop work. God acts like an executive whose special task is to be creative, to initiate something new. When that is finished, she can move on. Or God works like a car manufacturer whose product will function reliably without needing service every few months.

Initially, God had spoken, separated, made, named and seen how good things are (Gen 1:3-10). Yet God had also made some firm distinctions within this nascent creation that will make it unnecessary to keep intervening, especially distinctions that ensure that waters stay in their place. As the Psalms and Job put it, God set bounds for the waters. God will not have to appear twice a day at high tide like a superior version of King Canute to forbid the waters to overwhelm the land. Like a sensible executive, God put procedures in place that will ensure that this happens on an ongoing basis. Then, instead of personally bringing forth vegetation from the earth as the next stage in this drama, God commanded that the earth itself bring forth vegetation. The executive was practicing delegation and giving away power as this requires. Further, the vegetation is to contain within itself the capacity to generate further growth by producing seed or bearing fruit that contains seed (Gen 1:11-12). God thus spoke and saw, but did not make or name. The vegetation will soon be given over to entities that will have the power over it that is symbolized by naming. Indeed, God does no more naming.

On the fourth day (Gen 1:14-19) God again commanded, made and saw. But God commissioned sun, moon, stars and planets that resulted from these actions to share in the divine role of separating and ruling. Henceforth they will provide the light that God commanded forth at the very beginning. God will do no more separating. And on the fifth day (Gen 1:20-23) God once more commanded, created and saw. God commanded the distinctions of species between the creatures of sea and air, though without being personally involved in the acts of separation. God blessed these creatures, and the effect of that was to convey to them God’s own creative power. They are to be fruitful and increase and fill the sea and the world, and they will do so in such a way as themselves to preserve those distinctions as whales beget whales and doves beget doves. As we put it, they were given the responsibility and the power themselves to “procreate.” As with vegetation, God initiated something that could be self-perpetuating.

On day six, God similarly commanded that the earth (mother earth) should generate the land animals, though Genesis also says that God made them. Once more, these creatures will preserve distinctions. Once more, their creation suggests the process of God’s creating a self-sufficient universe. Then God created humanity to have a Godlike place in the world and thus to make it unnecessary for God to be involved. Specifically, human beings were to rule over the living creatures in the world and have power over its vegetation. God blessed them and gave them that power and responsibility to reproduce their kind, as God blessed the creatures of sea and air. God’s making of the world is subordinate to God’s blessing of the world. In making it God sets the world going, and in delivering it God restores it to what it was meant to be, but blessing is what the world was set going for and what it is destined to be restored to.155




A Continuing Activity

So God completed the work of creation and then handed the creation over to human beings. Genesis does not tell us what God did next—whether God’s sabbath lasts forever or whether God then resumed work. There is no evening and morning of the seventh day and no transition to the beginning of a new working week. Perhaps the background of the sabbath’s having no evening is rather that “evening” has the negative connotation of “darkness” (cf. Gen 1:2). Evening and darkness need not suggest active opposition to God, but they do suggest absence, nothingness or unformedness. The sabbath signifies the completion of creation. It therefore has no evening.156 It has been said that “creation in Old Testament theology is an eschatological concept.”157 The text sees it more as a this-worldly, this-age concept.

The First Testament can make the converse point to speaking of God’s ceasing to create. It portrays God as continuing to be active, as the divine court deliberates about events on earth and what needs to be done about them. This would imply that God indeed resumes work. God did not merely create the world at the beginning and then leave it to keep itself in being. God is involved with nature on an ongoing basis. Psalm 104 is the most systematic exposition of this perspective. Jesus will also comment that of course God has never stopped working altogether (Jn 5:17). If God did, the world would fall out of existence. In the same way, farmers cannot abstain for a day from feeding and milking, though agriculturists, craftworkers and business people can abstain from their work. Perhaps it is significant that Yhwh eventually gives people six days and not the seventh to “serve” (ʿābad). In Genesis 1—4 that verb suggests working the ground (Gen 2:5, 15; 3:23; 4:2, 12; cf. Deut 28:39; Prov 12:11; 28:19); Genesis distinguishes between working the ground and tending flocks (Gen 4:2). Later the word also denotes laboring for someone else, in the way Jacob works for Laban and the Israelite people work for the Egyptians. Such service on the seventh day is forbidden, the command thus becoming a deliverance (cf. Deut 5:12-15). The command goes on to require people to desist from “work” or “making” things (ʿāśâ), as God did (e.g., Ex 20:8-11). God even desists from making manna on the seventh day (Ex 16:2230). Whereas “making” highlights the products of one’s activity and “serving” points to hard work rather than skill, “work” (mĕlāʾkâ) has the opposite implications. It especially applies to crafts such as tentmaking, woodwork, metalwork and tailoring (see, e.g., Ex 36:1-8).158 Everything but tending stops on the sabbath.

On the seventh day God “stopped” because the work was done. The verb is šābat, from which the word “sabbath” comes. The fact that God stopped work at the end of the week assures us that the world we live in is not a halffinished project. God could therefore cease from “all his work.” We have noted that the First Testament will speak of political events in the same terms it uses for originary events. Tumultuous waters threatened to overwhelm Israel on its escape from Egypt, and they threaten to do so again from time to time (e.g., Ps 46). Each year, floods may again threaten to overwhelm the world, or alternatively it may be threatened by death through the dryness with which the story in Genesis 2 begins. It might then not be clear that the creation of the world is an achieved fact. The portrait of God completing a week’s work and then stopping assures its readers that the work of creation is over. The world is a stable place. It will stay as it is. God is not about to have another bright idea that may turn our place in the world upside-down. God stops work not out of tiredness, but having completed the task. God’s rest is not a mark of divine effeteness, but of divine strength. It hints not at human insecurity, but at human security. God’s home and the world’s home is finished. It can now be enjoyed. There is continuity between creation and history and creation and providence, but also discontinuity. Genesis allows us to think in terms of continuity of creation, but not of continuous creation.159




The Sanctifying and Blessing of the Sabbath

Genesis does not speak of God “resting” (nûaḥ) on the seventh day, which might suggest being tired and needing refreshment. The object of the sabbath was not for God to find energy for another week’s work. God worked in order then to relax, not the other way round. The sabbath is not for the weekdays, but the weekdays for the sabbath.160 Nor does Genesis suggest that creation involved hard work, as new creation will.161 When the First Testament comes to make explicit that God’s pattern of behavior is one for human beings to follow, it indeed declares that God rested on completing the work of creation (Ex 20:11) and found refreshment (nāpaš niphal, Ex 31:17). Likewise Genesis does not quite make the point that the sabbath is a day of rest and refreshment that God expects humanity to share, though other parts of the First Testament do draw that inference from its story (e.g., Ex 23:12). In Babylon sabbath-like days may have been “unlucky” days, when it was wise not to do anything. In the First Testament, the sabbath is a day God especially claims. Human beings are therefore to keep off it. Yet whereas the “separating” of the sabbath from the other days will be important, Genesis does not use this verb of God’s marking off the sabbath. Rather, God “sanctified” the seventh day (Gen 2:3), made it holy. It is holy because it has special associations for and with God. It has been transformed in becoming more specifically a day commemorating the completion of God’s creative activity and providing for human rest and renewal. Blessing the day implies it has the same capacity to be fruitful that the living world possesses, “the power to stimulate, animate, enrich, and give fullness to life.”162

The sanctifying of the sabbath suggests another contrast with the Babylonian account of creation in Enuma Elish. That story comes to a conclusion with the building of a holy place. The First Testament creation story sanctifies some time, but no space. “When history began, there was only one holiness in the world, holiness in time.” That is the more striking insofar as the chapter anticipates the story of the building of the sanctuary in the wilderness. The sabbath is “a palace in time.”163

“On the seventh day God completed his work that he did” (Gen 2:2). Surely God completed the work on the sixth day? Genesis Rabbah 10:9 comments that on the seventh day God created tranquility, serenity, peace and repose. The seventh day is not a day of worship, or not much more so than the other days, as a holy place such as the place where God met Moses is not (necessarily) a place of worship, and as the firstborn who are holy to Yhwh are no more worshipers than anyone else. There are few indications that the sabbath was especially a time for praise, or seeking help or guidance from God, or teaching.164 The main point about it is that it is a day on which people stop being creative and acknowledge that their days belong to God.

The emphasis on the sabbath in passages such as Isaiah 56:1-8, which compares with the description of it in Exodus 31:12-17 as a perpetual covenant, may suggest the significance of the stress on the sabbath in the tabernacle story. Its mention at the end of Exodus 25—31 and the beginning of Exodus 35—40 puts the sabbath on the same level as the tabernacle (cf. Lev 19:30; 26:2; also Lev 23:3).165 Once more, it is not merely a day when people should stop working for practical reasons such as its taboo nature or their need of rest. It has ceased to be marked by a negative and has come to be characterized by a positive. It is a symbol of the mutual commitment between Yhwh and the community, whose neglect would thus imperil the life of the community (Neh 13:17-18).166 The sabbath is a sign or guarantee of Israel’s special relationship with Yhwh (Ex 31:12-17; cf. Ezek 20:12, 20). The gift of this day of relaxation and renewal renews a realization of this relationship in Israel’s experience and awareness. It fits with the playfulness of Yhwh’s creation that the work of creation does not go on forever, and it fits with the graceful generosity of Yhwh’s creation that its object is not only to draw humanity into work but also to draw humanity into relaxation and play.167

In having God observe the seventh day, Genesis 1 again affirms one of the foundations of Israel’s life. It marks the sabbath as more than a mere Jewish peculiarity. It was an idiosyncrasy of Israel’s faith that people ceased work for one day after working for six. The creation gospel declares that this rhythm reflects that of God’s work in bringing the world into being. In observing the sabbath, Israel alone is realizing the ideology of creation. The Israelite calendar makes no reference to New Year, the festival of such importance for other Middle Eastern peoples. Instead it puts at the head of the calendar the observance of the sabbath, “a weekly celebration of the creation of the world, the uncontestable enthronement of its creator, and the portentous commission of humanity to be the obedient stewards of creation.”168
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