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For Colton, 

the best neighbor,

who has taught me so much

about what it means to be human.





History matters because human beings matter; human beings matter because creation matters; creation matters because the creator matters. . . . This world is where the kingdom must come, on earth as it is in heaven. What view of creation, what view of justice, would be serviced by the offer merely of a new spirituality and a one-way ticket out of trouble, an escape from the real world?

N. T. WRIGHT








FOREWORD

J. Richard Middleton
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For a long time now I have been drawn to the idea of humans as the image of God (Latin, imago Dei). As a teenager growing up in the church, I was quite shy and unsure of myself. But I found the idea of being created in God’s image significant for my adolescent development. Even though I wasn’t entirely sure at first what it meant, the very idea of being made in God’s image provided me with a sense of identity; it implied that I was of value to God and had a role to play in the world.

The first interpretation of the image of God that I encountered was what I called the YMCA model. The popular theology I was exposed to as a teenager claimed that we are like God because we have three capacities that God also does—intellect, emotion, and will.1 Around that time, I heard that the YMCA aimed to produce well-rounded people, involving the development of our spiritual, emotional, intellectual, social, and physical capabilities. And while it wasn’t quite the same, I came to think of this idea of the image as the YMCA model.

Not long after, I read the works of Francis Schaeffer and encountered his more nuanced proposal that the image was our personhood; humans are finite persons who reflect the infinite, personal God.2 Schaeffer proposed this in order to counter the dehumanization of persons he observed as a feature of the modern world. That was a valuable insight.

Unfortunately, both Schaeffer’s proposal and the YMCA model shared the same two problems. First, by concentrating on the inner person (a “spiritual” reality), the imago Dei seemed to have no intrinsic relationship to our embodied life in the external world. Second, and more importantly, neither was rooted in Scripture.

I was eighteen when I began serious study of the Bible as an undergraduate theology student. It was during these years of study that I explored the early chapters of Genesis and became aware that the image of God is intrinsically connected with our embodied earthly life. In Genesis 1:26-28 humans are created in God’s image and empowered to “rule” animals and “subdue” the earth. Given the ancient world in which Genesis 1 was written, this meant animal domestication and agriculture. By planting crops, bringing land into productivity, and harnessing animals for food and labor, we can generate a sustainable food supply, which is necessary for complex human societies to develop.

Interpreted in context, the imago Dei grounds the human vocation to cultivate the earth, developing its potentials.3 No wonder Genesis 4 describes the building of the first city (or settlement), the origin of livestock herding, the beginning of metallurgy, and the development of music. These things came into being because humans were manifesting the imago Dei by interacting with their earthly environment to bring into being new cultural developments. By engaging in ordinary human activities—in a manner that glorifies God—we represent the Creator of the universe, the king of creation, manifesting his rule in earthly life.4

Suddenly, the image of God was no longer confined to some ethereal “spiritual” realm, but spoke to my own concrete life in the real world. This embodied sense of the image was part and parcel of my growing awareness that the Bible affirmed this world as good (though fallen) and that God intended to reclaim the world through the death and resurrection of Christ, to bring about a new creation—not just for believers (2 Corinthians 5:17), but for the entirety of heaven and earth (Revelation 21:1).5

And what was my role to be in this world? Self-understanding was the first implication of the imago Dei. I came to see that God wanted human beings (and Christians, as renewed human beings; that included me!) to be engaged in the world as his agents of blessing and healing.

This “vocational” understanding of the imago Dei began to rekindle my interest in art and poetry; it generated a desire to understand world affairs and history; it drew me to the beach and to hiking in the mountains; it helped me to participate in community and to value friendships; and it enabled me to sense (and respond to) a growing calling to teach the Bible, a deep desire to share with others what I had been learning about this amazing vision of what it means to be human.

Carmen Imes has also been grasped by this vision—and by a similar vocation. Her book Being God’s Image is a wide-ranging exploration of many and various dimensions of what it means to be human. She addresses how the image of God grounds our identity, no matter who we are, no matter what our mental or physical capacity. She explores implications of the image for our earthly calling framed by our hope in God’s ultimate purposes for creation. She helpfully addresses human sexuality and embodiment, disability, racism, suffering and mortality, prayer and lament, and intimacy with God.

But this book goes well beyond just the topic of the image of God or even the broader topic of what it means to be human. Carmen’s wide-ranging exploration of what it means to be human is the mother lode. But there are lots of other veins to mine.

She clarifies the relationship between Israel’s calling to bear God’s name (the topic of two of her earlier books) and the broader human vocation to represent God in the world.6 She explores Jesus’s humanity—his weakness, his mission, and his victory. Her sketch of the meaning of Jesus’s death, resurrection, ascension, and second coming are crucial to frame her exploration of what it means to be human. There are valuable gems scattered throughout the book—on the relationship of Jews to Gentiles in Ephesians, on the true meaning of Romans 8:28, on the tower of Babel in Genesis 11, and on the significance of the Hebrew word hevel in Ecclesiastes (it doesn’t really mean vanity or futility or that life has no meaning). But I’ll let you discover those (and other) gems for yourself.

You could think of Being God’s Image as a primer in biblical theology, but one directed especially to lay Christians. You don’t need to be a theologian or a pastor to understand Carmen’s lucid writing. Yet Carmen has sneakily woven serious biblical scholarship into what seems to be a breezy, conversational book addressed to ordinary readers.

I invite you to delve into this book and allow your vision to be expanded. Carmen will help you appreciate the tremendous love of God for all people and for all creation, a love that led the Creator to become incarnate in the person of Jesus of Nazareth, to bring healing and redemption to a broken world and a broken humanity. May this amazing biblical vision inspire and empower you to live toward your calling to be fully human in God’s marvelous world.









INTRODUCTION
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In The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe, Lucy and her siblings explore the old professor’s sprawling house, where they live during the war. In one room they discover an old wardrobe that catches Lucy’s attention. Although the others quickly move on, Lucy opens the wardrobe and climbs inside to feel the fur coats. Instead of softness, she encounters the rough bark of tree trunks, the sharp branches of trees, and the crunch of fallen snow. She finds herself in the mysterious world of Narnia. There she encounters a curious faun, part human and part goat, and they have tea together before she returns home.

Naturally, her siblings don’t believe her tales, which they find too outlandish. She leads them back to the wardrobe, but when they open the door, they find only coats, mothballs, and wood paneling—no magical world at all. But a few days later, the children, who are supposed to stay clear of visitors, are exploring the house when a tour group comes through. Lucy quickly climbs into the old wardrobe to hide, and Edmund follows her, meaning to tease her about “Narnia.” Edmund feels his way around the fur coats, looking for Lucy, but she seems to have disappeared. He has a sudden cold sensation. He calls for Lucy and notices a dim light and moves toward it, thinking it is the door. But it is not the light coming through the crack in the door. It is further up and further in, through a dark wood cloaked in winter. Edmund has entered Narnia.

What does this have to do with anything?

C. S. Lewis imagined an ordinary wardrobe as an unpredictable portal into a magical world. However impossible this might seem, it bears striking similarities to the experience of reading Scripture. Sometimes we open the Bible and turn its pages, finding nothing but fur coats and mothballs. Biblical times and places feel remote and even irrelevant. But other times, when we least expect it, we find ourselves transported by the pages of Scripture to another world. I know of no way to guarantee this will happen. And for that matter, disbelief doesn’t always prevent it. Edmund is the most incredulous of all; he discovers Narnia in spite of himself.

Eventually, Lucy and her siblings do make it back to Narnia. Peter and Susan discover that her stories are true. But here’s what fascinates me most about this analogy: Lucy, Edmund, Peter, and Susan do not just visit Narnia as outsiders. They find themselves an integral part of the story. In fact, they are the fulfillment of old prophecies about “two sons of Adam and two daughters of Eve” (that is, humans) who will reign as kings and queens of Narnia when Aslan returns to conquer the White Witch once and for all.

I can’t think of a more appropriate illustration for the journey of discovery you are about to make. The Bible is a portal to another world, a world so vibrant that when we return to our own world we see it with new eyes. The fact that you do not always find this to be the case does not make it any less true (mothballs, remember?). On its pages, you will find a story that is not simply about other people who lived long ago. As you read it, you’ll discover things that are deeply true about you—so true that without them you cannot fully be yourself.


A ROADMAP

This book is a companion volume to Bearing God’s Name (IVP Academic, 2019). The order in which you read the two books doesn’t matter. (Like Lewis, I’ve written the beginning after the end.) Together they take you on a journey through Scripture, helping you understand your identity and vocation. Since the publication of Bearing God’s Name, the question I’ve been asked more than any other is how bearing God’s name relates to being the image of God. This book is my extended answer to that important question. Here it is in a nutshell: being God’s image and bearing God’s name are related, but they are not the same thing. Every human being is created as God’s image. Imago Dei is our human identity. (Imago Dei [pronounced ihm-ah-go day-ee] is Latin for “image of God” and, for whatever reason, when scholars want to sound really serious about something, we say it in Latin. Sorry. I didn’t make the rules.) Our identity as God’s image implies a representational role—the Creator God appointed humans to exercise his rule over creation on his behalf. Because of human rebellion, most of us are not doing this job well; nonetheless, it remains our job. God’s answer to the brokenness resulting from human rebellion was to select a single family, the family of Abraham, to mediate his blessing to all nations. Abraham’s descendants, the people of Israel, become the people who bear God’s name, representing him in the world in order to restore the rest of humanity to our Creator.

Jesus ties these two threads together. As a descendant of Abraham, he is the ultimate human who perfectly carries out his vocation as God’s image. Jesus models for us how to appropriately exercise God’s rule over creation. As an Israelite faithful to the covenant God made with Abraham’s descendants at Mount Sinai, he also bears God’s name with honor, bringing blessing to the nations. By our faith in Jesus the Messiah, we are included in the covenant people. We bear God’s name. In Jesus we find the fullest expression of our true identity and vocation, more broadly as humans and more specifically as covenant members.


IN THE IMAGE OR AS THE IMAGE?


Without getting too lost in the weeds, I think it is worth pausing to acknowledge that some readers will find my assertions in this book surprising. It is common practice to talk about humans being made in the image of God. And for some people, that preposition is very important because it distinguishes between Jesus, who is the image of God, and everyone else, who is made according to the model he represents. The answer to this question rides in part on how one interprets a single Hebrew letter: b in Genesis 1:26. The preposition b, like most prepositions, is quite flexible. It can be translated as “in, on, within, among, into, through, at, with, by, according to, or as.”

The problem is that our English preposition in is also flexible, but not in the same ways as the Hebrew preposition b. That is, they don’t completely map onto each other. We cannot just pick our favorite translation from the list of possibilities above. We must consider the sense of the entire Hebrew phrase to determine whether such a translation is justified. According to An Introduction to Biblical Hebrew Syntax, “in” is an appropriate translation when the sense is spatial or temporal, indicating location or time (e.g., Judges 16:4; Psalm 46:2). “According to” is appropriate with regard to monetary standards (e.g., Numbers 18:16).a None of these options capture the sense of Genesis 1:26.

Two categories that could possibly work with the traditional view are realm or manner. If the preposition is meant to specify the realm, we might say “with regard to” (that is, “with regard to the image of God, he made them”; cf. Leviticus 6:3 [5:22]). If it indicates the manner in which something is done, we might say “like” (that is, “like the image of God, he made them”; cf. Isaiah 16:9). Either of these options is possible, but both require the author to have in mind that the true image of God is something other than the humans God just made, namely, the incarnated Son of God who will not appear in the flesh for thousands of years. This seems a stretch, especially since Paul presents Adam as the pattern for Christ, not the reverse (Romans 5:14).b My first professor of biblical languages warned us repeatedly not to base doctrine solely on a preposition. Prepositions are too flexible for that.

A final option seems far more plausible to me: a b of identity. As Waltke and O’Connor explain, this use of the preposition “marks the capacity in which an actor behaves (‘as, serving as, in the capacity of’).”c This would indicate that God made humans as his image, to serve in the capacity intended for an image. To me, this requires the least mental gymnastics. We have two clear examples of this use of the preposition: Exodus 6:3, where Yahweh introduces himself “as El Shaddai,” and Psalm 118:7, where the psalmist says, “Yahweh is with me, serving as my Helper” (my translation). We also have a clear sense of how images functioned in the ancient Near East, which we’ll discuss later.

No matter which translation scholars prefer, all of us agree that our human identity is grounded in this affirmation and that our ethics rely on viewing every human in this light. We also agree that Jesus is the ultimate human who models for us how God intends for us to live as humans. We further agree that humans are not God. Being God’s image is not the same as being God, just as an idol is not itself a god but merely represents one.

However, I think that to talk about being God’s image (rather than being made in God’s image) reinforces the concept that the imago Dei is essential to human identity rather than a capacity that can be lost. That affirmation is central to my thesis in this book and matters enough that I am willing to break with tradition to reinforce my point.





One more note on the relationship between these books: given the similarity in titles, inevitably people will refer to this one as “Bearing” God’s Image. I have deliberately not called it that. God’s image is not something we bear; it’s something we are. I also won’t say that we “image” God. Although our status as God’s image may lead to certain actions, “image” is not something we do, but who we are. I hope that by the end you’ll agree that this distinction matters.

This book begins in Genesis 1–11. Part one explores what these foundational chapters teach us about being human. Since being God’s image is the primary feature that sets us apart from animals, the image of God will be the lens through which we explore this larger question throughout the Bible: What does it mean to be human? We’ll consider how our status as God’s image is expressed in our relationship with God, our relationship with creation, and our relationships with each other. Part two completes the Old Testament picture of humanity by discussing the Wisdom books—Proverbs, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, and Job. These books do not directly mention the image of God, but they introduce the human quest for a meaningful life and wrestle with the reality of human suffering. For that reason, they are essential to consider as we explore what it means to be human. In part three, we’ll move into the New Testament to offer a portrait of Jesus as the ultimate human. We’ll consider the theological significance of Jesus’ incarnation, life, death, resurrection, and ascension as it relates to our larger question of what it means to be human. The closing chapters will flesh out our destiny as a new humanity in the new creation. I mean this literally. We will not be floating on the clouds one day—our future is physical and embodied.

One of the most profound discoveries that will emerge from our study is that creation still matters. This created world is an integral part of our human vocation—now and for eternity. We’ll take a closer look at our assumptions about the relationship between the physical and spiritual worlds, as well as what will happen to the earth when Jesus returns. Along the way, my hope is that you will gain a renewed sense of your identity and purpose, which are rooted in Scripture and by which you can live life to its fullest.
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1

PATTERN OF CREATION
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THE BATTLEGROUND

It’s dangerous to start a book by talking about Genesis 1. The first chapter of the Bible has become a battleground for strongly held convictions about what God did or did not do and how long it took him to do it. It’s likely that I won’t say exactly what you are hoping I’ll say. If you’re especially offended, you may even burn this book. I feel the same tension every semester when I teach Old Testament History and Literature. Why does the Bible have to begin with Genesis 1? Why can’t we come to it later, after we’ve come to know and trust each other?

Of course, it’s first for a reason. How could anything come before creation? We can’t very well explore what it means to be human without it.

And so here we are, you and I, with our long histories and commitments and suspicions. We’re sitting here awkwardly, and you’re waiting for me to make the first move because, well, I am the one writing the book. But to be honest, that doesn’t feel exactly fair. If we were in the same room, I would first ask where you’re coming from. I would be able to read your body language, and that would certainly affect the way I approach this issue. But we aren’t, and I can’t, so we’re left with the unfortunate plunge I must take into the darkness. I have to take a risk. Hopefully you aren’t the book-burning type.

Let me begin with my own story. I grew up attending church, and I took the Bible seriously, but it wasn’t until I went to Bible college that I first learned about genre. The Bible is composed of three main types of literature, Professor Ray Lubeck told us: narrative, poetry, and discourse. Each has its own conventions; each has its own aims. A narrative involves the interaction of characters, setting, and plot. Poetry is a rhythmic composition, which in the Bible involves short pairs of lines packed with imagery. Discourse, also known as prose, includes instructions, speeches, and blocks of teaching logically arranged.

I was enthused. This was a new set of lenses for me, and I was eager to try them out. Since genre influences the set of expectations we bring to the text about the types of claims it is making, I decided I would reread the entire Bible and color the margins in one of three colors to indicate whether I was reading narrative, poetry, or discourse.

I turned to Genesis 1 and instantly hit a brick wall. I could find only one character, God, and no plot conflict as far as I could tell. The text seemed almost rhythmic, but it didn’t fall into neat pairs of lines the way Hebrew poetry does. Even English translators seemed to have trouble deciding how to categorize it. Genesis 1 lacks normal paragraphs. Take a look in your Bible. I’ll wait. . . . See what I mean? I was baffled.

Genesis 1 had never been anything to me other than a straightforward historical report of how God made the world. I expected to find a narrative. What I found was a hybrid genre—the platypus of biblical literature—neither narrative nor poetry nor discourse. What could this mean?

I carried that question with me into seminary, where I read an illuminating book by Henri Blocher titled In the Beginning. Blocher (pronounced blow-shay, because he’s French) showed me artistry in Genesis 1 that I had flat-out missed, even in Bible college.

Now, to call a text artistic does not make it unhistorical. One could portray a historical event in any number of ways, poetically, abstractly, emotionally, or straightforwardly, and that portrayal does not change whether the event occurred in real time. However, the way an event is depicted clearly impacts our perception of that event. It conveys what the author wants us to see about it. (The converse is also true: just because a text seems straightforward doesn’t make it historical. The Adventures of Tom Sawyer or Ramona Quimby, Age 8 seem plausible enough, but they are both quite fictional.) To complicate matters, the truth value of a particular text does not rest solely on its connection to actual events. The Chronicles of Narnia are in no sense historical, but they powerfully convey truth about the way things really are.



In spite of vigorous disagreements over the method of creation, the purpose of creation is clear to those who read carefully.





So back to Genesis 1. Blocher convinced me that Genesis 1 was highly sophisticated literature. Here’s another thing I realized: the debate over how creation happened often eclipses the theological question—why it happened. Why did God make the world and everything in it? Why is the act of creation portrayed in this way? Why does it matter? Ironically, in spite of vigorous disagreements over the method of creation, the purpose of creation is clear to those who read carefully.

Bible-believing Christians land across the spectrum on how God made the world. I have Christian friends who are fervent defenders of six-day, young earth creation (the view that God made the earth in six days around 4000 BCE), and other Christian friends who embrace theistic evolution (the view that evolution is the method God used to create all things). Others stand between these two poles. These friends all hold one thing in common: they believe in the authority and inspiration of the Word of God. Where they differ is on the question of genre.

My goal is not to change your mind on this issue but instead to invite you to set aside your conviction about how God made everything long enough for us to consider why. This will matter for the question of human identity and purpose.




A TEMPLATE

One way to minimize the risk of importing our own ideas into the Bible is to pay attention to how the author uses patterns to create emphasis. Blocher helped me see that Genesis 1 is a carefully crafted work of art that conveys the symmetry and order of God’s design. Against the backdrop of the “formless and empty” world in Genesis 1:2, where the deep seas churn in darkness, in six days God brings order to creation. The first three days depict God’s ordering of habitable space, while the last three depict God’s creation of residents to dwell in those spaces. To put it another way, God takes the “formless and empty” world and gives it “form and filling.”

Here’s what I mean: On day one, God creates light and separates it from the dark. We’re not told the source of the light or how it is regulated. “Evening” and “morning” mark off the first day. But it’s not until day four that God creates the sun, moon, and stars. This is the day in which the domains of light and darkness are populated with residents. Although the heavenly bodies are not living, they are appointed “to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness” (Genesis 1:18). They also “mark sacred times, and days and years” (Genesis 1:14). That is, they designate festivals and cycles of time. Day four is far more than the origin story of the sun, moon, and stars. It unveils their purpose. Days one and four together celebrate the origins of the calendar and the basis for human culture. Although the lights are embedded in the heavens, their purpose is to illuminate the earth. Here is our first clue that Genesis 1 is something more than a historical report. The heavenly bodies that mark “days” are not yet present for “days” one, two, and three. The days of creation must be a way of framing the creation event (see fig. 1.1).1
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Figure 1.1. The symmetry of God’s creation in Genesis 1




A diagram titled "Days of Creation" with three columns, labeled Domains, Residents, and Purpose. Reading the diagram horizontally, Day 1 (Light) and Day 4 (Sun, Moon, and Stars) were created for the purpose of Time (Festival Calendar). Day 2 (Skies) and Day 5 (Birds and Fish) were created for the purpose of Air (ordered space). Day 3 (Dry Land, Vegetation) and Day 6 (Land animals, humans) were created for the purpose of Land and Food (Habitable Space). Lastly, Day 7 (Blessing of the Seventh Day) was created for the purpose of rest.



The symmetry continues with days two and five. On day two, God separates the waters above from the waters below, opening up the skies between them. Ancient people imagined a dome that held back the waters of the sky, resulting in open air. (They knew the sky held back water because sometimes it leaked out and watered the earth).2 On day five, God populates the domains of sky and water with birds and fish. God blesses these first living creatures with the mandate to multiply and fill the waters and the air (Genesis 1:22). Again, we have both form and filling, resolving the “formless and empty” problem from Genesis 1:2.

Days three and six are special, each containing a double creation event. On day three, God separates the waters and the dry land. Then he creates vegetation with fruit and seeds. That is, he makes food, though no one is present to eat it yet. All of this is preparation for day six, during which God makes land animals and then humans to populate the dry ground.



Genesis 1 insists that humans are the climax of God’s creative work and the crown of creation.





God gives humans a special status as his “image.” According to Genesis 1:26, our human identity as God’s image entails a responsibility to “rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky, and over the beasts, and over all the earth, and over all the creeping things that creep upon the earth” (my translation). Like the sun, moon, and stars, humans have a governing role in creation. While the heavenly bodies bring order to the calendar, humans bring order to all other living things and their habitats. As with the fish and birds on day five, God blesses humans with a mandate to multiply and indicates that the food source for both humans and animals is the vegetation provided on day five.

Understanding days one through three as domains and days four through six as residents helped to solve certain conundrums that had puzzled me. (How is there light with no sun on days one through three? How do plants survive without the sun? Why do fish and birds get their own day apart from the other animals? How are some animals already domesticated before humans exist?) To tell the story of creation as unfolding over six days is a way of organizing the cosmos into habitable spaces and their inhabitants, gradually bringing order to disorder through separation (light from dark, sky from water, dry land from seas).

Blocher also demonstrates how the rhythmic feel of Genesis 1 was achieved by the repetition of certain words and phrases in sets of what he calls “symbolic numbers.”3


	“God said” occurs 3x for humans and 7x for everything else (=10x).


	“Let there be” occurs 3x for heavens and 7x for the earth (=10x).


	“To make” occurs 10x.


	“According to their kind” occurs 10x.


	“Blessed” occurs 3x.


	“Create” occurs in three places in Genesis 1, and the last occurrence is triple.


	“And it was so” occurs 7x.


	“God saw that it was good” occurs 7x.




Blocher points out that none of these sevens corresponds precisely to the seven days. He concludes, “Here we have no ordinary history, such as might be written in response to a simple request to be told what happened. Here we have the work of a Master whose thought is profound and expansive.”4 Why would someone go to all this trouble to consciously arrange creation as a week? Blocher suggests that the week of creation is meant to be the “archetype of human work” providing a “theology of the sabbath.”5 This message is clear whether you read Genesis 1 as a historical account of how God made the world or as a liturgical celebration of God’s purpose in creation. Either way, the week is a template for humans.

Perhaps your head is spinning now. Mine was, too, when I first discovered all this. It has helped me to realize that the Bible was not written to answer my questions. It often does, of course. But the Bible addresses ancient people in an ancient culture using a language that is not my own. The Bible was inspired by God to address their questions and concerns in language that made sense to them. It is only after attempting to read it with these concerns in mind that I can begin to consider its relevance for contemporary debates.

Ancient people were apparently unconcerned about the origin of physical matter.6 Their creation myths relate to purpose rather than process. This is not to suggest that the methods of creation don’t matter, only that ancient people weren’t wondering about it. What they cared about was fruitfulness. If food didn’t grow, they could not survive. We’ll return to this idea in a moment.


SCIENCE AND THE CHRISTIAN


The relationship between Christianity and science is complex. Some Christians consider it a virtue to cast doubt on scientific theories. Scientists, like anyone else, can be guilty of allowing pre-commitments and presumptions to skew their assessment of the data, preventing them from reaching accurate conclusions. But is it also possible that Christians have dismissed scientific theories prematurely because they hastily presume a conflict with biblical teaching? The adversarial relationship between some forms of Christian teaching and science seems unnecessary. In fact, most of the founders of modern science were Christians.a

A further layer of complication arises when we consider that we have to reckon not only with modern science but with ancient science too. Biblical authors communicated in ways that made sense in their own contexts. God does not seem concerned about flawed scientific theories of ancient times. God does not correct their science.

For example, Genesis 1 does not bother to teach us that the moon does not produce its own light but rather reflects the light of the sun. It does not classify the sun as a star. It assumes the conventional ancient view of how the cosmos is arranged, with a “vault” or expanse studded with stars to hold up the waters above the sky (Genesis 1:6; see fig. 1.2). Genesis 1 does not distinguish between the thirty-five phyla of the animal kingdom that we learned in school. Sea creatures of various kinds are all called “fish,” and flying things are all called “birds”; land animals fall into only three categories: wild animals, livestock, and “creatures that move along the ground” (Genesis 1:26).

This is not to say that God is content with our false ideas of reality. The Bible corrects these at every turn. Genesis 1 is a striking correction of the ancient idea that the world was birthed in a great conflict between the gods, and that the gods created humans to do their dirty work. Genesis 1 also provides guardrails for ideas associated with modern science. Whatever we conclude about how the world came to be, if we take Scripture seriously, we cannot conclude that humans are merely a product of time and chance. Genesis 1 insists that humans are the climax of God’s creative work and the crown of creation.
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Figure 1.2. Illustration of ancient Israelite cosmology




A diagram. The top is labeled "Realm of God." Below that is water, labeled "waters above," and an arch labeled "raquia firmament" with elements labeled "stars" and "windows of heaven." Below that is a land mass, "circle of the earth," floating in the sea. Beneath the surface of the sea is a dark mass, "Sheol," and a dragon twined around the foundations of the earth. The bottom left of this diagram has two other labels: "foundations of heaven" and "the great deep." The bottom right says, "the waters of chaos symbolized as a dragon."






HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT

Have you ever looked at a work of art with a group of people for a while and then discussed it? The longer you look, the more you notice. If someone in the group actually knows something about the painter or about art history or the period in which the painting was produced, the group discussion can show you just how much you missed at first gaze. Reading the Bible with others can teach us so much that we would miss on our own! We each bring different strengths and life experiences to the text that prompt us to notice different things about it. One way to guard against projecting our own views on the Bible is to read it in community, where others can honestly say, “I’m not seeing what you’re seeing.” (Another way is to publish your interpretation of Scripture, and kind readers will offer gentle correction.)

The problem with reading familiar biblical texts is that we think we already know what they say. Our eyes glaze over, and we miss details that hide in plain sight. The solution to this problem is to slow down; read thoughtfully in more than one translation of the Bible, preferably with others; and ask lots of questions.

In the previous section, I showed you the organizing framework of the creation story in Genesis 1—form and filling. Now I’d like to take you back through Genesis 1 to point out some other fascinating details that underscore the need to read carefully. In Genesis 1:1, we are told that “God created the heavens (shamayim) and the earth (ʾerets).” It seems to be a done deal. However, in Genesis 1:6, God creates the “expanse” or “dome”7 that separates between the waters above and below and calls that “expanse” the “heavens” (shamayim). In Genesis 1:10, God creates the “earth” or “land” (ʾerets). These should be clues about how to read this chapter. How can God create what has already been created? One possibility is that Genesis 1:1 offers a summary of God’s entire work of creation while the rest of the chapter gives a step-by-step account of how God did it. I’ve already suggested that the step-by-step approach raises some interpretive problems. A more likely possibility is that Genesis 1:1 offers a summary of God’s entire work of creation, using “heavens and earth” in this initial verse generically, the way we might say “A to Z,” including everything in between. Later uses of shamayim and ʾerets in this chapter are more specialized, referring more specifically to the visible “sky” (Genesis 1:8-9) and the dry “land” (Genesis 1:10-11). It would not make sense to import these senses of shamayim and ʾerets from later in the chapter back into Genesis 1:1, as if it announces only that God made the “skies and dry land.” (Besides, in Genesis 1:2, the ʾerets is covered with water!) Context always determines what a given word means. This principle will help us in other passages, too.

The accounts of days five and six have other details worth mentioning. One thing you might miss in your English Bibles is that on day five, God first creates “mighty sea serpents” (hattanninim haggedolim; Genesis 1:21, my translation) before the rest of the swarming creatures of the sea. The sea serpent does not reappear until Exodus 7:10-12, when Aaron’s staff becomes a tannin and swallows Pharaoh’s. There the Creator God subdues the human whose rule represents a perversion of the mandate to care for creation. Pharaoh acts more like a sea monster than a human made in God’s image. Later in the Old Testament, a tannin is named Leviathan (Isaiah 27:1) and used as a metaphor for Pharaoh, whose arrogance merits judgment (Ezekiel 29:3; 32:2). The cumulative effect of these references is to demonstrate God’s sovereignty over all created things, whether human or animal, even those we find scary or untamable (see Job 41).

As noted above, God creates both wild animals and “livestock” on day six (Genesis 1:24-25), as well as crawling things. It’s fascinating that domesticated animals already appear in this chapter before humans can domesticate them. The categories of living things described in Genesis 1 represent them as they are later understood by developed communities.

It’s also worth noting that God calls for the land to bring forth living creatures “according to its kind.” This way of describing the creation of animals emphasizes their connection to the land. In contrast, humans are directly created by God in Genesis 1, implying our kinship with God. In God’s words, humans are “according to our image, according to our likeness,” rather than “according to its kind” (Genesis 1:26).8

Michael LeFebvre offers a compelling account of the why behind the creation account in his book, The Liturgy of Creation.9 His conclusions dovetail nicely with Blocher’s insights in the section above. He begins by thoroughly investigating biblical “dates” in the first five books of the Bible, such as “on the first day of the third month.” LeFebvre concludes that these dates are not journalistic but liturgical. That is, the Bible’s first five books consistently use dates not to tell us when events took place in history but to communicate when Israel’s festival celebrations of those events ought to occur. Dates coordinate the festivals with the events that inspired them.



The seven-day framework for the creation account was designed as a template for the Israelites’ work week, a pattern to emulate that would result in the fruitfulness of their land and their people.





Building on this work, LeFebvre suggests that the creation account is formed as a liturgy, or script used for public worship. Its primary concern is fruitfulness, and it sees God as the model farmer who cultivates land so that it is ordered and fruitful. The seven-day framework for the creation account was designed as a template for the Israelites’ work week, a pattern to emulate that would result in the fruitfulness of their land and their people.

So there you have it. We’ve navigated the first chapter of Genesis. And if you’re still reading, it means you haven’t burned this book, at least not yet. Thank you! We have a lot more ground to cover.




SABBATH REST

The beautiful symmetry between the first three and last three days of creation prepares us for the climax of creation on day seven. Scribes added chapter and verse divisions hundreds of years after the text was written. Their break between Genesis 1 and 2 is unfortunate because God’s creative work is incomplete until Genesis 2:1: “Thus the heavens and the earth were completed and all their multitudes” (my translation)—that is, all who populate those spaces, including sun, moon, stars, and creatures of sky, sea, and earth.

Although the work of creation is finished in Genesis 2:1, the liturgy of creation doesn’t reach its climax until Genesis 2:2-3: “By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.”

We’re told that God “sanctified” or “made holy” the seventh day. He set it apart so that it was not like other days. The blessing of the seventh day is an oasis of rest so that labor does not become monotonous or oppressive. By setting aside a day for rest, God institutes a perpetual rhythm to the human week.

But why a seven-day week? Unlike every other ancient calendar system, the seven-day cycle is not based on celestial bodies.10 It depends instead on divine command. In Hebrew, “seven” is the number of completeness.11 It becomes the basis for the weekly calendar, the seven-year cycle of agriculture, the length of various feasts, and the length of the priestly ordination ritual.

Not only does the seventh day crown the symmetry of the first two sets of three days, but it signals that rest is the “end” of creation. Scholars often refer to this as a telos, which includes the ideas of its completion and goal. We typically associate rest with being tired, but God is not taking a nap because creating everything wore him out. God’s rest on the seventh day is similar to a king’s rest on his throne. For example, in 1 Kings 8:56, Solomon acknowledges that Yahweh “has given rest to his people Israel” by establishing Solomon’s kingdom.12 Isaiah 66:1-2 speaks of God’s rest:


This is what the LORD says:

“Heaven is my throne,

and the earth is my footstool.

Where is the house you will build for me?

Where will my resting place be?

Has not my hand made all these things,

and so they came into being?”

declares the LORD.



Notice the connection between creation, temple, and God’s throne in that passage. With his realm in order, God presides over it by resting on his throne. Psalm 132:7-8 expresses it this way:


“Let us go to his dwelling place,

let us worship at his footstool, saying,

‘Arise, LORD, and come to your resting place,

you and the ark of your might.’”13



God’s rest on day seven has made many scholars wonder whether Genesis 1 could be considered a temple-inauguration text. Since God’s rest is a template for ours, we need to explore this possibility.


THE BABYLONIAN “EPIC OF CREATION”


Comparing the biblical creation accounts with others from the ancient Near East helps us understand the basic worldview of ancient people—their concerns and questions, and the ways they answered them. Here’s one example: the Babylonian creation myth, also known as the Enuma Elish, depicts a battle between the gods, which Marduk wins.a He then creates the heavens and earth by stretching out the severed body of his slain great-great grandmother, Tiamat. He sets up constellations to resemble various gods and to mark days, months, and years (V:4-49). By creating the world, Marduk “designed his prerogatives and devised his responsibilities” (V:67). Marduk’s mother pronounced his work “good” (V:82). Afterward, all the other gods built him a sanctuary in Babylon where he reigned as king and they could all “rest” (VI:51-54). In fact, the gods’ need for “rest” was the key instigator of the initial battle between the gods that resulted in the creation of the world (I:122) as well as the flood. The Bible presents Yahweh, the God of Israel, in contrast to this portrait of the gods of other nations. Yahweh and the gods of Babylon have radically different dispositions toward the world. The gods of the nations are like oversized humans, requiring sleep and needing someone to provide it for them. In the Enuma Elish, the gods whine until they have an opportunity to sleep while the Bible insists that Yahweh never sleeps (Psalm 121:3-4). In chapter two we’ll talk about how the Babylonian “Epic of Creation” depicts the origin of humans.





People of the ancient Near East associated creation with temples and temples with gardens. Temples were central to ancient life, and creation was not complete until a god took up residence enthroned in the temple.14 Temples typically had gardens attached to them. What’s more, temple inaugurations often spanned seven days.

Not surprisingly, Israel’s temple was decorated with imagery reminiscent of the Garden of Eden, including cherubim to guard the entrance to the central part of the sanctuary. According to Psalm 78:69, God established the temple to resemble all creation. So the Israelite temple is modeled after creation. But does it work the other direction? Could ancient Israel’s creation story be a temple-building text? John Walton says yes, concluding that “when God takes up his rest in this cosmic temple, it ‘comes into (functional) existence’ . . . by virtue of his presence.”15 If he’s right, then all of creation is a temple, built to facilitate the worship of God. It may be significant, then, that unlike the other days of Genesis 1, the seventh day does not end. That is, day seven lacks the “morning and evening” that concludes days one through six; God’s rule is unending.

But seeing the creation account as a temple-inauguration text does not eclipse the idea that Genesis 1 functions as a template for human work as well. If LeFebvre and Blocher are right that the creation week is a template for human society, then God’s seventh-day rest may lead to our most important takeaway.

If you grew up in a conservative Christian context, as I did, you might associate keeping the Sabbath with legalism. For Jews, messianic Christians, and Seventh-day Adventists, Sabbath begins Friday evening and lasts until Saturday evening. Most other Christians observe it on Sundays in memory of Jesus’ resurrection on the “first day of the week.” During my childhood, the list of activities that we avoided on Sundays included paid work, shopping, eating out, travel, yard work, school work, and significant household chores. My dad was a self-employed remodeling contractor, but I don’t remember him ever going to a client’s house on a Sunday except for rare plumbing emergencies.

At the time, I didn’t fully appreciate how these rules made space for flourishing. I come from a family of hard workers. By setting aside a day to rest, we guarded against the idolatry of workaholism. Sabbath carves out family time when we can celebrate and enjoy the fruits of our labor in a culture where work is otherwise nonstop. Since those childhood days, work has stretched its tentacles into every waking hour with nonstop digital notifications. Now more than ever, God invites us to trust his provision by setting aside our work one day a week.16

Sabbath calls us to stop working like slaves and start living like members of God’s royal family. To rest requires trust in God’s gracious provision. But it goes even further than that. In Egypt Pharaoh’s resistance to Sabbath underscores his exploitative labor policies. Pharaoh chides Moses and Aaron for “stopping” (literally “sabbathing”) the people from their work (Exodus 5:5). Yahweh, the God of Israel, guarded against human exploitation when he commanded Israelite heads of household to ensure that the rest of the household could rest (Exodus 20:8-11), and he grounded this command in the creation week. Children, servants, immigrants, and even animals are free to rest. The Sabbath is for everyone.




KEY IDEAS


	Attention to the literary design of Genesis 1 reveals its primary concern with order and fruitfulness. The God who creates brings order to creation so that it is no longer “formless and empty” but rather filled and fruitful.


	Creation is a cosmic temple in which Yahweh is to be worshiped. Yahweh presides over creation but appointed humans as rulers over creation, tasked to maintain order.


	The portrayal of God’s creative work in six days followed by rest provides a pattern for humans to emulate. We are to work for six days, bringing order to creation, and then take a day off to enjoy the provision of the divine King.
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