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Genesis 1–11 may be seen to set out the fundamental theological and ethical assumptions that are presupposed in 
the rest of Scripture. For the ancient readers it distinguishes Israelite faith from the beliefs of their contemporaries in 
neighboring lands. For modern readers these chapters can do the same. They provide, as it were, exegetical spectacles 
for the reader, so that when he or she reads about God in subsequent narratives or poetry he will bring to the text the 
picture of God and his ways portrayed in the opening chapters of Genesis. 

The Contribution of Genesis 1 

What then, we may ask, is the particular contribution of Genesis 1? The first and fundamental point it makes is that 
there is only one God. This vision stands in contrast to the rest of the ancient world, which held there were a multitude 
of gods and goddesses, each with his or her own sphere of influence. For example, the sun and moon were seen as 
gods in their own right, but in Genesis the words “sun” and “moon” are not used, lest they be understood to refer to 
the sun god and the moon god. Instead, Genesis speaks of “the greater light” and “the lesser light.” Because there is 
only one God, Genesis lacks the stories of gods mating and producing children. There are also no battles between the 
gods, such as fill the verses of Enuma elish. The God of Genesis is unique and without rivals. He is not, however, the 
only spiritual being in the universe. Genesis 1:26 says, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” Why does 
God use the plural, us and our, and not the singular, me and my? Why did he not say, “Let me create man in my image, 
after my likeness”? Gunkel argued that the use of the plural was a hangover from polytheistic ideas. Jews have held 
that the plural refers to angels, while Christians see this as adumbrating the Trinity. It is not necessary to decide 
between these options to see that, whichever view one takes, Genesis holds that the Supreme God is not alone. There 
are other beings who can admire his chief handiwork, man. 6:1–4 confirms this when it mentions the sons of God. 
This phrase also found in Job 1–2, where we find members of the divine council reporting back to God on their 
activities. In some of the psalms these beings are simply called “gods.” In Psalm 97:7 they are summoned to praise: 
“worship him, all you gods.” But though they may be called gods, they are totally subservient to the only one who 
deserves that title, “For the LORD is a great God, and a great King above all gods” (Ps 95:3 cf. 96:4–5). 

The main difference between the Great God and the other spiritual beings, the so-called “gods,” is sovereignty. 
The God of Genesis displays almighty power. All earth’s domains are under his total control, the light, the waters, the 
land and plant life, the sun, moon, and stars, the sea and the air, the animals and man. All are under his control and 
mandated to fulfill specific roles. Whereas in Mesopotamian thought these things were decided by negotiations 
between the gods, in Genesis the one almighty God simply announces his will and it happens. 

Another striking feature of Genesis 1 is the role it assigns to man. In ancient Near Eastern thought mankind was 
created to relieve the gods of the toil of agriculture: in Genesis it is the other way round. In fact, the works of the first 
five days may be seen as essentially providing an environment in which man could flourish. This is particularly obvious 
in the establishment of dry land, the appointment of sun and moon to determine the seasons, and the growth of plants 
and fruit trees to provide mankind with food. Here God’s goodwill towards humanity is particularly plain. 

But it is the description of mankind’s creation that really brings out God’s pride in this culmination of the creative 
process. We have already noted how God invites other heavenly beings to observe and perhaps even participate in the 
creation of man, when he says: “let us make man in our image.” By describing mankind as the “image of God,” the 
Creator is assigning a unique status to the human race: its many members are God’s representatives on earth, given 
the duty of managing the rest of creation for God. This is why they are instructed: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill 
the earth and subdue it, and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over every 
living thing that moves on the earth” (1:28). Filling the earth and subduing it is not a license to exploit the earth’s 
resources selfishly but to utilize them responsibly for the mutual good of mankind and the environment. This follows 
from man being in the divine image, for God rules his creation benevolently, and on the first five days of creation 
organized it for man’s welfare. In ancient oriental thought, kings were often seen as representing the gods, in this way 
legitimizing their rule over other humans. But Genesis declares that every man and woman is made in the image of 
God and is therefore responsible for playing a role in filling the earth and managing it. As divine representatives they 
are expected to do this in a godlike way; that is, for the benefit of the whole race, not just for particular groups and 
interests. 

To achieve this goal of creation management there is a need of workers, so this is why humanity is told to be fruitful 
and multiply. Propagation of humans is thus central to the divine plan, hence the deliberate highlighting of maleness 
and femaleness, which is consequent on man’s creation in the divine image.  
So  
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God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 

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

This positive attitude to human reproduction contrasts with mainstream Babylonian thought, which sees man’s 
creation as a divine afterthought, which the gods subsequently regretted and did their best to curtail by plague, drought, 
and flood. But for Genesis the creation of humans is the climax to God’s work in creation. 

However, the creation of humans is not the goal of creation: its goal is the divine rest on the seventh day. We have 
already noticed the propensity of temple-building texts to conclude with the deity coming to rest in the sanctuary on 
the seventh day. And it seems likely that Genesis echoes this pattern. Creating the cosmos is like building a shrine for 
God: he intended to dwell on earth with man. Though subsequent chapters of Genesis record the frustration of this 
plan, it is important to recognize the divine intention. This ideal of rest and harmony hangs together with the implied 
vegetarianism of man and beast indicated by God assigning them the plants to eat. Peace between all God’s creatures 
and the divine presence on earth is the essence of the divine scheme. 

But it is not simply a harmonious universe that Genesis 1 portrays. God’s work in creation takes six days and then 
he rests on the seventh. Man is created in the divine image, which means he is supposed to imitate God’s activity in 
certain respects, in this context most obviously by working for six days and resting on the seventh. This is implicit in 
Genesis and explicit in Exodus 20. 

Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work. . . . 
For in six days the LORD made heaven and earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested the 
seventh day. Therefore the LORD blessed the Sabbath day and made it holy. (Exod 20:8, 9, 11)   

The length of the Sabbath commandment, the longest of the Ten, witnesses to the importance of the Sabbath in 
biblical thinking. Genesis 1 underlines the significance of the Sabbath by showing how God created the universe in 
six days and then rested. Indeed, one might describe Genesis 1 as an etiology of the Sabbath, i.e., an explanation of its 
origin and significance. 
 


