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ABSTRACT: The literary conventions employed in Genesis chapter 1 mark it out, not as a scientific
document describing material origins, but as a literary polemic against surrounding ancient Near Eastern
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science as the modern reader understands it. Creation language here and elsewhere in Scripture is not
about establishing scientific origins of material substance and structure but about covenantal

establishment and worldview.

| am not a scientist. | am a professional storyteller. My interests lie in understanding the literary
genres and cultural contexts of the Bible as it existed within an ancient Near Eastern worldview that
included common metaphors, images and concepts. As readers displaced from such an ancient world by
time, space, and culture, we will misread the text through our own cultural prejudice if we do not seek to
understand it through the eyes of its original writers and readers. Creation stories (cosmogonies) are
particularly vulnerable to this kind of interpretive violence.

Genesis 1 is an ancient cosmogony, a story of the origin of the universe. Its Semitic authorship is
birthed within a varied cultural heritage of Babylonian, Egyptian and Canaanite environments. The Judeo
| KNARaGALFY GNIRAGAZ2Y KFa NBOSAOBSR GKS SydANB O2NL
the writings and personalities of those human beings embedded within their cultures (2Tim 3:16; 1Pet 1:20
21).¢KAa R2OGNAYS 2F aGRdz-f FdziK2NAKALX 0S0i6SSy RAQ
automatic writing, but rather a providential means of transmission of truth through incarnation of human
literary conventior.

This factor of human and divine authorship of Scripture tends to be polarizing over the similarities
and differences between the Bible and the ancient Near Eastern (ANE) texts. Without wanting to generalize
unfairly, liberals have tended to stress thimilarities of the Bible with ANE literature, thus highlighting the
human dimension of biblical authorship and giving little doctrinal weight tadifferences between them.
Conservatives, although acknowledging these similarities, have tended to accent the differences and so
2FFSNI I RSFSyasS 2F GKS . Ao0fSQa dzZ GAYIFGS RAGAYS 2

As an orthodox Christian, | affirm both the human and divine origin of the Bible with equal ultimacy.
The differences between it and other ANE literature surely illustrate a divine antithesis, but the similarities
between it and other ANE literature surely illustrate human synthesis that need not support the claim of
errancy and untruth. God accommodates and uses human culture and conceptions to communicate his
GNHzGK 0SOldzaS 6S OFyy2i O2YLINBEKSYR D2RQ& (1AYy3IR2Y
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reverence to God speaking to us, because he condescends to our ignorance; and, therefore, when God
prattles to us in Scripture in a rough and popular style, let us know that this is done on account of the love
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the sense of making good its claims and achieving that measure of focused truth at which its authors
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absolute precision by modern standards, as these conservative scholars admit, then what kind of truth was
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Creation as Cosmogony
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One of the effects of this cultural revolution on the way we think today is a materialist prejudice, the belief
that ultimate reality is material, not spiritual. Any appeal to teleology or purpose behind natural events
became illegitimate because the dominant assumption was that we live in a closed system of natural
causes. So when we as moderns approach cosmogony, or the story of the origin of the universe, we
naturally assume any such story is about answering the question of where matter comes from (since this is
ultimate reality). Ourpos® yf AIKUGSYSR A0ASYGATAO YAYRA RSYIYR a
structure, natural laws that work upon matter, and taxonomic categories of material substances.
But this is not the way the ancient Near Eastern mind thought when approaching cosmogony. To interpret
ancient prescientific cosmogonles through our peshlightened scientific materialist categorles isto do
gr2t Sy0S G2 GKS GSEGY O2vyyvyzyte OFttSR Odzf GdzNI £ A
world believed that something existed not by virtue of its material properties, but by virtue of its having a
Fdzy Ot A2y Ay I YVAn@thaRoBIBEIRYst2m wiad ridHtyaddientific system of matter and
physics, but a human system of society and culture.
Walton explains that creation and existence in the ANE mindset involved three elements alien to modern
notions of existence. He lays out examples from Mesopotamian and Egyptian creation myths in common
gAGOK DSySaAra G2 AfftdzAaGNI GS GKFEG oNAY3IAYyIT a2YSUOKA
manufacturing material substance but about naming, separating, and assigning roles to’things.

Naming
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quality, but of orderly fittingnes¥"

This is not so much a denial of matedadatio ex nihilo, (creation out of nothing) as it is a cultural linguistic
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Separation
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The limitless ocean above the sky (the god Nun) was separated from the waters under the earth
(Tefnut) by Shu, the god of dir.

w Ly GKS .loeét2yAly 9ydzYlt 9fAakKsz GKS @AO002NR2
splitting the corpse of his vanquished foe Tiamat in two.

w Ly DSySairias D2R aSLINIYiGSR (GKS fA3IKG FNRY (K
below (1:67), the land from the waters below (1:9), male from female (22}, and the Sabbath

from other days (2:3).

Separation is differentiation, distinction between things. God separates a people for himself (1 Sam. 12:22),
and gives great detail in the Law from Sinai for cultic separations that reinforce a code of holiness. The
ASLI NI GA2Y 2F ONBIFGA2Y A& | GKS2f23A0Ff NBAYT2ND
Scripture.

Roles

w ¢KS 938LIiAlLY tILRBNHZA LYaaAy3ISNI RSa&ONRoSa wmy
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and specified stations for the gods.
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light and dark to mark time (1:5); sun, moon, and stars to give light (1:16); and signs for seasons
(1:14); plants and fruit for food (1:29); mankind to rule over animals and the creation28)27

Thingsin-the-world were thought of in terms of their purpose for humankind not their material being. This
stress on teleology (purpose) sheds light on the personification of nature into deities whose ANE stories
become mythic explanations of cycles that are used instrumentally in religious’ &ultpose can only

come from persons, so pagan deities were imminent within nature. Though Yahweh was contrastingly
transcendent he was nevertheless the person behind the purpose of the depersonalized nature. Thus, even
Yahweh uses natural elements such as wind, lightning and thunderstorms as means of revealing his
presence (theophany) and purposg€s.

Interpreting the creation story of Genesis with an expectation of modern scientific discourse is
hermeneutical violence. The notion of creation and existence in the biblical ancient Near East was not one
of physics, life sciences, material substance and structure, it was a story explaining the creation of the
functions of the world through naming, separation and purpose. Purpose (teleology) is theological not
empirical and does not therefore require any scientific theory, be it young earth creationism or theistic
evolution.
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Creation as Combat
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cosmogonies are narratives and depend on plot and character for their movement; they must be read as
RNI YI NI dKSNJ (KLIy {8 theafoiitsy @eatan vasSnnt@ KiktdriiaicBrohdiagy of
material origins, but a drama of spiritual purposes. The essence of drama is conflict, and that conflict is
reflected in biblical creation, no less than in ANE accounts, through the text as theoloaitiahl polemic
--images of combat.

One of the functions of ancient creation narratives is to literarily encode the religious and political
overthrow of one culture by another. When a king or kingdom would rise to power in the ancient world,
GKS® ¢2dzZ R 2F0Sy RAaLIX I OS (GKS @laalf Odz G§dzNBEQa O
triumphed over others to create the world in which they now lived.

The Enuma Elish tells the story of the Babylonian deity Marduk, and his ascendancy to power in the
Mesopotamian pantheon, giving mythical justification to the rise of Babylon as an ancient world power
most likely in the First Babylonian Dynasty under Hammurabi (1782 B.C.}"" As the prologue of the
/I 2RS 2F 1 YYdz2NI 6A SELIX I Ayas 4! ydz GKS YI2SaiA0x
Earth, who established the fate of the land, had given to Marduk, the ruling son of Ea, dominion over
mankind, and called Babylon by his great name; when they made it great upon the earth by founding
therein an eternal kingdom, whose foundations are as firmly grounded as are those of heaven and
SI NA"K ¢
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let me repeat, Rider on the Clouds:
Behold, your enemy, Baal,
behold, you will kill your enemy,
behold, you will annihilate your foes.
You will take your eternal kingship,
@2dz2NJ R2YAYA2Y ¥2NBJSNI YR SOSNIE
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that describes how the Supreme Monarch establishes his kingdom and thereby justifies his claim to

SEOf dza A0S LI & & S & &iGhd/wagprepafing &iddl to @isplsica the\pgigark Gadadnites and
their gods both physically and literarily, so He inspired this authorship of the creation account to express
that ancient Near Eastern motif of justifying transcendent authority and land ownership with a creation

story.

Genesis follows the structure of suzeraiassal treaties that reflects the activity of ancient Near
91 AaGSNY Y2yl NOK&® aD2R aléa FyR Al KILWSyasz ylIYS
the land, sits and pronounces in council, establishes the cultic, and is the ultimate arbiter of what is
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3 2 2R wig distinctly polemical for the Genesis account to describe the common male and female as
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Mesopotamia™"

Genesis 1 is the legitimation of Yahweh, the God of Israel, and his authority and power over all
things, including the gods of Canaan, who are in fact, reduced to nothing. The literary act of replacing one
identity with another by investing new meaning into commonly understood words, images, metaphors or
Y20AFa Aa OFftfSR dadzoo@SNBEA2Y DPE ¢KAA Adzo OSNAAZ2Y 2
demythologizing of nature. Mesopotamian, Canaanite and Egyptian cosmogonies all personify nature
through their various deities of sun, moon, stars, waters and the heavens. These gods are mere
personifications of nature and are therefore subject to the cycles and seasons of nature.

In Genesis 1 we see a specific description of Yahweh as sovereign creator and sustainer of seasons
and their signs for His purposes. Nature has no animistic personality. When describing the creation of sun
and moon, the Hebrew text seems to avoid the names for siemni{esh) and moon ¢hodesh), perhaps
becauseshemesh was the name of the Akkadian sun god. Instead, the writer simply calls them the
GANBFGIGSNE YR af SaaSN¥ tA3IKGaAaT KSIF@Syfte o02RASa®
the spirit of God hovered (Gen. 1:2), the author uses a word for the dekpn{) with possible linguistic
connections to ANE myths of a sea dragon, a symbol of the chaos out of which deity bring%"ondeite
the Genesis account reflects a similar creation out of watery chaos, it nevertheless strips all animation from
that watery chaos. It remains an inert lifeless state without personality, moldable in the hands of the
Creator. Genesis subverts the ancient Near Eastern creation genre of literature by using common ANE
narrative concepts and reinvesting them with new definitions and contexts.

Another way that biblical creation reflects ancient Near Eastern culture, while subverting it is in its
appropriation of what ANE scholars call €teoskampf motif, or the creation of order out of chaos
through struggle. Hermann Gunkel first suggeste@raation and Chaos (1895) that some ancient Near
Eastern creation myths contained a cosmic conflict between deity and sea, as well as sea dragons or
serpents that expressed the creation of order out of ch&b&unkel argued that Genesis borrowed this
idea from the Babylonian tale of Marduk battling the goddess Tiamat, serpent of chaos, whom he
vanquished, and out of whose body he created the heavens and &ditlater, John Day argued in light of
the discovery of the Ugarit tablets in 1928, that Canaan, not Babylonia is the source of the combat motif in
Genesi$'NEFt SOGSR Ay | I KgSKQa 2¢y O2YLX FAyd GRTG La
LYy GKS .FIFt OeodotsSz .kt oldGdtSa ,FY 6{SI0 IyR O2
be enthroned as chief deity of the Canaanite panth&dh.

While the image of struggle has already been noted as being polemically absent in Genesis 1, it is
certainly alive and kicking in other creation passages throughout the Old Testament. Rather than
speculating about who borrowed whose understandingldoskampfz 2 | f {2y &ddzZa3Sada a
GKS AaadzsSX [A1SsAaS GKA&A ySSR y2i O2yOSNYy 6K24aS$s
FONRPaa (GKS O023yAlGAGBS Sy dAiNERYy Y& ghioskanpfissim@y aCaminondzNS a
ancient Near Eastern motif shared between Israel and its pagan neighbors that Jewish authors appropriate,
under divine authority of Yahweh, for their own discourse. For biblical authors, creatiodhanskampf
language are intertwined to describe the action of Yahweh creating his world order out of-chaos
alternately symbolized as Sea, Leviathan, Dragon and Rahab.
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You broke the heads of the sea monsters in the waters.

,2dz ONHzZAKSR GKS KSFR&a& 2F [SOAIFGKIYyTX
You have prepared the light and the sun.

You have established all the boundaries of the earth;

(Psa. 74:12A7)

Was it not You who cut Rahab in pieces,
Who pierced the dragon?
Was it not You who dried up the sea,
The waters of the great deep;
[Y]ou have forgotten the LORD your Maker,
Who stretched out the heavens
l'YR fFAR (GKS F2dzyRI
GC2NJ L Y GKS [hw5 @2dzNJ D2RI gK2 &
LORD of hosts is His name).
(Isa 51:914)

You rule the swelling of the sea;

When its waves rise, You still them.

You Yourself crushed Rahab like one who is slain;
You scattered Your enemies with Your mighty arm.
The heavens are Yours, the earth also is Yours;

The world and all it contains, You have founded them.
The north and the south, You have created them,;
(Psa. 89:4.2)

In that day the LORD will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent,
With His fierce and great and mighty sword,
Even Leviathan the twisted serpent;
And He will kill the dragon who lives in the sea.
(Isa. 27:1)

So the language d@haoskampf in battling the sea/dragon/Leviathan/Rahab is an image that Israel had in
O02YY2y 6AGK AGAa FYyOASYd bSIENI 9FIAaGSNy LI Iy yS
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does, he sovereignly controls them and destroys them for his own purposes. Creation of cosmos out of
chaos is not a great effort for the monotheistic Yahweh of the Hebrew Scriptures. But exactly what kind of
cosmos does Yahweh create in the Biblical téixs?not the cosmos of material substance and physics, but

NI 6 KSNJ G64KS O2avyz2a 2F D2RQa 020Sylydao

Creation as Covenant

Chaoskampfl Y R ONBI GA2y fFy3dzr 3S NS dzaSR Fa 62NR L
Bible. For God, describing the creation of the heavens and earth was a way of saying he has established his
covenant with his people through exodus into the Promised LC&fideaffirming that covenant with the
kingly line of David, and finalizing the covenant by bringing them out of exile. The reader should understand
that the Scriptures listed above, exemplaryChhioskampf, were deliberately abbreviated to make a
further point in this section. | will now add the missing text in those passages in bold to reveal a deeper
motif at play in the text; a motif not of creation as mere material manufacturing, but of creation as
covenantal formation.

Yet God is my king from of old,

Who works deeds of deliverance in the midst of the earth.

You divided the sea by Your strength;

[A reference to the Exodus deliverance of the covenant at Sinai]

You broke the heads of the sea monsters in the waters.

,2dz ONHzZAKSR GKS KSFR&a 2F [SOAFGKIYyTX
You have prepared the light and the sun.

You have established all the boundaries of the earth;

(Psa. 74:1A7)

Was it not You who cut Rahab in pieces,
Who pierced the dragon?

Was it not You who dried up the sea,
The waters of the great deep;

Who made the depths of the sea a pathway
For the redeemed to cross over?...

[Y]ou have forgotten the LORD your Maker,
Who stretched out the heavens

l'YR fFAR 0KS F2dzyRI
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the shadow of My hand, to establish the heavens, to found the earth, and to say to

WBA2YS W, 2dz I NB &
[a reaffirmation of the Sinai covenant through Moses]
(Isa 51:914)

You rule the swelling of the sea;

When its waves rise, You still them.

You Yourself crushed Rahab like one who is slain;
You scattered Your enemies with Your mighty arm.
The heavens are Yours, the earth also is Yours;

The world and all it contains, You have founded them.
The north and the south, You have created them;

(Psa. 89:4.2)

GL KIF @S F2dzyR 51 @A
With My holy oil | have anointed him,
With whom My hand will be established;
And in My name his horn will be exalted.
GL akKlrff faz2z asSid K
YR KAa NXIKG KIFyR
Gae f20AYy3I1TAYRYSaa L oAt
And My covenant shall be confirmed to him.
G{2 L osAff SadrofAakK K
And his throne as the days of heaven.
(Psa 89:129)

In that day the LORD will punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent,
With His fierce and great and mighty sword,

Even Leviathan the twisted serpent;
And He will kill the dragon who lives in the sea.

(Isa. 27:1)
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In the days to come Jacob will take root,
Israel will blossom and sprout,
And they will fill the whole world with fruit.

It will come about also in that day that a great trumpet will be blown, and those who

were perishing in the land of Assyria and who were scattered in the land of Egypt will
come and worship the LORD in the holy mountain at Jerusalem. [the future

consummation of the Mosaic and Davidic covenant in the New Covenant of Messiah]

(Isa. 27:613)

In these texts, and other&" God does not merely appeal to his power of material creation as justification
for the authority of his covenant, but more importantly He uses the creation of the heavens and earth,
AYy@2t Ay adzoadzaAl dAzy 2F GKS aSFH FyR RNI3I2y> | &
rooted in the Exodus story. The creation of the covenant is the creation of the heavens and the earth. The
covenant is a cosmagnot a material one centered in astronomical location and abstract impersonal forces
as modern worldview demands, but a theological one, centered in the sacred space of land, temple, and
cult as ancient Near Eastern worldview demafids.

la w2yl fR {AY{Aya 20aSNWBSa 27F FuukaEiNg, forb 9 ONBI
example, Marduk chose Babylon to be the special place of his temple and organized the rest of the creation
around it. In the [Sumeriargreation of the Pickax humans sprout from the ground at Uzumua, and Duranki
is the place at which heaven and earth were originally attached. In the Egyptian creation myths, the land of

932 LJi Aa (GKS KAft201 GKIFIG FANBRG SYSNHSR 2dzi 27F
SELINBaaArzy 2F (GKS aGNUzOGdZNBE 2F ONBIlIGA2YyXEKS ARSH
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and cultures. If creation of covenant involved establishing the foundations of the heavens and the earth,

GKSy 02¢0Sylyialt 2dzZRAYSYyl Ay@2t 3Sa GRSONBIF A2y E A
SIENIKa® | F33FA O2y@Séa (GKA& RSONBIFGAZ2Y LRtSYAO |3
aSO2yR GAYS (G2 1 F33FAX aleéAayas a{LISF] G2 %SNHzOI
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Jeremiah calls the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. a return of the heavens and earth to the
G F 2 NIt S a atohlti walbdbhulo2 GeResis 162 without man or beast yetcredfé aL f 221 SR ?
earth, and behold, it was formless and void; And to the heavens, and they had no light. | looked on the
mountains, and behold, they were quaking, And all the hills moved to and fro. | looked, and behold, there
was no man, And all the birds of the heavens had fled. | looked, and behold, the fruitful land was a
gAf RSNy Sa-a¢ 0 OWSN®IF AV Ko LINROf F AYa (0KS a322R ySgat
GySg KSI @gSya | yR [|™™Ceuena’t Is Nddefséood@d céehtibn oka heapedr and earth,
so important covenantal events, such as judgment on a people or creation of a new covenant, are
understood as shaking that heaven and earth or a return to acpeation state of the universe.

¢tKS bS¢g /20Sylyid {Ay3IR2Y a I ayS¢g KSI@Sya |
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those things which can be shaken, as of created things, in order that those things which cannot be shaken
may remainTherefore, since we receive a kingdom which cannot be shaken @S YLK aA & F RRSR6 X
12:26:28). The replacement of the Old Covenant of Moses with the New Covenant of Christ is here
RSAONAOGSR a D2R aakKlF1Ay3¢ | yR"PoNs ymeiedtdgndthe 1 KS 2 f
O2@0Sylyia 2F D2R gAGK KAa LIS2LX S INBE (GKS @OSNE aoO
covenantal events are described in cosmic terms, and the purpose of creation language is theological not
YVIEGdzNI £ 2NJ GaOASYUATFAODE

The inauguration of the New Covenant through the incarnation of Christ is reaffirmed in Revelation
as a new heaven and earth cosmos coming out of heaven to eliminate chaos (the sea) and bring a new
sacred space of holy city and temple fulfiled in CHii&%f G ¢ KSy L &l ¢ + ySg KSI @S
the first heaven and the first earth passed away, and there is no longer any sea. And | saw the holy city,
new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, made ready as a bride adorned for her husband.
l'YR L KSIENR | f2dzR @2A0S FTNRBY (KS (GKNRYS> aleAry3
ReStf Iyzy3a GKSYZ FyR (KS& aklfft 6S | Aa -BE2LIiSs

Conclusion
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heavens as a vast expanse of light years was alien to their thinking. As noted expert on biblical apocalyptics,
aAfid2y CSNNE oNRGSS aAy (GUKSAS 2LISyYyAy3a OKIFLIISNAR 2
O2yUNROdziA2yad (2 yIFGdz2NItf aOASYyOS> odzi G2 NBO23IAYA
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preparation of the Edenic Garden in Genesis is a parallel to his preparation of the Promised Land in
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wrote Genesis 1 primarily because he wanted his readers to understand something about God and the
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The Bible is covenantal storytelling in theme and structure. The purpose of the exalted prose of
DSySaAra m aSSvya G2 0S 020Sylyidlftf 2dzaIOGAFAOLIGAZY 2
Promised Land he was about to forcibly take from the Canaanites and give toChemskampf poetry of
subduing the Sea and the twisting serpent or dragon Leviathan/Rahab is metaphorically united with
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creation language. That creation language is often used to narrate the covenantal order of Israel while
decreation language is used to narrate convenantal disorder. The localized ancient Near Eastern mindset of
the text of Genesis revealing purpose through naming, separating and giving function does not comport with
a modern postEnlightened scientific mindset of astrophysics and material substance and properties. One car
only conclude that the attempt to find a concordance between Genesis 1 and any kind of scientific theory, be
it youngearth or oldearth, 24 hour days or long ages, fiat creation or evolutionary adaptation is an act of
interpretive violence against the text that comes from a culturally imposing modern hubris.

Brian Godawa is a filmmaker in Los Angeles, and is the authddaif
lywood Worldviews: Watching Films with Wisdom and Discernment
and Word Pictures: Knowing God Through Story and Imagination
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