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CREATION The divine act of bringing the universe and all that inhabits it into existence. The 

biblical presentation of creation is neither scientific nor monolithic, but testifies to the beauty and 

complexity of this foundational event in ancient Israel’s consciousness. 

 

Creation in the Bible 

The biblical text understands and presents creation in a variety of different ways and in a variety 

of different places. Most traditional views isolate creation events to the initial two creation 

accounts: Gen 1:1–2:4aand Gen 2:4b–25. However, the Bible includes several additional relevant 

passages. The biblical concept of creation actually comprises seven distinct yet interrelated 

traditions (Brown, Seven Pillars of Creation, 6): 

1. Gen 1:1–2:4a 

2. Gen 2:4b–3:24 

3. Job 38–41 

4. Psa 104 

5. Prov 8:22–31 

6. Eccl 1:2–11; 12:1–7 

7. Isa 40–55 

Several other biblical passages also emphasize creation (e.g., Pss 8; 33;74; 90; 102; Jer 

27; 32; Ezek 28). Furthermore, creation continues to be a prominent theme in the New Testament 

(e.g. John 1:1–18; 1 John 1:1–3;2:13–14; Eph 1:9–10; Col 1:15–17; Heb 1:2–3). Thus, the Bible 

does not understand creation as an event that is imagined in only one way. Smith proposed three 

overarching models for creation (Smith, Priestly Vision,12–17): 

1. Creation as divine power 

2. Creation as divine wisdom 

3. Creation as divine presence 

Creation in the Old Testament 

The first two chapters of Genesis depict creation in two different ways: 

1. Gen 1:1–2:4a is typically ascribed to P (the Priestly author/editor/compiler of the Pentateuch or 

first five books of the Bible) and dates to the sixth century BC. 

2. Gen 2:4b–25 is traditionally associated with J (the Yahwist author) and dates from as early as 

the 10th century BC, possibly during the reign of Solomon. 

Gen 1:1–2:4a presents creation in an orderly, balanced, symmetrical account. The narrative is 

structured around the idea of forming and filling, with two triads corresponding to one another. In 
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the first triad, God creates a space or environment; in the second triad, He creates the corresponding 

actors to fill that space. 

Day 1: Forming the light (Gen 1:1–5) 

Day 4: Filling with Sun and Moon (Gen 1:14–

19) 

Day 2: Forming the sky and seas (Gen 1:6–

8) Day 5: Filling with fowl and fish (Gen 1:20–23) 

Day 3: Forming the dry land (Gen 1:9–13) 

Day 6: Filling with earth creatures (Gen 1:24–

31) 

This first creation story depicts God as transcendent and exalted; He creates by means of speech 

alone. While it is often thought that God creates ex nihilo (“out of nothing”), the Genesis text 

testifies to the presence of a primordial watery chaos over which the “spirit of God” hovers (see 

Smith, Priestly Vision, 43–59). Other ancient Near Eastern accounts of creation (see below) 

personify chaos, depicting the creator deity overcoming it through a violent battle. 

However, Genesis 1 does not present this image; rather, God speaks, commands something into 

existence, and chaos responds unflinchingly. 

Genesis 2:4b–25 portrays God as immanent and intimately involved in the creative process. 

Rather than speaking the cosmos into existence, He fashions creatures from the ground. Genesis 

2:4b–25 is, structurally, not a symmetrical account of creation over six days. But it describes a 

single day of creation as the entrance point to an unfolding story. The plot of this story will 

continue in the garden of Eden. Here, creation takes the form of experimentation; God, in a quest 

to find a suitable mate for the man, launches into a creative frenzy in which He invites the man to 

participate by allowing Him to name the animals. God shares the task of creation with humanity, 

which has deep implications for the God—human dynamic throughout the Bible (Fretheim, God 

and World, 13–22). Blenkinsopp identifies that God noted a certain aspect of the created order was 

“not good” (2:18), and argues that this indicates that God was on a “learning curve” of sorts (see 

Blenkinsopp, Creation, 17). 

Reading Gen 1:1–2:4a and Gen 2:4b–25 together produces literary tensions. These include the 

presentation of the length, order, material used, method, status of, and humanity’s place in creation. 

 

 Gen 1:1–2:4a Gen 2:4b–25 

Length seven days one day 

Order 

Man and woman created at 

the same time 

Man was created first, then other creatures, 

and woman last 

Material Primordial chaos Dry ground 
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Method Speech Molding/forming 

Status (very) good 

Tree of the knowledge of good and evil is 

present 

Humanity’s 

Place Apex of creation One among the created order 

The two accounts cannot be reconciled from a purely historical or scientific perspective; however, 

these voices actually come together to produce a theological melody that can only be appreciated 

when heard together (Fretheim, God and World, 32–33). Read in isolation, the accounts present a 

partial picture of ancient Israel’s understanding of creation and the Creator. When read together, 

however, they present a much fuller articulation of creation and Creator. Several points 

complement each other (Birch, Theological Introduction, 40): 

• Both accounts envision God as the sole Creator who purposely, and of His own volition, 

undertook to create this world. 

• Both give humanity a place of honor in the structure of creation. 

• Both envision the human, embodied as male and female, to possess a social character. 

Ancient Israel understood creation as an ongoing process and not a definitive moment in 

time. Genesis 1–11, called the Primeval History, relates the continuing process of creation through 

a pattern of creation, uncreation, and re-creation (Blenkinsopp, Creation, 16–19). Throughout the 

Primeval History, various forces threaten God’s good creation, culminating in the ultimate act of 

uncreation—the flood (Gen 6–9). The flood event employs language reminiscent of the original 

creation. For example, God declares “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have 

created—people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am sorry that 

I have made them” (Gen 6:5–7NRSV). The flood acts as the reverse of creation. 

Further, Genesis 7:11 states, “On that day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and 

the windows of the heavens were opened” (NRSV); in the ancient Israelite mindset, this hearkens 

back to the original story of creation in Gen 1:1–2:4a. God separated the waters and held them at 

bay with the dome in the sky: the firmament. In this cosmic act of uncreation, the old boundaries 

are removed. Thus, the vision of creation in Gen 1:1–2:4a is not one in which chaos is eliminated 

but contained. In the ancient Israelite conception of the created order of the world, the flood 

becomes an act of uncreation. 

Re-creation occurs after the flood. God repeats the initial blessing He bestowed on humanity 

(Gen 1:28)—to populate the world—in the first divine speech after the flood (Gen 9:1). This new 

creation, however, is not the same as the original because the relationship between humanity and 

the animals has changed; humans will no longer maintain a strictly vegetarian diet. The prophets 
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will declare that there will come yet a new creation (Isa 66:22). This prophetic eschatology drives 

ancient Israel’s vision of the new creation. 

Relation to Other Ancient Cosmologies 

Ancient Israel’s conception of creation parallels those of other ancient Near Eastern cultures. In 

fact, every aspect of ancient Israel’s creation conception has an antecedent from somewhere in the 

cultural setting of the ancient Near East (Walton, Genesis 1, 197). One parallel is the 

Babylonian Enuma Elish, which the Israelites appear to have known and were likely exposed to 

during the Babylonian Exile (586/7–539 BC). TheEnuma Elish portrays creation as arising out of 

a violent battle between two deities: Marduk and Tiamat. Upon defeating Tiamat, Marduk slices 

her in half (compare Gen 1:6). The Old Testament may preserve some memory of a primordial 

battle with chaos, exemplified in texts where Yahweh engages in a contest with the sea creatures 

Rahab and Leviathan (Job 9:13; Pss 74:13–15; 89:10; Isa 27:1; 51:9). Also, the name “Tiamat” 

may be related linguistically to the Hebrew word for “deep” (הֹום  .(tehom,תְּ

The ancient Israelites’ understanding of creation also differed from the wider context of the 

ancient Near East. Whatever elements may have been picked up, adapted, or incorporated into 

ancient Israel’s view of creation have given them a new meaning. 

• Unlike the Enuma Elish, the Israelite conception of creation understands the world and its 

inhabitants—human and animal alike—to be the product of a single Creator. 

• Israel understands Yahweh as a friendly God who enters deeply into relationship with creation 

and works tirelessly for the betterment of the created order; conversely, in the Enuma Elish, 

humanity was created to fulfill the drudgery tasks of the gods. 

• Ancient Israel does not understand creation as arising out of a primordial contest between 

deities. Even if such a tradition lies behind texts like Job 9 and Psa 74, the graphic violence 

with which the Enuma Elish describes the creation of the world has no resonance in the biblical 

imagination of creation. 

An additional difference is the aspect of violence and gender. Tiamat is a female deity while 

Marduk is a male deity. The story portrays a male inflicting violence male on a female; further, 

sexual overtones seem to resonate in the battle scene. The Enuma Elish says: “They engaged in 

combat, they closed for battle. The Lord spread his net and made it encircle her, To her face he 

dispatched the imhullu-wind so that she could not close her lips. Fierce winds distended her belly; 

Her insides were constipated and she stretched her mouth wide.” A juxtaposition of this text with 

the initial blessing bestowed upon humanity in Gen 1:28 to be fruitful and fill the earth indicates 

that the biblical understanding of creation does not extol male against female violence, but affirms 

the beauty and power of genuine, respectful human relationships and sexuality. 
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The ancient creation myth Atrahasis (circa 1600 BC) mimics the sequence of creation, 

uncreation, re-creation prevalent throughout Genesis (Fretheim, God and World, 65). Ancient 

Near Eastern cultures appear to have told many flood stories and possessed a rich fund from which 

ancient Israel was able to create its own unique, multifaceted view of creation. 

Creation and Science 

Scientific discoveries have made it difficult to accept the Genesis creation accounts as historical, 

especially since the Bible does not limit its portrait of creation to a singular event or story. There 

are creationstories in the Bible, and not all of them can be reconciled from a scientific or historical 

perspective. Instead of calling the Genesis creation stories “unscientific,” Fretheim argues they 

should be described as “prescientific in the sense that they predate modern science but not in the 

sense of having no interest in these types of questions” (Fretheim, God and World, 28). 

Creation narratives are usually described as “myths”—a word which has taken on negative 

connotations. Blenkinsopp describes the intention between a “mythic” label: “When we speak of 

these events taking place in mythic time, we are thinking of myth not as the opposite of factuality 

or history but as a way of addressing and exploring matters of concern for the life of the individual 

in any society, at any period of history, and in the first place for our own lives at this point in 

history. Mythic narratives […] were written, and possibly recited, not primarily to give information 

about the past but to add value and resonance to life in the present” (Blenkinsopp, Creation, 16). 

The label “myth” does not rob a text of the ability to communicate truth; such a label simply 

appreciates what the text is and asks of it questions the text itself is equipped and able to address. 

Biblical creation texts, however, are not merely myth. They are also confessions of faith for a 

particular people, Israel (Fretheim, God and World, 27). 

(See also Brown, Seven Pillars of Creation, 241–42.) 
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