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Rethinking the Genesis Account of Creation


Merrill F. Unger

The majestic opening verse of Genesis : “In the beginning God created the heavens and earth,” apparently does not refer to the original sinless and perfect earth brought into existence in dim antiquity. That original sphere, says Isaiah, was created “not a waste” but “formed to be inhabited” (Isa 45:18). The laying of its cornerstone was celebrated by the sinless song of “the morning stars” and the joyous shouts of “all the sons of God” (angels), perhaps millions of years ago.

Order out of Chaos

The Genesis account evidently opens in a much later context and, like the Mesopotamian creation stories, begins with chaos. Already the heavens and the earth had had a long history. Commentators commonly make two assumptions concerning the first verse  of the Bible, neither of which is required by the original language. First, the phrase “in the beginning” refers absolutely to the beginning of the material universe denoted by the expression “the heavens and the earth” and second, the Hebrew word bara' (“create”) in Genesis 1:1 means “not formed from any pre-existing materials, but formed out of nothing.”

These assumptions, however, lead to conclusions at variance with the simple and natural grammatical interpretation of Genesis 1:1–2 in its connection with what follows, besides involving difficulties of reconciliation with other Biblical passages, as well as the accepted facts of science.
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For example, if Genesis 1:1 refers to the original creation of the universe out of nothing, Genesis 1:2 must either be construed to be the original chaotic state in which the earth was created or to be the result of a subsequent judgment (the gap theory). But the first interpretation is contradicted by both Scripture and theology. Why should a perfect Creator create an original imperfect and chaotic earth?—the fact of which is expressly denied by revealed truth recorded in Isaiah 45:18 and completely at variance with the ecstatically joyous dedication of the primeval earth when it came forth perfect from the Creator’s hand, as described by Job (Job 38:4–7). (Emphasis mine-LRP)
The second interpretation, while it avoids the Scriptural and theological difficulties of the first, runs into grammatical and etymological problems. In the original language, Genesis 1:2 consists of three circumstantial clauses, all describing conditions or circumstances existing at the time of the principal action indicated in verse 1 , or giving a reason for that action.

With these grammatical facts in mind and taking the Hebrew word bara' in a sense which it commonly bears of “shaping, forming or fashioning” (cf. Gen 1:27; 5:1–2 ; Isa 65:17), always describing divine activity, the following translation brings out the syntactical meaning of the Hebrew: “In the beginning God fashioned (or formed) the heavens and the earth. For the earth was waste and void, with darkness upon the face of the deep and with the Spirit of God moving upon the face of the waters.”

Thus Genesis 1:1–2 evidently describes not the primeval creation ex nihilo, celebrated by the angels (Job 38:7; Isa 45:18), but the much later refashioning of a judgment-ridden earth in preparation for a new order of creation—man. The Genesis account, accordingly, deals only with God’s creative activity as it concerns the human race in its origin, fall and redemption. There is no valid reason why the context of the phrase “in the beginning” (Gen 1:1) should refer to any other time. There is nothing in the original language to suggest otherwise. The Spirit of God in the Genesis narrative is simply giving the facts of creation as they immediately affect man, who is a comparative late-comer in God’s creative program.
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Light Is Separated from Darkness

“What communion hath light with darkness?” (2 Cor 6:14)

Genesis 1:1–2 is introductory to the seven days of creation and presents a summary statement of the divine activity it called forth. The following verses (Gen 1:3—2:3 ) give the details involved in the generalized declaration of verses 1  and 2 . The Spirit of God having announced that in the beginning of the earth’s history (as that history affects man) God formed or fashioned a chaotic globe into a cosmos (vv. 1–2 ), He now proceeds to recount how this stupendous transformation was accomplished in a seven-day period.

Seven days of recreation. On the first day the Creator caused light to shine upon the dense gloom that engulfed the chaotic earth and the “thick darkness” that formed “a swaddling-band” for it (Job 38:9). “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light” (Gen 1:3).

It is not declared that God created light. He merely said, “Let there be light.” By His omnipotent word, light with which He had always clothed Himself, and with which He had resplendently adorned Lucifer and all the “angels of light,” and which illuminated the jubilant scene when the morning stars and all the sons of God celebrated the primeval creation of the earth, was rendered visible, insofar as the gloom-enshrouded globe of earth was concerned. The dense accumulations of fogs and impenetrable mists that had blanketed the chaos with deep shadows were broken up, permitting light to shine through.

It was the grand signal that the “Father of lights, with whom can be no variation, neither shadow that is cast by turning” (Jas 1:17), was moving in His omnipotence, wisdom and grace to undo the disorder of sin, and by His creative power to repair the damage it had caused in the material universe. The beginning of that recreative activity was manifested in the dissipation of those chaotic conditions on the earth that had impeded the penetration of light and had clothed it with murky darkness, relieved only by “the Spirit of God” that had graciously “moved” or brooded “upon the face of the waters” (Gen 1:2).
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With light breaking through and flooding the earth on the first day of creation, God continued His creative activity on the second day, fashioning the chaotic waters into two masses—the sprawling oceans below on the earth’s surface and the cloudy sea of water vapor above, enveloping the earth’s atmosphere (Gen 1:6–8). On the third day He separated the waters from the land areas and called forth plant life (Gen 1:9–13).

The fourth day marked the appearance of the heavenly luminaries in the newly reconstructed heavens of the earth (Gen 1:14–19). The creative activity of the fifth and sixth days resulted in the peopling of sea and air with fishes and birds, the production of land animals, and, finally, the formation of man, the crown and goal of all God’s gracious work in refashioning the chaotic earth (Gen 1:14–31). The seventh day was sanctified by the divine creative rest (Gen 2:1–3).

The light is good. Of special importance in the seven-day account of creation is the calling forth of light upon the earth about to be renewed. Sin had steeped it in disorder and darkness. God’s active movement upon it in recreation involved banishing the disorder and dissipating the darkness. It was necessarily so. He Who is perfect in symmetry and infinite in beauty and who is “not a God of confusion” (1 Cor 14:33), must begin any creative or recreative work by banishing chaos. He who Himself “is light” and in whom “is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5), of necessity must deal with darkness and rigidly confine it, if not take steps to banish it eventually.

“And God saw the light that it was good: and God divided the light from the darkness.” His omniscience impressed light with the seal of His perfection. It was good because it was that with which He had clothed Himself from all eternity and that with which he had endued His unfallen creatures. Only when sin came, darkness resulted. Darkness, therefore, represents sin, that which is contrary to God’s glory and holiness (1 John 1:6).

The Creator not only pronounced the light “good,” but He did what His infinitely holy being demanded. He “divided the light from the darkness.” He demonstrated at the very commencement of His
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creative work that only as righteousness is rigidly differentiated from sin, and obedience to the divine will from disobedience and rebellion can cosmos be brought out of chaos. This essential moral distinction is the basis not only of God’s character, but the beginning of His recreative work on the earth and his regenerative work in man as well. It is the foundation of all right conduct in in the universe and originates in the Creator of the universe.

God calls the darkness night. It is of the utmost importance to note that, in calling forth light, God did not annihilate the darkness that enshrouded the chaotic earth. He did not banish it, because in His all-wise purpose sin and sinners were not to be annihilated. Darkness was to remain to be a reminder of sin—a memento of the presence of rebellion in the moral universe. But light, invested with the moral quality of being “good” and reflecting the glorious holiness and wisdom of the Creator Himself, was to be uncompromisingly separated from the darkness. This was the very first step in correcting the chaotic condition introduced by sin.

“And God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night.” The Creator would thus have the difference between light and darkness unmistakably perpetuated by the distinctive names He assigns to each. In an ordered universe, though invaded by sin, such moral discriminations, originally made by God Himself, must be observed. To ignore them or to break them down, is to court anarchy and reduce order to chaos. Since God first called forth light to shine upon earth’s confused gloom, and separated that light from darkness, the divine pronouncement has always been: “Woe to them that call evil good, and good evil; that put darkness for light, and light for darkness; that put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter!” (Isa 5:20).

The sphere and the time of the appearance of light as a manifestation of God Himself (evidently not the light of the sun, which had yet not appeared as an earth luminary) were called day. The realm and the period of darkness as a withdrawing of God’s manifested presence and a figure of the evil of sin, were called night.

Light and children of light. Day as the period of light became the symbol of the divine presence, and a figure of fellowship with
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God. Thus believers who “were once darkness” are styled “light in the Lord” (Eph 5:8) and are said to be “sons of light and sons of the day,” and specifically described as “not of the night nor of darkness” (1 Thess 5:5, 8). Jesus Christ, the image of the invisible God, is accordingly called “the dayspring from on high” (Luke 1:78) and the “day-star” to arise in our hearts (2 Pet 1:19). As the full manifestation of the eternal God who “is light” (1 John 1:7), He is also called “the light that lighteth every man that cometh into the world” (John 1:9), “the light of the world” (John 8:12). John, the Baptist, was called “a lamp that burneth and shineth” (John 5:35) because he was distinguished for his knowledge of God and zeal for truth.

Apostles and true ministers of Christ’s salvation are called “the light of the world” (Matt 5:14), and “are seen as lights in the world, holding forth the word of life” (Phil 2:15–16), being “sons of the light” (Luke 16:8). In the Old Testament good kings of Israel, like David, were called “the lamp of Israel” (2 Sam 21:17) both because of their regal majesty and the counsel and comfort they gave their people from the Lord. The unfallen angels of the pristine sinless sphere are known as “morning stars” (Job 38:7) and “stars of light” (Ps. 118:3).

The Word of God, which leads men out of the darkness of sin to the light of God’s salvation, and directs them in “the path of the righteous” which is said to be “as the dawning light that shineth more and more unto the perfect day” (Prov 4:18) is by the Psalmist described as “a lamp” unto his feet and “light” unto his path (Ps 119:104). The Apostle Peter calls the Word of God “the word of prophecy made more sure;” whereunto we do well to “take heed as unto a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawn, and the daystar arise” in our hearts (2 Peter 1:19).

Night is illuminated by light. God permitted the darkness, but differentiated it from the light. But the all-wise and gracious Creator did more than this. He illuminated the darkness with light. “And God said, Let there be lights in the firmament of heaven to divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs, and for seasons, and for days and years; and let them be for lights in the firmament of heaven to give light upon the earth; and it was so” (Gen 1:14–15).
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The darkness which sin brought into the universe was not to be unmitigated. In the renewed heavens and earth luminaries were to beautify, adorn and illuminate the firmament, and mark the unending succession of days, months and years with their ever-changing seasons. First and foremost, however, they were to be for “signs,” that is, celestial monuments or symbols memorializing the divine grace and goodness and reminding man that, even before the creation and fall of the human race, God had moved to alleviate darkness and provide the light of his grace to illuminate the night sin had introduced.

“And God made the two great lights; the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night: he made the stars also. And God set them in the firmament of heaven to give light upon the earth, and to rule over the day and over the night, and to divide the light from the darkness…” (Gen 1:16–18).

The greatest luminary of the earth; which in the strength of its brilliance is able completely to dispel the darkness, the sun, signifies Him who is called “The sun of righteousness” (Mal 4:2), and who, as the supreme manifestation of God’s redeeming love, is “the light of the world” (John 8:12). When Christ shines into our hearts, He gives “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God” (2 Cor 4:6), and we who were “once darkness” became “light in the Lord” (Eph 5:8). As the sun arising in flaming splendor upon the eastern horizon banishes the deep gloom of night and ushers in the glory of a new day, so Christ Jesus arising “with healing in His beams” in the believer’s heart, heralds the dawning of God’s salvation from sin, and the beginning of a new life and hope in the human soul.

The lesser luminary of the earth which derives its light by reflection from the sun, the moon, symbolizes the church as it radiates a glory wholly derived from Christ. The church, moreover, belongs in a moral and dispensational sense to the night or period prior to the second advent when Christ will appear in the distinctive character as “the sun of righteousness” to dispel the darkness and bring in the resplendent millennial day. Now Christ shines, but “in the darkness” and He is comprehended only by faith (John 1:4–5).
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The stars, belonging also to the night and shining with clear luster in the nocturnal skies, represent individual believers, who “are seen as lights (luminaries) in the world, holding forth the word of life” (Phil 2:15–16). Clothed in the splendor of Christ’s holiness, and radiant in “the beauty of the Lord” (Ps 90:17), true believers rise star-like on the night of surrounding sin. As such they are trophies of God’s grace in the darkness of this present age, as the stars were manifestations of the Creator’s goodness in the day they were made to shed forth their light to relieve the darkness of the primeval night.

The light, a beacon of hope in the night. The refashioning of the chaotic earth into a sphere of Edenic paradise for man’s abode was followed by the fall of the primeval pair and the entrance of woe into the human family. The night of sin settled down upon unfallen man’s brief day. With sin came shame, sorrow, pain and death. The long history of human heartbreak and tragedy began.

The ground is cursed with thorns and thistles. Man is afflicted with labor as he wrestles with a hostile earth, till he returns in death to the dust from which he was taken. Anger, lust, murder and sin’s whole foul brood break out in man’s heart and manifest themselves in his deeds. The first child of the human race becomes the brutal murderer of his own brother. The descendants of this first killer became notorious for crime and violence alongside their advance in the arts and crafts of civilization (Gen 4:16–24).

By the time of the flood the wickedness of man was so great “that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen 5:6), and God had to destroy the earth and man upon it with a flood, preserving only a small righteous remnant from the universal violence and corruption.

Stars of hope. But this dark night was not unrelieved by starlight. God had His messengers of light shining in the darkest gloom. In the moment of supreme tragedy when man disobeyed and ate of the forbidden tree, the glistening star of hope shone out resplendently against the somber background of man’s sin, giving promise of the coming Redeemer, “the daystar” (1 Pet 1:19), “the bright and morning star” (Rev 22:16). The divine word to the serpent-tempter proclaimed the ultimate victory of God’s grace over man’s
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sin, and projected its reassuring radiance over the intervening centuries of human misery and woe: “I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed: he shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel” (Gen 3:15).

From that fateful moment marking man’s fall and the manifestation of God’s promised grace, the one star of hope has become a whole sky full of stars in the Messianic promises recorded in revealed truth, and each succeeding one has become brighter and clearer than its predecessor. The Messianic promises vouchsafed to Abraham (Gen 12:1–3) are more specific than that given to Noah (Gen 9:26–27). Likewise those given to David (Ps 22; 110 ) and Isaiah (Isa 9:6; 53:1–12 ) are more far-reaching than those given to Moses. Micah even names Messiah’s birthplace (Mic 5:2) and Malachi hails Him as the Bringer-in of the glad millennial day (Mal 4:2).

A whole galaxy of redemptive promises found fulfilrnent at the birth, death, resurrection, and ascension of our blessed Lord at His first advent. Other great galaxies of promises still await their consummation at the second advent of our Lord as “the bright and morning star,” the harbinger of the dawn, in connection with His coming for His own, and as the “sun of righteousness” in relation to the establishment of the future millennial kingdom over Israel.

Meanwhile, however dark the shadow of affliction or sorrow may be for the child of God, night is always coupled with starlight, and the eye of faith is not to look at the night but for the starlight. No matter how black the night, the stars are always there! They are there as bright and gleaming as ever, though for the moment obscured by tempest and trial. Above the storm’s fury they shine just as radiantly and twinkle just as peacefully as on the stillest, clearest night.

Dallas, Texas
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