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Unit 1: The Meaning of "Heaven" and "Earth"
SESSIONS: 1—5

Session 1: Our Place in the Universe

Key Question

What experiences have shaped your view of the cosmos growing up? How has 
that affected your faith or understanding of the Bible?

Session Quote

“What essentially I want to do in this class is try and recover a way of engaging 
the first page of the Bible that can honor all of our unique life experiences, but 
that also doesn’t just import my modern life experience into the Bible, so that 
what I read from it is just an echo of my own upbringing.”

Notes
No notes covered in this session.
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Session 2: The Words “Heavens” and “Earth” 
in the Hebrew Bible

Key Question

How do you think about the question of whether the Bible’s view of the universe 
seems unsophisticated or primitive? What tensions or questions exist for you or 
others you know related to the Bible’s view of the universe?

Session Quote

“Is it possible that in our search for the truth of creation of Genesis 1 is misdirect-
ed if all we’re thinking about is the time and material processes of the universe’s 
origins, when what the biblical authors are trying to communicate through their 
sense of the universe is the meaning—the nature and purpose—of the world?”

My introduction to Christian faith was presented in a way that gave a clear meaning to the words 
“heaven” and “earth.” — “Earth” refers to the globe and the world as a whole. It is passing away, and 
Jesus has opened up a way for our sins to be forgiven so that we can go “heaven” after we die. 

This scheme was introduced to me not just as a preparatory explanation for sharing the good news 
about Jesus, but actually as “the biblical” view of reality. Heaven was a post-mortem and spiritual 
dimension, a disembodied paradise of eternal life with God. 

However, as I started reading the Bible, I came across many texts that used the words “heaven” and 
“earth” that not only challenged the above “world picture,” but they began to point me towards a 
biblical story that was different than I had imagined. 

Old Testament texts that forced me to reconfigure my earlier understanding:

Genesis 1:1

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.

I noticed that “heavens” was plural, 
and clear referred to the “sky” in 
contrast to “earth.” Heaven here 
was not an afterlife dimension, but 
the actual sky above. 

Psalm 24:1-2
1The earth is the Lord’s, and all it contains, 
      the world, and those who dwell in it. 
2For He has founded it upon the seas,
      and established it upon the rivers.

The earth is founded “upon the 
seas…and rivers.” This didn’t make 
any sense to me, because I knew 
that the earth was a sphere, float-
ing in space!
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Psalm 104:1-5
1Bless the Lord, O my soul! 
      O Lord my God, You are very great; 
           You are clothed with splendor and majesty, 
2Covering Yourself with light as with a cloak,
       Stretching out heaven like a tent curtain. 
3He lays the beams of His upper chambers in the waters; 
       He makes the clouds His chariot; 
            He walks upon the wings of the wind; 
4He makes the winds His messengers, 
       Flaming fire His ministers. 
5He established the earth upon its foundations, 
       So that it will not totter forever and ever.

So, heaven is like a tent, where 
God lives in a beamed structure 
in the waters up above? And the 
earth sits on pillars, so that it won’t 
tip over?

Exodus 20:3–4
3“You shall have no other gods before Me. 4“You shall not make 
for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above 
or on the earth beneath or in the water under the earth.

This is one of the ten command-
ments, and if “heaven” is another 
dimension of God’s space that’s 
only for the afterlife, how does one 
know how to make an “idol” of a 
creature who lives there? “Heaven 
above” must here mean “skies.” 
And what are the “waters under 
the earth”?

Jonah 2:1–7
1Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the stomach of 
the fish, 2and he said, 
“I called out of my distress to the Lord,
       And He answered me. 
I cried for help from the depth of Sheol; 
      You heard my voice. 
3“For You had cast me into the deep, 
      Into the heart of the seas, And the current engulfed me. 
All Your breakers and waves passed over me. 
4“So I said, ‘I have been expelled from Your sight. 
      Nevertheless I will look again toward Your holy temple.’ 
5“Water encompassed me to the point of death. 
     The great deep engulfed me, Weeds were wrapped around 
my head. 
6“I descended to the roots of the mountains. 
    The earth with its bars was around me forever, 
         But You have brought up my life from the pit, O Lord my 
God. 
7“While I was fainting away, 
       I remembered the Lord, 
And my prayer rose up to You, 
     Into Your holy temple.

I was struck by the variety of terms 
used for “the stomach of the fish”: 
Sheol (= untranslated Hebrew word 
for ‘the grave’); the deep, death, 
the earth, the mountain-roots, and 
“the pit.” 

Jonah’s prayer “rose up to” God’s 
temple, which I assumed meant 
the temple in Jerusalem. But why 
the “rise up” language, when the 
temple is on the dry land in Jeru-
salem?
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Session 3: “Heavens” and “Earth” Come  
Together in Jesus

Key Question

The New Testament’s view of the universe is really similar to that of the  
Hebrew Bible. Why does this matter when it comes to understanding Jesus  
and his message?

Session Quote

“This is the purpose of history: that heaven and earth come together  
in a royal human.”

As I began to read the New Testament, I was presented with all kinds of texts that talked about “heaven 
and earth” in ways that I did not understand.

The Gospel of Mathew:

• 4:8 “a high mountain” from which Jesus can see all the 
kingdoms of the earth

• 4:17 “Kingdom of the heavens has come near”

• 6:9-10: Lord’s prayer, “God’s kingdom/will here on 
earth as in heaven”

• 11:23 Capernaum, a city, not exalted up to heaven, but 
going down to Sheol/Hades

• 12:41 Sign of Jonah: belly of whale // “heart of the 
earth”

• 12:42 Queen of the South comes “from the ends of the 
earth”

• 28:16-20: On a mountain, the risen Jesus says, “All 
authority on heaven and earth belongs to me.” 

The letters of Paul

• Phil 2:9-10, the exalted Jesus was raised high, so every 
“in heaven, on earth, and under the earth.” 

• Ephesians: 1:19-22: Jesus’ resurrection exalted him to 
“sit at the right hand in the heavenly places” 
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• Ephesians 2:1-7: We have been raised from the dead 
and “raised up and seated with him in the heavenly 
places”

• 2 Corinthians 12:1-4, Paul talks about “a guy I know” (= 
himself!) who had a vision and “apocalypse” where he 
ascended up to the “third heaven.” What?

The Revelation:

• 21:1-3: new heaven and earth, a city descending from 
heaven, presumably the new one coming to a new 
earth, but it’s called a tabernacle

• 21:10: the city coming down again, described as a tem-
ple-Jerusalem-Garden-Throne of God

What is going on? It became clear to me, the authors of the Old Testament, Jesus, and the apostles 
imagined and inhabited a universe that was very different from the one I imagined I was living in. And if 
I was going to understand the Bible on its own terms, I was going to have to do some unlearning and 
relearning when it came to the biblical conception of the cosmos, that is, “heaven and earth.” 

Illustration 1: Session 3

Illustration 2: Session 3
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Session 4: Reflections on the New  
Testament’s View of Heaven and Earth

Key Question

What thoughts or questions do you have so far?

Session Quote

“All of our language about God, even the biblical authors’ language about God, 
has certain limitations, but those limitations can be the vehicle for communicat-
ing what God wants his people to hear.”

Notes
In this question and response session, Tim continues to reference notes in session 3 and leads up to 
the notes in session 5. 

Illustration: Session 4



C L ASSROOM NOTES: HE AVEN AND E ARTH 10

Session 5: Scripture, Communication,  
Language, and Culture

Key Question

If you were traveling to foreign country that you’d never been to, you would 
expect differences and prepare in certain ways. Apply this idea to reading the 
Bible—how can you engage this ancient text on its own terms as an ancient and 
foreign text?

Session Quote

“The Bible is another country. And I should treat it like one. And that doesn’t 
diminish its capacity to speak to me—I think it actually enhances its ability to say 
things that I never thought to think before.”

Scripture, communication, language and culture
Revolutionary Fact #1: The Bible is an ancient text, but some people don’t treat it like one when it 
comes to Genesis ch. 1.

Revolutionary Fact #2: Any act of communication, including God’s communication in Scripture, can 
only convey meaning within a particular language and historical/cultural context.

Effective communication requires a body of agreed-upon words, terms, and 
ideas, a common ground of understanding. For the speaker this often 
requires accommodation to the audience by using words and ideas they 
will understand. For the audience, if they are not native to the language and 
cultural matrix of the speaker, this means reaching common ground may 
require seeking out additional information or explanation. In other words, 
the audience has to adapt to a new and unfamiliar culture. —  JOHN WALTON, 

ANCIENT NE AR E ASTERN THOUGHT AND THE OLD TESTAMENT, 19-20.

Reading the Bible, including Genesis 1, is a cross-cultural experience. We have to step into a different 
cultural worldview to understand what its authors are trying to communicate. It is only when we step 
outside the controversial debates of our contemporary culture and try to read Genesis 1 in its ancient 
context, that we can make headway in true understanding of this chapter’s meaning. 
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Unit 2: Genesis in its Ancient Context
SESSIONS: 6—12

Session 6 : Genesis 1 is an Ancient  
Israelite Cosmology

Key Question

What does the word “earth” mean in the biblical text? And what is the “raqia,’” 
and what does it do?

Session Quote

“You’re seeing an important theological claim being made through this cosmol-
ogy picture: The world is a place where life can flourish, but it’s a dangerous 
place; and the only thing keeping this whole thing from collapsing in on itself is 
something, or someone, beyond it.”

Example 1: “earth” in Genesis 1:1-2
Hebrew: ’erets (ארץ) does not mean “globe-earth.” That is a modern meaning of the English word 
“earth” that depends upon a concept of the planet as a sphere which was not available to the biblical 
authors at the time. 

First picture of earth, taken from outer space 
taken from 65 miles away, with a 35mm 
motion picture camera attached to a V2 rocket 
launched by NASA on October 24, 1946. 

“Earthrise” was the first such photo taken from 
moon orbit by William Anders on December 
24, 1968. It is one of the most reproduced 
photographs in history. 
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This is all fascinating, and totally irrelevant for understanding what the ancient Hebrew word ’erets 
means in Genesis ch. 1! 

• There are no uses of ’erets in the Hebrew Bible that 
describe the land as a sphere. Rather, the word’s 
meaning describes the land that is below the skies and 
clouds.

Psalm 102:19
For [God] looked down from His holy height;
    from heaven the Lord gazed upon the ’erets

Psalm 103:11 (NASB95)
11 For as high as the heavens are above the ‘erets
So great is His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him.

• A much more appropriate English word for translating 
’erets would be “land.”  

Example 2: “firmament/expanse/vault/dome” in Genesis 1:6-8
Hebrew: raqia’ refers to a solid blue dome above the land, above which are presumed to be waters.

• The word “dome” is an accurate rendering of the word, 
based on its other uses.

The noun raqia’

GEN 1:6-8

DAY T WO

6 And God said, “Let there be a raqia’ in the midst of the waters, and let it 
separate the waters from the waters.”  7 God made the raqia’, and separated 
the waters which were below the raqia’ from the waters which were above the 
raqia’; and it was so. 
8 God called the raqia’ “heavens.” And there was evening and there was morn-
ing, a second day.

GEN 1:20 And God said, “…and let birds fly over the land against the surface of the raqia’

E ZEK 1:22, 26

And there was something like a raqia’ over the heads of the living creatures, like 
the appearance of ice, stretched out over their heads above… and above the 
raqia’ that was over their heads something like blue sapphire, the appearance 
of a throne…
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The verb raqa’  “to hammer out, smooth, spread out”

E XOD 39:3
And they [the craftsmen] raqa’d smooth sheets of gold, and they cut them into 
cords to be woven together with blue and purple and scarlet…”

NUM 16:39
So Eleazar the priest took the bronze censers which the men who were burned 
had offered, and they raqa’d them out as a plating for the altar,

ISAIAH 40:19 As for the idol, a craftsman casts it, a goldsmith raqa’s it with gold,

ISAIAH 42:5

Thus says God the Lord,
Who created the heavens and stretched them out,
Who raqa’d the land and what springs up from it,
Who gives breath to the people on it
And spirit to those who walk in it

The raqia’ is a solid blue dome above, which has the cosmic waters above, which are released through windows!

GEN 7:11
In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second month, on the seven-
teenth day of the month, on the same day all the fountains of the great deep 
burst open, and the windows of the skies were opened.

Illustration: Session 6
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Session 7: The Purpose of Light on Day 1

Key Question

In Genesis 1:3-5, “light” is created. What is this light named? And is the account 
of the creation of light about material being created (like photons) or the  
purpose of light? Explain what you think.

Session Quote

“Night and the disordered chaos waters are the fundamental images of  
non-creation in Egypt, in Babylon, and in Ancient Israel.”

Example 3: “Light” in Genesis 1:3-5
Genesis 1:3 “Let there be light” (יהי אור). — What is actually “created” on day 1?

In modern cosmologies, light consists of photons, tiny packets of energy that behave like a wave and 
also as particles. This is not what “light” means in Genesis 1!

In Genesis 1:5 we are told what is being created: the light is called “day” and the darkness is called 
“night.” These are not material entities, but periods of time. “Light” here is not a “thing” that is brought 
into existence at a specific moment in time. Rather, on day 1 the “order of time” is being named into 
meaningful and functional existence.

The light, moreover, emanates from God himself, since the sun and moon and stars are not on the 
scene yet. This reading of Genesis 1:5 is made clear by later biblical authors who understood that the 
light of Genesis 1 is God’s glorious being, emanating into the darkness to bring order (see Psalm 
36:5-9, or Isaiah 60:19-20, or Revelation 22:5). 

A Thesis on the meaning of Genesis 1

The early chapters of Genesis accurately present accounts of cosmic and human origins in the lan-
guage and conceptual categories of the ancient Israelite authors of the Bible. These texts should not 
be removed from their ancient context and read as if they describe cosmic or human origins in 21st 
century scientific terms. They speak in terms of an ancient Near Eastern perception of the world, and 
should be interpreted within that setting. When we discern the meaning of the texts in their ancient 
context, we find that they constitute a worldview statement about God and his relationship to the 
world, and about humans and their relation to God and the world. This basic worldview statement 
transcends its ancient cultural setting, and commands the attention of God’s people in all places and 
all times.
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Adapted from Richard Carlson and Tremper Longman, Science, Creation, and the Bible. Reconciling 
Rival Theories of World Origins (InterVarsity Press, 2010).

“Worldview” = A comprehensive and cosmic story, through which a cultural group orders and makes 
sense of their life experience. Worldviews answer the basic questions of human existence. 

1. Who are we?

2. Where are we?

3. What is the problem?

4. What is the solution?

5. Where are we located in the story?

For a theory of worldview statements, see J. Richard Middleton and Brian Walsh, Truth is Stranger Than 
It Used to Be: Biblical Faith in a Postmodern Age. 

Genesis 1 is designed to answer these core questions, which we are going to tackle in three large steps. 

1. “Where are we?” = The World Picture of Genesis 1: 
Cosmology

2. “Who are we?” = Humanity in Genesis 1: Anthropology

3. “Where are located in the story?” = Time in Genesis 1: 
Eschatology
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Session 8: Ancient Egyptian Cosmology

Key Question

How do you make sense of Israel’s creation story having similarities to other 
ancient Near Eastern creation stories? 

Session Quote

“It’s a shared cultural environment. The biblical authors are making worldview 
claims about the God of Israel through the medium of their concepts of creation 
and cosmology.”

Genesis 1:1-2
In the beginning, God created the skies and the land
Now, the land was wild and waste (תהו ווהו  tohu va-vohu)
  and darkness was over the face of the deep abyss (תהום  tehom)
    but the breath of Elohim was hovering over the face of the waters (המים  hamayim)

Genesis 1 in its ancient Near Eastern context
The framers of creation in the Bible inherited a treasure trove of venerable 
traditions from their cultural neighbors. Instead of creating their accounts 
ex nihilo, the composers of Scripture developed their traditions in dialogue 
with some of the great religious traditions of the surrounding cultures, 
particularly those originating from Mesopotamia and Egypt, as well as those 
of their more immediate Canaanite neighbors. — WILLIAM B ROWN, SE VEN 

PILL ARS OF C RE ATION: THE B IB LE , SCIENC E, AND THE ECOLOGY OF WONDER (OXFORD 

UNIVERSIT Y PRESS, 2010).

Key Point: The Bible’s creation narratives… 

… are not in dialogue with modern scientific ideas about world origins.

… are in dialogue with Egyptian, Babylonian, and Canaanite cosmologies.

1. In that dialogue Genesis 1-3 shows many similarities 
with other Ancient Near Eastern cosmologies, but also 
many key differences.

2. What is an “Ancient Near Eastern Cosmology”? — 
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• “Cosmology” - an account of the origins of the 
universe as humans experience it.

• Ancient cosmology narratives do not have as 
their primary purpose to describe the physi-
cal-material processes by which the universe 
came into being in language or categories that 
make sense to a modern audience.

• They do have as their primary purpose to 
address basic worldview issues: the “nature” 
and purpose of the world, who are we, where 
are we, why are we here, who are the gods?

Quick Survey of Egyptian Cosmology
Modern Egyptology began after Napolean’s overtaking of Egypt in the early 1800s, making it open to 
European colonial powers. The first famous Egyptologist Jean-Francois Champollion deciphered the 
Rosetta stone and unlocked the Egyptian Hieroglyphic system. 

Key texts containing Egyptian cosmologies are:

• The Pyramids texts (Old Kingdom, 2600-2100 B.C.)

• The Coffin texts (1900s-1600s B.C.)

• The Book of the Dead (1500s-1000s B.C.)

The waters speak 
I am the Waters, unique, without second. 
Atum speaks 
That is where I evolved, 
on the great occasion of my floating that happened to me. 
I (Atum the creator) am the one who once evolved — 
Circlet, who is in his egg. 
I am the one who began therein, (in) the Waters. 
See, the Flood is subtracted from me: 
see, I am the remainder. 
I made my body evolve through my own effectiveness. 
I am the one who made me. 
I built myself as I wished, according to my heart.

From The Coffin Texts 714, in William W. Hallo 
and K. Lawson Younger, The Context of 
Scripture: Canonical Compositions from the 
Biblical World, Vol. 1, pp. 6–7.
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Egyptian Heliopolitan cosmology (as summarized by Bernard Batto, In the Beginning: Essays on Cre-
ation Motifs in the Ancient Near East and the Bible.

• The primeval creator is called “Atum” who is equated 
with “Nun” the unordered watery substance from 
which all thing emerged. This “non-creation” was a 
chaotic watery condition devoid of elements or struc-
tures necessary for life, but it possessed the potential 
for development. 

• Atum began to evolve and differentiate himself from 
his watery incubation onto a primeval mound of dirt, 
which is symbolized as the proto-typical pyramid, and 
from there he began a process of self-development, or 
“creation.” He generated the rest of the “Ennea” (a 
cluster of 8 other deities) by self-impregnation: he 
swallows his own reproductive fluids and generates 
Shu (goddess of Air) and Tefnut (goddess of moisture), 
from whom come Nut (goddess of Sky) and Geb (god 
of earth). Atum took his role as the “eye” of all creation, 
as the sun-god Re, and they all worked together in a 
form of “order” called “ma’‘at): the eternal divine order 
that undergirds all creation.

Nut is the sky-goddess, who is the sky-dome full of stars. Geb is the 
land-deity, and Shu the god of air kneels on Geb and supports Nut. 
The sun-god Re travels in the waters above the Nut, riding his boat 
across the sky (upper left) and descending into the realm of 
darkness and death to the waters under the land. 

From Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, p. 36 fig. 32.

The sun-god Re is pulled through the underworld sea at night. The god Seth 
spears and defeats the death-god Apophis (a snake), while the boat is pulled 
by subjugated night demons (jackals and snakes). 

From Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World, p. 55, fig. 55. 
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Session 9: Ancient Babylonian Cosmology

Key Question

Where is there common ground between ancient Babylonian cosmological 
accounts and that of the Hebrew Bible? 

Session Quote

“When we want to describe the pre-creation state, we use three images that are 
the most potent images of desolation, uninhabitable: the wilderness, darkness, 
and the deep abyss. In what we consider literal terms, those are mutually ex-
clusive--how can a desert be a deep sea? But on their metaphysical meaning, 
they’re all referring to the same thing: the realm of non-life and non-order.”

Quick Survey of Babylonian Cosmology
Enuma-Elish = Babylonian Genesis or “the Combat myth”: 

• This ancient cuneiform tablet text adopted the Egyp-
tian and Sumerian traditions of the primeval waters 
generating the pantheon of old deities, which are 
going to be taken over by a young upstart god named 
Marduk, patron god of Babylon. It begins with the 
“un-created” state:

(1) When on high no name was given to heaven,
Nor below was the netherworld called by name,
Primeval Apsu (deep abyss) was their progenitor,
And creator Tiamat (salty ocean) was she who bore them all,
(5) They were mingling their waters together,
When no gods at all had been brought forth,
None called by names, none destinies ordained,
Then were the gods formed within these two...
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Eventually, the gods all develop with Ea and his son Marduk at the head of the pantheon. Tiamat 
threatens to take over with her chaos waters, and she becomes a giant sea dragon. Marduk battles and 
destroys her, using half her body to make the waters above and the waters below.

Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology
“Reading Genesis 1 as ancient cosmology requires 
that the cognitive environment, that is, how people 
thought about themselves and their world, be 
taken into account within the broad spectrum of 
ancient Near Eastern cosmological texts. This 
opens the question of whether the biblical authors 
used any other ancient texts as “sources,” whether 
as templates, patterns, or foils…. However, many 
attempts to trace the trail from other ANE texts to 
Genesis have been too simplistic… They come 
from separate centuries and very different geo-
graphical locations. Rather, our efforts should be 
to use all the literature at our disposal to recon-
struct the variety of cosmological pictures within 
the ancient cognitive environment, which can 
serve as a backdrop for understanding each 
literary work.” — JOHN WALTON, GENESIS ONE AS 

ANCIENT COSMOLOGY, 2

John Walton [Genesis One as Ancient Cosmology, pp. 4-5] proposes a more nuanced spectrum of 
explanations for how different cosmology texts relate to one another. from (1) negative to more (5) 
positive relations

E XPL ANATION E X AMPLE

The Biblical text ignores a dominant ANE tradition Theogony: creation as “birthed” by God)

The Biblical text shows familiarity with a tradition but rejects it Creation as the result of rival gods

The Biblical text shares one part of a traditional idea but  
rejects other parts by giving an alternative perspective 

Humans made of clay [shared], and  
created to be slaves of the gods [rejected]

The Biblical text shows awareness of a tradition and adapts/
transforms it in light of biblical monotheism

Creation as the result of a battle with the 
chaos monster; the water-dragon is not a 
true rival to Yahweh, but a rebel creature

The Biblical text shares and subconsciously reflects a  
traditional conception with their neighbors

Example: creation is a macro-temple

Monumental carving from the Assyrian Nimrud 
palace in Iraq (ca. 870 B.C.). The deity Ninurta 
is the storm god arriving to banish the 
lion-dragon from his land. 

From Othmar Keel, Creation: Biblical  
Theologies in Ancient Context. 
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“This common creation model suggests that the Israelite shared a similar 
conception of reality, rooted in basic experiences of the human body and 
the earth, as their ancient Near Eastern neighbors. Indeed, the Israelites 
were part of the larger ancient Near Eastern cultural environment in that 
they shared similar understandings of the world… The differences between 
the Bible and other Near Eastern literature can only be understood from 
within the context of their similarities. These differences reflect the cultural 
particularities of each people, not extensively and unrelated cultures.”  
— R . S IMKINS, C RE ATOR AND C RE ATION, 89 (C ITED BY WALTON, 5)

Visualizations of the Biblical Cosmos

From Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Hill of the Lord? From Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World.

From John Walton, The Old Testament Today. 



C L ASSROOM NOTES: HE AVEN AND E ARTH 2 2

“It should be evident that within the worldview of the ancient Near East, 
including the Hebrew Bible, their physical-technical and poetic-mythical 
statements and conceptions are not susceptible to consistent separation. 
To people in the ancient Near East, the empirical world, as manifestation 
and symbol, points beyond its superficial reality. A blurring occurs between 
the actual and the symbolic, and conversely between the symbolic and the 
actual. This openness of the everyday, earthly world to the spheres of divine 
life and bottomless, devastating lostness is probably the chief difference 
between ancient Near Eastern conception of the world and our own, which 
views the world as a virtually closed mechanical system. The principal error 
of conventional representations of the ANE view of the world lies in their 
profanity and lifelessness. In the biblical and ANE conception, the world is 
open and transparent to things above and beneath the earth. It is not a 
lifeless stage. The universe is thoroughly alive, and, therefore, the more 
capable of sympathy with humans and of response to the rule of its creator, 
on whom both humanity and the universe directly depend. Certainly we 
have here more than a poetical personification of the cosmos, when it is 
invited to shout for joy!” — OTHMAR KEEL , THE SYMBOLISM OF THE B IB LICAL 

WORLD: ANCIENT NE AR E ASTERN ICONOGR APHY AND THE BOOK OF PSALMS, 56.
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Session 10: The “Beginning” and  
“Nothingness”

Key Question

According to John Walton, what are ancient Near Eastern “beginnings”  
stories about? The universe’s material existence, or something else? If  
something else, what?

Session Quote

“What God begins to do on day four is delegate the things that he was doing on 
days one through three, but to other creatures above and below.”

Genesis 1:1-2: The introduction and the pre-creation state:
Gen 1:1 “In the beginning God created the skies and the land”

• “beginning” (Heb. reshīt / ראשית) refers not to a first 
point in time, but to a preliminary period of time”

Job 8:6-7
if you are pure and upright, 
surely then [God] will rouse himself for you 
and restore your rightful habitation. 
Even though your reshīt was insignificant, 
your end will be very great.

Here, the entire period of Job’s life before his suffering is called the reshīt, the beginning period. 

Jeremiah 27:1 and 28:1
27:1 - In the reshīt of the reign of Zedekiah the son of Josiah, king of Judah, this 
word came to Jeremiah from the Lord, saying—
28:1 - Now in the same year, in the reshīt of the reign of Zedekiah king of Judah, 
in the fourth year, in the fifth month, Hananiah the son of Azzur, the prophet, who 
was from Gibeon, spoke to me in the house of the Lord in the presence of the 
priests and all the people, saying,

Notice how the reshīt of Zedekiah’s reign extends even four years! Clearly the word here refers to the initial 
period of his reign before the crucial events of his downfall began.
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“In Genesis, the ‘beginning’ (re’shīt) refers to a preliminary period of time 
rather than a first point in time… This leads us conclude that the ‘beginning’ 
is a way of labeling the seven-day period of creation described in the 
remainder of Genesis 1 rather than a point in time prior to the seven days… 
It provides a literary introduction to the period of creativity that then flows 
into the…rest of the book.” — JOHN WALTON, GENESIS ONE AS ANCIENT COSMOLO -

GY, 126-127.

Gen 1:2 as the pre-creation state: waters, darkness, wilderness

• Now the land was wild and waste… (Heb. tohu vavohu)

OTHER USES OF TOHU OR VOHU: “EMPT Y/UNINHABITED/ WASTEL AND”

Deuteronomy 32:9–10 (NASB95)
9“For the Lord’s portion is His people; Jacob is the allotment of His inheritance. 
10“He found him in a desert land, And in the howling tohu of a wilderness; He encircled 
him, He cared for him, 
 He guarded him as the pupil of His eye.

Isaiah 24:10-12
10The city of tohu is broken down; Every house is shut up so that none may enter. 
11There is an outcry in the streets concerning the wine; All joy turns to gloom. The gaiety 
of the earth is banished. 
12Desolation is left in the city And the gate is battered to ruins.

Isaiah 45:18 (NIV)
18For this is what the Lord says— he who created the heavens, he is God; he who fash-
ioned and made the earth, he founded it; he did not create it to be tohu, but formed it 
to be inhabited— he says: “I am the Lord, and there is no other.

Psalm 107:40 (= Job 12:21, 24)
[Yahweh] pours contempt upon nobles,
   And he makes them wander in tohu that has no road.

• “…and darkness was over the face of the deep abyss 
(Heb. tehom)

Job 38:16–17 
16“Have you entered into the springs of the sea 
Or walked in the recesses of the tehom? 
17“Have the gates of death been revealed to you, 
Or have you seen the gates of deep darkness?

Jonah 2:5–6
5“Water encompassed me to the point of death. 
The tehom engulfed me, Weeds were wrapped 
around my head. 
6“I descended to the roots of the mountains. The 
earth with its bars was around me forever, But 
You have brought up my life from the pit, O Lord 
my God.
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• While in modern cosmologies, water is “something,” in 
ancient near eastern cosmology, the “cosmic sea” 
belongs to the pre-creation state, a neutral, function-
less, state of non-organization and lifelessness. 

The pre-creation state and biblical “ontology”
“Genesis 1:2…describes the pre-cosmic condition as it was understood in 
Israelite thought. As in the rest of the ancient world [the pre-creation state] 
is not absent of matter, as the primordial waters are already present… [T]
hey are the functionless cosmic waters…where order has not yet been 
imposed, the desert and cosmic waters above and below.” — JOHN WALTON, 

GENESIS ONE AS ANCIENT COSMOLOGY, PP. 139, 14 3.

“Very little in ancient Near Easter cosmologies [including Genesis 1] relates 
to the manufacture of the material cosmos… Rather, they recount the 
organization and ordering of the elements of the cosmos as a functional 
whole. If we are going to understand ancient views about how the cosmos 
came into existence (creation cosmology), it is essential that we understand 
ancient views about what constitutes existence (creation ontology). In the 
ancient world, something came into existence when it was separated out as 
a distinct entity and given a function and a name… this is a function-orient-
ed ontology. This is in stark contrast to modern ontology, which is focused 
on the material existence or structure of something. For us, the existence of 
the world is perceived in physical, material terms… this is a substance-ori-
ented ontology… [For the ancient biblical authors] creation was about the 
establishment of the functioning cosmos, not about the origins of the 
material structure or substance of the cosmos.” — JOHN WALTON, ANCIENT 

NE AR E ASTERN THOUGHT AND THE OLD TESTAMENT, 180 -181. 

SESSION 10 FIGURE: Three Elements of Disorder in Genesis 1 Solved

Now, the land was wild and waste  

  and darkness was over  

    the face of the deep abyss

Day 1: Light contains the darkness

Day 2: Waters separated and ordered

Day 3: Dry land and edible plants emerge from the waters

• Notice that the three elements of “disorder” in Genesis 
1:2 all find parallels in ancient Near Eastern cosmolo-
gies, and each one is separately addressed in Days 1-3 
of Genesis one. 
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Session 11: Genesis 1 Imagery: Jeremiah 4

Key Question

How is Jeremiah 4 using ideas and words from Genesis 1? Does the use of tohu 
vavohu (wild and waste) in particular help us understand what they mean in 
Genesis 1?

Session Quote

“The “wild and waste,” the “darkness,” and the “deep abyss” are all ancient 
Near Eastern, ancient Israelite, biblical images for “nothing”—non-existence—a 
“pre-creation” state.”

Notes
Keep figure in mind from session 10 as you think through Jeremiah 4.
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Session 12: Genesis 1 Imagery: Psalm 104

Key Question

What does the word “create” mean in Psalm 104? What might this mean for 
Genesis 1 “God created the heavens and the earth?”

Session Quote

“When the ruakh of Elohim is present, the abysmal disorder is neutralized and 
can become a vehicle of life.”

Notes
Keep figure in mind from session 10 as you think through Psalm 104.
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Unit 3: The Literary Design of Genesis 1
SESSIONS: 13—15

Session 13: The Structure and Message  
of Genesis 1

Key Question

How would you summarize what the frame around the six days is all about  
(Genesis 1:1-1-2; 2:1-3)?

Session Quote

“Studying the Hebrew Bible is like a recovery project. It’s about being a part of 
the Christian tradition that is recovering the Jewish messianic roots of Jesus and 
where this whole thing got started. A big part of that project is the relearning 
how to read Jewish literature.”

The Literary Design of Genesis 1
The prologue of Genesis 1 (1:1-2) and the epilogue (1:31-2:3) have been designed as a macro-frame 
 around the internal sequence of six days.

SESSION 13 FIGURE: The Literary Design of Genesis 1

1:1 Summary Prologue

In the beginning, God created the skies and the land    [7 words]

1:2 Exposition of Prologue in 3 lines

Now, the land was wild and waste (תהו ווהו  tohu va-vohu)
  and darkness was over the face of the deep abyss (תהום  tehom)  [7 x 2 words]
    but the breath of Elohim was hovering over the face of the waters (המים  hamayim)

Day 1 Day 4

Day 2 Day 5

Day 3 Day 6

2:1 Summary Epilogue

“Thus were finished the skies and the land and all their host

2:2-3 Exposition of Epilogue in 3 lines

 1. And God completed on the seventh day his work which he had made   [7 words] 
 2. And he rested on the seventh day from all his work which he had made  [7 words]
 3. And God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it             [7 words]
   because on it he rested from all his work which God created to make   [key word of 1:1] 
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This design structure acts as an envelope around the sequence of six days, with a clear strategy of 
emphasizing the seven-fold symbolism of God’s actions and the culmination of the entire narrative in 
the seventh day. 

• Notice how the key words of the opening prologue 
(“created” “skies” “land”) as well as the 1x7 and 2x7 
design of 2:1-2 are taken up and completed in the 
prologue with the same words and the 3x7 design.
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Session 14: Repeated Words in Genesis 1

Key Question

Days 1 and 4 of creation have lots of similarities in vocabulary, so that as we 
read, we are meant to compare them in our minds. What meaning results when 
we compare them?

Session Quote

“Paying attention to repeated words, and paying attention to when and where 
things are repeated, is one of the most simple tools for discerning literary design 
in a story. What might strike us as redundant actually becomes very meaningful, 
but in a design kind of way.”

Similarities between days 1 and 4

DAY 1 DAY 4

3 and God said, 
 “Let there be light”
  and there was light.
4 God saw that the light was good; 
 and God separated the light from the darkness.
5 and God called the light day, 
 and the darkness He called night. 
 And there was evening 
 and there was morning, 
 one day.

14 and God said, 
 “Let there be lights 
  in the expanse of the skies
  to separate the day from the night, 
           and let them be for signs 
           and for festivals and for days and years;
15 and let them be for lights 
   in the dome of the skies 
   to give light on the land”
 and it was so.
16 and God made the two great lights, 
 the great light to rule the day, 
 and the small light to rule the night; 
  and also the stars.
17 and God placed them 
  in the dome of the skies 
  to give light on the land,
18   and to rule the day and the night, 
  and to separate the light from the darkness.;    
 and God saw that it was good.
19  and there was evening 
 and there was morning, 
  fourth day.
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On day one, God himself provides the light of his divine glory that meets the darkness and fits it within 
the larger divine purpose. God names it, and limits its scope by containing it within the cycle of alter-
nating periods of darkness and light. 

When days 1 and 4 are compared, based on the clearly parallel vocabulary, we see God’s attention 
return to the heavenly realm, as he fills it with inhabitants, namely, the lamps. It is significant that God 
delegates to the lights the role that God himself played on day 1, that of of separating light and dark. 

This makes good sense of why these lights are called “signs” (אתת), physical symbols of God’s own light, 
glory, and power that meet the darkness on day one.  

Relationships between days 2 and 5

DAY 2 DAY 5

6 and God said, 
      “Let there be a dome 
             in the middle of the waters, 
       and let it separate the waters 
            from the waters.”
7 and God made the dome, 
   and separated the waters 
                                which were below the dome 
          from the waters 
                         which were above the dome; 
   and it was so.
8 God called the dome “skies”. 
   
    and there was evening 
    and there was morning, 
        second day.

20 and God said, 
       “Let the waters swarm with swarms of living 
creatures,       
         and let birds fly above the land
              against the face of the dome of the 
skies”

21 and God created the great sea-monsters 
     and every living creature that moves, 
     with which the waters swarmed after their 
kind, 
      and every bird of wing after its kind; 
     and God saw that it was good.
22 and God blessed them, saying,
        “Be fruitful and multiply, 
          and fill the waters in the seas, 
          and let birds multiply on the land.”
23 and there was evening 
     and there was morning, 
         fifth day.

On day 2, God orders the middle realm that will exist in between the skies above and the land below. It 
begins with the unordered chaos waters of Gen 1:2, and God “separates,” that is creates a meaningful 
distinction that will serve his purposes. 

The border between the waters above and below is called “dome” (רקיע), and it creates a horizon line, 
as it were, between waters above and below. Only the waters above receive a name “skies,” while the 
waters below will receive their name on the following day.

On day 5 God fills the waters above and below with inhabitants, addressing them in the same order as 
day 2. The waters below swarm with sea creatures and monsters (!), while the birds inhabits the realm 
above the land against the surface of the sky-dome.
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The extra element on day 5 is God’s blessing on the living creatures, summoning them to be fruitful 
and to multiply. Unlike the lights and stars of day 4, these inhabitants must be called by God to actively 
experience the divine blessing of life and abundance. Their existence is not a given, but contingent 
upon the divine blessing.  

Relationships between days 3 and 6

DAY 3 DAY 6

9 and God said, 
 “Let the waters below the skies
  be gathered into one place, 
  and let the dry ground be seen”; 
  and it was so.
10 and God called the dry ground “land,” 
 and the gathering of the waters He 
called “seas” 
  and God saw that it was good.

24 and God said, 
  “Let the land bring out living creatures 
     according to their kind,
      cattle 
      and creeping things 
      and beasts of the land
     according to their kind”; 
  and it was so.
25 and God made 
   the beasts of the land           according to their kind, 
  and the cattle                            according to their kind, 
  and the creepers of the ground according to its kind 
 and God saw that it was good.
26 and God said, 
  “Let us make human 
     in our image, 
     according to our likeness; 
  and let them rule 
       over the fish of the sea 
     and over the birds of the sky 
     and over the cattle 
     and over all the land, 
     and over every creeper that creeps on the land.”
27 and God created human in his image, 
   in the image of God he created him; 
   male and female He created them.
28 and God blessed them,
   and God said to them, 
  “Be fruitful and multiply, 
  and fill the land, 
  and subdue it; 
  and rule over the fish of the sea 
    and over the birds of the sky 
    and over living creature that creeps on the land.”
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11 and God said, “Let the land sprout 
vegetation,
 vegetative plants that produce seed,
  fruit trees 
   that make fruit according to its 
kind
   which has its seed inside it
 upon the land 
   and it was so.
12 and the land brought out 
 vegetative plants
 that produce seed according to its 
kind
 and trees 
   that make fruit
   which has its seed in it
   according to its kind
 and God saw that it was good.
13 and here was evening 
 and there was morning,
   third day.

29 and God said, 
 “Behold, I have given to you 
    every plant producing seed 
    that is on the surface of all the earth, 
    and every tree which has fruit producing seed; 
 it shall be food for you;
30 and to every beast of the land 
  and to every bird of the sky 
  and to every thing that moves on the land 
    which has animal life in it, 
  every green plant for food”
    and it was so.

31 and God saw all that He had made, 
 and behold, it was very good. 
 and there was evening 
 and there was morning, 
   sixth day.

Day 3 provides shifts from day 2’s focus on the middle realm and the waters above and below, and 
shows God creating one last environment, the land which emerges out of the water. Day three also has 
a bonus act, which acts as a +1 unit for the first triad of days. This +1 element in 1:11-13 focuses on the 
fruitfulness of the land, specifically in vegetation and fruit trees which spread their seed. 

Day 6 displays a remarkable parallel design to day 3. It also shows God entirely focusing on the land, 
by creating its inhabitants (both plants and animals “come out” of the ground: 1:12 and 1:24). God first 
focuses on the animals of the land, and then on humanity, who constitute the divine image on the land.

Day 6 also has a final +1 element in 1:29-30, which takes up precisely the +1 element of day 3: the 
vegetative plants and the fruit trees with seed are assigned “for food” for the animals and humans. 

These matching relationships are clearly intentional, creating what is called a “forward symmetry” 
(ABC//A’B’C’), which can be visualized in the following way.

However, this forward symmetry between days is not the only literary design feature of Genesis 1. Each 
of the triad also has its own internal shape, which leads the reader to compare matching elements in 
the first and last elements of the triad.

• This design highlights features that match between the 
first and least parts of each triad, as well as the match-
ing halves of the middle part.
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Session 15: Relationships between Days

Key Question

Summarize what you learned about the structure of days 1-6 in Genesis 1.

Session Quote

“It’s as if the literary design itself is communicating the order that is being creat-
ed as the subject matter of the six says. It’s a good example where literary form 
mirrors the theological message of the text.”

The Cosmos of Genesis 1: Days 1-6
Days 1-6 have been neatly organized as two triads that each address the “problems” to cosmic order 
presented in Gen 1:2: disorder and uninhabited, darkness and disorder. Days 1-3 address the problem 
of disorder as God organizes the cosmos into distinct realms: the heavens above, the middle heaven/
earth, and the land below. Days 4-6 then supply each of these realms with their appropriate inhabi-
tants: the heavenly realm with lights, the middle heaven/earth with birds and fish, and the dry land with 
creatures and… Humans!

SESSION 15 FIGURE 1: The Cosmos of Genesis 1: Days 1-6

THE L AND

       wild/unordered (tohu)        and       waste/uninhabited (bohu)

Day 1
“and God said…”
light and dark / day and night
evening & morning: day 1 

Day 4
“and God said…”

lights separate and rule  
day and night

evening and morning: day 4 

Day 2
“and God said…”
The dome separates…
   … the waters above
   … the waters below
evening & morning: day 2 

Day 5
“and God said…”

Creatures in the waters
   … birds by the waters above

   … fish in the waters below
evening & morning: day 5

Day 3
“and God said…”
the waters below gather 
the dry land emerges

Day 6
“and God said…”

land creatures emerge 
from the dry land

humans appointed to rule

+1 Bonus!
plants and seed emerges from the ground
evening & morning: day 3 

+1 Bonus!
and provided with trees, plants and seed

evening & morning: day 6

AND SO THE Y WERE COMPLE TED 

 the skies and the land           and             all of their hosts 

Th
e 
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H
ost of the Skies                 H

ost of the Land
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SESSION 15 FIGURE 2: Design Structure of Days 1-3

Day 1

A
God orders the heavens  

- Light = divine glory  
- Dark = disorder and chaos

3 and God said, 
      “LET THERE BE light”
        and there was light.
4 and God saw that the light was good; 
   and God separated the light from the darkness.
5 and God called the light “day,” 
   and the darkness He called “night.” 

  And there was evening 
  and there was morning, 
     one day (יום אחד).

Day 2 - Part 1

B
God commands the chaos 

waters to be split

6 and God said, 
      “Let there be a dome 
             in the middle of the waters, 
       and let it separate the waters 
                            from the waters.”

Day 2 - Part 2
B’

Fulfillment of God’s  
command to split  

the waters 

7 and God made the dome, 
   and he separated the waters below the dome 
          from the waters above the dome; 
   and it was so.
8 God called the dome “skies”. 

Day 3

A’
God orders the land  

- Land = refuge from God 
- Waters = disorder  

and chaos

9 and God said, 
     “LET THE waters below the skies
            BE gathered into one place (מקום אחד)
       AND LET THE dry ground BE seen”; 
            and it was so.
10 and God called the dry ground “land,” 
     and the gathering of the waters He called “seas” 
     and God saw that it was good…

This design structure invites the reader to compare and contrast the matching elements:

• Days 1 and 3 both portray God as addressing the two 
most iconic images of disorder, chaos, and death in the 
biblical imagination: darkness and the waters (note that 
they were already paired in 1:2). We are encouraged to 
see both as corresponding images of anti-creation.
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• Day 2 is set apart from days 1 and 3 in having the most 
elaborate “command/fulfillment” structure of the three 
days. While day 1 registers a command and a short 
fulfillment, and while day 3 displays only a command 
and then a fulfillment summary (“and it was so”), day 2 
has a repetitious and lengthy command followed by an 
equally lengthy fulfillment. But note that the two 
halved match nearly identically. This is a literary em-
bodiment of the theme of day 2, which is the complete 
division between the heavenly and earthly by means of 
splitting the waters. 

The reader walks away from days 1-3 with a robust awareness of the makeup of the biblical cosmos: 

• Heaven and earth are mirror realities. The provision of 
divine light contains the darkness and creates most 
basic condition necessary for God’s plan for life to 
flourish. In a similar way, on earth the provision of the 
land pushes back the waters, creating a space where 
life can flourish.

• God’s “conflict” with the darkness is a foundational 
image of the spiritual conflict that underlies the story 
of the Bible. Similarly, God and humanity’s conflict with 
the chaos-waters can function as an image of the 
human conflict (the metaphor scheme of humans as 
chaos waters).

• God’s victory over darkness (day 1) and the waters (day 
3) happens by means of speaking a word. Day 2 
focuses on God’s “splitting” the waters, again by 
speaking a word. But this is followed by an act of 
“creation” as God separates the chaos waters. 

Every single part of this network of images will be developed throughout the remainder of the biblial 
narrative:

• Waters // darkness // death // enemies

• Dry land // light // life // refuge

• God splitting the waters to create life // God’s victory 
over chaos and evil

One is invited to consider the design of days 4-6 in a similar way, and again the comparisons and 
contrast yield rich results about the biblical imagery. 
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SESSION 15 FIGURE 3: Design Structure of Days 4-6

Day 4

A
God delegates heavenly 

rulers They are “symbols”  
They rule light and darkness 

and separate the calendar

14 and God said, 
  “Let there be LIGHTS 
   in the expanse of the skies
   to separate the day from the night, 
  and let them be for SYMBOLS… 
16 and God made the two great LIGHTS, 
  the great LIGHT to rule the day, 
  and the small LIGHTS to rule the night; 
  and also the stars.
17 and God placed them 
   in the dome of the skies 
   to give LIGHT on the land,
18    and to rule the day and the night, 
   and to separate the LIGHT from the darkness.;    
 and God saw that it was good.

Day 5 - a

20 and God said, 
  “Let the waters swarm with swarms of living creatures,       
  and let birds fly above the land…

Day 5 - b B
God apportions the  

waters above and below  
to birds and fish  
God also makes  
“sea-monster”

21 and God created the great sea-monsters 
 and every living creature that moves, 
 with which the waters swarmed after their kind, 
 and every bird of wing after its kind; 

Day 5 - a’

22 and God blessed them, saying,
 “Be fruitful and multiply, 
 and fill the waters in the seas, 
 and let birds multiply on the land.”

Day 6

A’
God delegates  
earthly rulers  

They are divine images  
They rule the land and its 

wild creatures

26 and God said, 
  “Let us make HUMAN 
    in our IMAGE, 
    according to our LIKENESS; 
  and let them rule 
     over the fish of the sea 
    and over the birds of the sky 
    and over the cattle 
    and over all the land, 
    and over every creeper that creeps on the land…”
28 and God blessed them,
 and God said to them, 
  “Be fruitful and multiply, 
  and fill the land, 
  and subdue it; 
  and rule over the fish of the sea 
    and over the birds of the sky 
    and over living creature that creeps on the land.”
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This design structure invites the reader to make new contrasts and comparisons:

• God’s delegated rulers mirror each other. On day 4 the 
sun and moon both function as a pair that rules day 
and night. Note that the stars are not included in the 
delegated rule, rather they make up that part that is 
ruled (the darkness and night). Similarly, on day 6 the 
man and woman function as a ruling pair over the land 
and animals. This last point fosters the comparison 
between the objects in the heavenly and earthly realm 
that are subjected to the rule of God’s images: the 
stars and the animals (consider how these implicitly 
come together in Genesis 3). 

• Notice how all three days have an extra object created 
that sticks out of the other lists: the stars (// the rulers), 
the sea-monsters (// Leviathan), and the cattle (// 
Behemoth)

When this overlapping set of design structures are laid on top of each other, one gets what scholar 
David Andrew Teeter calls “literary oragami.” The six days of Genesis 1 are arranged along two 
“folds”: a vertical axis that forms two matching triads, and a horizontal axis that forms each triad into 
a mirror shape. 

SESSION 15 FIGURE 4: Literary Origami of Genesis 1

THE L AND IS

       wild/unordered        and       waste/uninhabited

Day 1
light and dark / day and night

Day 4
lights separate and rule day and 

night

Day 2
The dome separates…
   … the waters above

   … the waters below

Day 5
Creatures in the waters

   … birds by the waters above
  

 … fish in the waters below

Day 3
the waters below gather 
dry land emerges

Day 6
land creatures emerge 

from the dry land
humans made to rule

Bonus!
plants and seed emerges from the ground

Bonus!
and provided with trees, plants and seed

DAY 7: AND SO THE Y WERE COMPLE TED 

                         the skies and the land           and             all of their hosts        
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Unit 4: A Tour of the Cosmos
SESSIONS: 16—22

Session 16: The Waters Above and Below

Key Question

“Water” in the Bible comes in many forms--sometimes as life-giving streams or 
rivers or rain that waters the earth. But what ideas do the “waters above” and 
“the deep” convey?

Session Quote

“God’s house is both heaven and earth.”

The Cosmology of Genesis 1 and the narrative world of the Bible
The waters above and below

The waters above the sky are not the source of rain, but a heavenly mirror of the dark waters below the 
land. The “many waters” above are the source of the flood.

Genesis 1:6-8
6Then God said, “Let there be an dome in the midst of the waters, and let 
it separate the waters from the waters.” 7God made the dome, and sep-
arated the waters which were below the dome from the waters which 
were above the dome; and it was so. 8God called the dome “heavens/
skies.” And there was evening and there was morning, a second day.

Genesis 7:11
In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second month, on the sev-
enteenth day of the month, on the same day all the fountains of the great 
deep burst open, and the windows of the skies were opened.

Genesis 8:1-3
1But God remembered Noah and all the beasts and all the cattle that were 
with him in the ark; and God caused a wind to pass over the earth, and 
the water subsided. 
2Also the fountains of the deep and the windows of the skies were 
closed, and the rain from the sky was restrained; 3and the water receded 
steadily from the earth, and at the end of one hundred and fifty days the 
water decreased.
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Psalms 104 and 148 are poetic explorations of the cosmology of Genesis 1, summoning every tier of 
creation and all their inhabitants to praise the Creator.

Psalm 104:1-3
1Bless the Lord, O my soul! O Lord my God, You are very great; 
You are clothed with splendor and majesty, 
2Covering Yourself with light as with a cloak, 
Stretching out heaven like a tent curtain. 
3He lays the beams of His upper chambers in the waters; 
He makes the clouds His chariot; 
He walks upon the wings of the wind;

Psalm 148:1-6
1Praise the Lord! Praise the Lord from the heavens; Praise Him in 
the heights! 
2Praise Him, all His angels;   Praise Him, all His hosts! 
3Praise Him, sun and moon;   Praise Him, all stars of light! 
4Praise Him, highest heavens,   And the waters that are above the 
heavens! 
5Let them praise the name of the Lord, For He commanded and 
they were created. 
6He has also established them forever and ever; He has made a 
decree which will not pass away.

Many texts describe the “great waters above” which Yahweh sits above on his heavenly throne. Jer 
10:12-13; Ps 29:3, 10; 104:1-3

These cosmic heavenly waters are different from the rain waters released by the clouds, which float 
below the sky-dome. 

Job 26:8
8“He wraps up the waters in His clouds, And the cloud 
does not burst under them.

Psalm 147:7-8
7Sing to the Lord with thanksgiving; Sing praises to our 
God on the lyre, 
8Who covers the heavens with clouds, 
      Who provides rain for the earth, 
          Who makes grass to grow on the mountains.

The water falling from the clouds was viewed as different as the cosmic waters that God holds back by 
the sky-dome above.
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Jeremiah 10:10-13
10But Yahweh is the true God; 
   He is the living God and the everlasting King. 
   At His anger the earth quakes, 
   And the nations cannot endure His indignation. 
11So you shall say to them, 
           “The gods that did not make the skies and the land 
             will perish from the land and from under the skies.” 
12It is He who made the land by His power, 
   Who established the world by His wisdom; 
   And by His understanding He has stretched out the skies. 
13When He utters His voice, there is a tumult of waters in the skies, 
   And He causes the clouds to ascend from the end of the earth; 
   He makes lightning for the rain, 
   And brings out the wind from His storehouses.

Psalm 29:3, 9-10
3The voice of the Lord is over the waters; 
  the God of glory thunders, 
  The Lord is over the great waters.
9  …in His temple everything says, “Glory!” 
10The Lord sits as King at the flood; 
   Yes, the Lord sits as King forever.
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Session 17: The Dragon in the Waters

Key Question

A tanin, like the one created on day 5, is a mythical sea dragon throughout the 
Bible. What does the tanin symbolize? What’s the significance of it being high-
lighted on day 5?

Session Quote

“Did God do away with darkness? No, he contained it. Did God do away with 
the chaos waters? No, but he contained them. But there are moments when the 
chaos can still lash out.”

The Dragon in the Waters
Genesis 1:21 alludes to a tradition of great sea monsters that lived in the ocean.

Genesis 1:21
God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that 
moves, with which the waters swarmed after their kind, and every 
winged bird after its kind; and God saw that it was good.

Hebrew: tanin (תנין)

Used to refer to the mythical sea dragons elsewhere in the 
Hebrew Bible

However, other texts in the Hebrew Bible describe creation as a cosmic victory of Yahweh by shatter-
ing the heads of chaos dragon.

Psalm 74:12–17
12But God is my King from long ago; he brings salvation on the earth. 
13It was you who split open the sea by your power; 
             you broke the heads of the sea monster in the waters. 
14It was you who crushed the heads of Leviathan and gave it as food 
to the creatures of the desert. 
15It was you who opened up springs and streams; you dried up the 
ever-flowing rivers. 
16The day is yours, and yours also the night; you established the sun 
and moon. 
17It was you who set all the boundaries of the earth; you made both 
summer and winter.
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Job 26:10-14
10He marks out the horizon on the face of the waters for a boundary 
between light and darkness. 
11The pillars of the heavens quake, aghast at his rebuke. 
12By his power he churned up the sea; by his wisdom he cut Rahab to 
pieces. 
13By his breath the skies became fair; his hand pierced the gliding 
serpent. 
14And these are but the outer fringe of his works; how faint the whisper 
we hear of him! Who then can understand the thunder of his power?”

Psalm 89:8–13
8Who is like you, Lord God Almighty? You, Lord, are mighty, and your 
faithfulness surrounds you. 
9You rule over the surging sea; when its waves mount up, you still 
them. 
10You crushed Rahab like one of the slain; with your strong arm you 
scattered your enemies. 
11The heavens are yours, and yours also the earth; you founded the 
world and all that is in it. 
12You created the north and the south; Tabor and Hermon sing for joy 
at your name. 
13Your arm is endowed with power; your hand is strong, your right 
hand exalted.

Dragon smashing in Babylonian and Canaanite cosmology

All images from Othmar Keel, Creation: Biblical Theologies in the Context of the Ancient Near East.

These images correlate with a Canaanite Epic known as the Baal and Anat Epic, dating to the 14th 
century B.C., was found among the Ugaritic tablets found north of Israel in the 1920s. There was a tem-
ple to Baal and many texts profiling his exploits and rise to power. In a crucial scene, Baal defeats the 
forces of chaos in order to become a cosmic king and build his royal palace. Notably, the powers of 
chaos that Baal overcomes are “Yamm” (= “Sea”) and “Nahar” (= “River”), who are together portrayed 
as a great, multi-headed dragon-snake!

A Syrian cylinder seal (18th-17th century B.C.). A 
Syrian goddess (left) calls upon Baal the storm god 
(right) who comes to stomp on a chaos snake while 
piercing its head with a spear and about to strike it 
with a club, as a worshipper looks on (far right).

Cylinder seal from Tell-Asmar (2300 B.C). Two 
horned deities thrust a spear into one of the 
heads of a seven headed dragon and into its rear. 
The gods are flanked by worshippers who are 
petitioning the attacking gods.
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Similarly, there are other creation texts in the Hebrew Bible where the Sea itself is the chaos monster, 
in the place of the dragon image:

Psalm 106:6-9
6You covered it with the deep as with a garment; 
  The waters were standing above the mountains. 
7At Your rebuke they fled, 
  At the sound of Your thunder they hurried away. 
8The mountains rose; the valleys sank down 
  To the place which You established for them. 
9You set a boundary that they may not pass over, 
  So that they will not return to cover the earth.

Job 38:8-11
8“Or who enclosed the sea with doors 
      When, bursting forth, it went out from the womb; 
9When I made a cloud its garment 
       And thick darkness its swaddling band, 
10And I placed boundaries on it 
       And set a bolt and doors, 
11And I said, ‘Thus far you shall come, but no farther; 
      And here shall your proud waves stop’?

However, even though Yahweh is depicted as victorious over the sea-dragon at Creation, the Hebrew 
Bible is very clear that he did not eliminate it. Those same chaos monsters are behind every event of 
disorder and death in human history that threatens God’s good order. 

• In Psalm 74 Yahweh’s defeat of the dragon at creation 
makes the destruction of the temple even more painful, 
so the poet calls for the defeat of the dragon once again.

• In Isaiah 51:9-11 the poet calls for God to re-do the 
Exodus event, which was a defeat of the chaos dragon 
that had enslaved Israel. The dragon is loose again in 
the events of Jerusalem’s destruction and the exile, 
and it needs to be dealt with. 

• In Job ch. 41, the whole point is that only Yahweh can 
subdue Leviathan the chaos dragon, but he is very 
much still alive.

“In each of these texts [Psalm 74, Isaiah 51, Job 41] the confinement of 
chaos rather than its elimination is the essence of creation, and the survival 
of ordered reality hangs only upon God’s vigilance in ensuring that those 
cosmic dikes do not fail, that the bars of the Sea’s jail cell do not give way… 
[These images] testify both to the precariousness of life, its absolute depen-
dence upon God, and the sureness and firmness of life under the protec-
tion of the faithful master. The world is not inherently safe, but inherently 
unsafe. Only the magisterial intervention of God and his eternal vigilance 
prevent the cataclysm.” — JON LE VENSON, C RE ATION AND THE PERSISTENC E OF 

E VIL ,  P.  17. 



C L ASSROOM NOTES: HE AVEN AND E ARTH 4 5

Chaos Water and Sea Beasts in a Modern Worldview

Genesis 1:2 depicts the pre-creation state as an unholy trinity: wilderness, darkness, and cosmic chaos 
waters. However, within the Bible itself these chaos waters can be depicted metaphorically as the 
chaos dragon, and in this way the symbolic meaning of the waters remains a viable idea today. 

In the Bible, “water and sea beasts function as evocative symbols of over-
whelming and powerful chaos-inducing forces. They remind us that God’s 
creation is good but not tame. There are forces beyond human control, that 
should be treated with respect, because when they exceed their bounds 
they are destructive. At a metaphorical level dragons and wild oceans 
remain helpful symbols of chaos that can invade communal and individual 
human worlds, threatening order and life itself. Within the Bible the symbol 
is used to describe political oppression and the collapse of order in the 
lives of communities and people. As a metaphysical level…Genesis 1 
depicts a creation that, left to itself, would collapse back into chaos. The 
world does not sustain or order itself. It is God who ordered and continues 
to order reality… But the tendency towards dis-order is inherent within the 
world… The sea represents non-being, literally ‘no-thing.’ 

Taking this approach, we might consider evil, portrayed as chaos waters or 
sea beasts, as a tendency in creation to move away from being and form 
toward nothingness. Here we find Augustine’s helpful idea that evil is not a 
thing as such, but a lack of substance and form, a privation. Evil is what 
remains when goodness has fallen away from something’s nature. On this 
approach, the sea and the dragon are symbols of meaninglessness, cre-
ation that has fallen from its intended purpose. Conceived in this way, evil 
has no purpose or being, it is literally nothing, and has no meaning at all. 
That, of course, is what is so terrible about it.” — ROBIN PARRY, THE B IB L ICAL 

COSMOS, 202-203. 

Design patterns: God as the master water-tamer

God’s mastery over the dark, chaos waters of Genesis 1:2 is total, but those forces of chaos still exist 
and threaten the world.  

Genesis 1: God as the water tamer

DAY 1 DAY 2 DAY 3

Gen 1:1-2 God “creates” 
by means of his Spirit 
hovering over the dark, 
cosmic waters of “wild 
and waste” that makes 
human communities 
impossible.

Gen 1:3-5 “let there be 
light” and there was 
light, and God saw that 
the light was good, and 
he separated between 
the light and between 
the darkness…”

Gen 1:6-8 “let there 
be a dome and it will 
separate between the 
waters below the dome 
and the waters above 
the dome…”

Gen 1:9-10: let the 
waters under the skies 
gather together (קוה) into 
one place and let the 
dry land (יבשה) become 
visible.”
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Genesis 6-8: The flood as de-creation and re-creation

The flood is presented as a “de-creation”: 7:11 “the springs of the cosmic deep waters (תהום) split (נבקע) 
and the windows of the heavens were opened (reversing days 2 and 3)

7:22-23 “Everything with had the breath of the breath of life (נשמה רוח חיים) in its nostrils from every-
thing on the dry ground (חרבה) died. And every being was wiped away that was on the face of the 
ground, from human (אדם) to beast to creeper to bird of the skies…but Noah remained (שאר) and 
those with him in the ark.” [undoing of all the inhabitants from days 5 and 6]

8:1, 3 “But God remembered Noah… and God caused a ruakh to pass (עבר) over the land, and 
the waters decreased… and the waters turned back (וישבו המים) from upon the land.

8:13-14 “And it came about on the 601st year, on the first of the month, the waters dried up (חרב) 
from upon the land… and by the second month on the 14th day, Noah looked and behold, the 
land was dried up (יבש).”

Joshua 3-4: Crossing through the waters and into the Promised Land

3:1 “And Joshua 
awoke in the morn-
ing and set out from 
Shittim and they 
came to the Jordan, 
and they stayed the 
night there before 
they crossed over…”

3:2-4: The people are 
instructed to wait for 
the priests to carry 
the ark across first, 
which will tell them 
the way to cross the 
river.”

3:5 “Joshua said to 
the people, ‘Make 
yourselves holy, for 
tomorrow Yahweh will 
do wonders in your 
midst.”

3:7 “Yahweh said to 
Joshua, “Today I will 
begin to make you 
great in the eyes of 
all Israel, so they will 
know that just as I 
was with Moses, I will 
be with you.”

3:16-17  The priests feet touch the river, “and the waters of the Jordan were cut off where they 
flowed up above, and they stood in a single heap… And the people crossed across from Jericho, 
and the priests stood carrying the ark of the covenant of Yahweh on dry ground (חרבה), standing in 
the midst of the Jordan, while all Israel was crossing on dry ground until all the nation had fin-
ished.”

Isaiah 11 and 51

Isaiah 11:1-16: New king from the line of David, endowed by the Spirit…
11:10 “And it will come about on the day, the root of Jesse will stand as a 
banner for the peoples, and the nations will seek him out, and his resting 
place will be glory.”

11:11-16 “And it will come about on the day, the Lord will against use his 
arm a second time, to purchase the remainder (שאר) of his people which 
remains (שאר) in Assyria, Egypt, Patros, Cush, Elam, Babylon and the is-
lands of the sea. And he will lift up a banner to the nations, and gather the 
scattered ones of Israel, and he will regather the dispersed ones of Judah… 
[16] And there will be a highway for the remainder (שאר) of his people who 
remain (שאר) from Assyria, just as there was for Israel on the day he came 
up from the land of Egypt.” 
[Noah remainder // Israel rescued from Egypt by Moses // Exiles rescued 
from exile by the new David]
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Isaiah 51:9-11
9 Awake, awake, arm of the Lord, 
clothe yourself with strength! 
Awake, as in days gone by, 
as in generations of old. 
Was it not you who cut Rahab to pieces, 
who pierced the sea monster through? 
10 Was it not you who dried up the sea, 
the waters of the great deep, 
who made a road in the depths of the sea 
so that the redeemed might cross over? 
11 Those the Lord has ransomed will return. 
They will enter Zion with singing; 
everlasting joy will crown their heads. 
Gladness and joy will overtake them, 
and sorrow and sighing will flee away. 

Jesus’ baptism and walking on the sea [not the ‘waters’]: Mark 1 6:47-53

Mark 1:9-11
9In those days Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptized by John 
in the Jordan River. 
10Immediately coming up out of the water, He saw the heavens opening, and 
the Spirit like a dove descending upon Him; 11and a voice came out of the 
heavens: “You are My beloved Son, in You I am well-pleased.”

Mark 4:35-41
35On that day, when evening came, He said to them, “Let us go over to the 
other side.” 
36Leaving the crowd, they took Him along with them in the boat, just as He 
was; and other boats were with Him. 
37And there arose a fierce gale of wind, and the waves were breaking over the 
boat so much that the boat was already filling up. 
38Jesus Himself was in the stern, asleep on the cushion; and they woke Him 
and said to Him, “Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?” 
39And He got up and rebuked the wind and said to the sea, “Hush, be still.” 
And the wind died down and it became perfectly calm. 
40And He said to them, “Why are you afraid? How is it that you have no faith?” 
41They became very much afraid and said to one another, “Who then is this, 
that even the wind and the sea obey Him?”

Jesus “rebuking” the sea // Yahweh “rebuking” the waters in Nahum 1:4 and Psalm 106:9

Jesus “walking” on the sea // Yahweh “treading” on the sea in Job 9:8
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The sea and monsters in Daniel 7 and Revelation 13 and 21

Daniel 7:1-3
2Daniel said, “I was looking in my vision by night, and behold, the four winds of heav-
en were stirring up the great sea. 
3“And four great beasts were coming up from the sea, different from one another. 
4“The first was like a lion and had the wings of an eagle….
5“And behold, another beast, a second one, resembling a bear. And it was raised up on 
one side, and three ribs were in its mouth between its teeth; and thus they said to it, 
‘Arise, devour much meat!’
6“After this I kept looking, and behold, another one, like a leopard, which had on its 
back four wings of a bird; the beast also had four heads, and dominion was given to it.
7“After this I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, a fourth beast, dreadful and 
terrifying and extremely strong; and it had large iron teeth. It devoured and crushed 
and trampled down the remainder with its feet; and it was different from all the beasts 
that were before it, and it had ten horns.

Revelation 13:1-2
1And the dragon stood on the sand of the seashore. Then I saw a beast coming up out 
of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads, and on his horns were ten diadems, and 
on his heads were blasphemous names. 2And the beast which I saw was like a leopard, 
and his feet were like those of a bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. And the 
dragon gave him his power and his throne and great authority.

Revelation 21:1
1Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth 
passed away, and there is no longer any sea.

Book Recommendation
The Biblical Cosmos: A Pilgrim’s Guide to the Weird and Wonderful World of the Bible By Robin A. Parry
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Session 18: The Dry Land

Key Question

How do the biblical authors talk about the dry land? In other words, what did it 
rest upon, what marked it’s edges, what shape was it in, and what held it up? 
And did it carry a positive, negative, or neutral connotation?

Session Quote

“The appearance of the dry land is salvation--it is a provision of life (both in Gen-
esis 1 and the Exodus).”

The Dry Land

Day 3 Genesis 1

Genesis 1:9–10

9Then God said, “Let the waters below the heavens be gathered into one place, and let the dry 
ground appear”; and it was so. 
10God called the dry ground “land”, and the gathering of the waters He called “seas;” and God 
saw that it was good.

The mental picture we are to imagine involves the waters receding from a mound of dry land and 
gathering into waters that surround it. This pictures is assumed in the following biblical phrases:

“the ends/edges of the land” 

Psalm 19:1-4

“The heavens declare the glory of God, 
  and the dome declares the work of his hands…
  Their line has gone out through all the land
  And their utterance to the edge of the world…

Daniel 4:10-11

10‘Now these were the visions in my mind as I lay on my bed: I was looking, and behold, there was a 
tree in the midst of the land and its height was great. 11‘The tree grew large and became strong, and 
its height reached to the sky, and it was visible to the end of all the land.

See Isa 26:15; 41:9; Jer 16:19; Ps 19:4; 48:10; 65:5; 67:7; Job 28:24; 37:3; 38:13; Dan 4:11; Acts 13:47
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“the four corners of the land/the four winds of the heavens”

Isaiah 11:12
12And He will lift up a standard for the nations And assemble the banished ones of Israel, 
And will gather the dispersed of Judah From the four corners of the earth.

See also Ezek 7:2; Zech 2:10; 6:5; Rev 7:1

In this world picture, the land disc is suspended over the dark abysmal waters below

Psalm 24:1–2
1The land is the Lord’s, and all it contains, The world, and those who dwell in it. 
2For He has founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the rivers.

Psalm 136:5–6
5[Give thanks] to Him who made the heavens with skill, For His lovingkindness is 
everlasting; 
6To Him who spread out the land above the waters, For His lovingkindness is 
everlasting;

Exodus 20:4 (NASB95)
4“You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven 
above or on the land beneath or in the water under the earth.

 

The “pillars” that uphold the land over the waters

Psalm 104:5
5He established the land upon its foundations, So that it will not totter forever and ever.

Psalm 75:2–3
2“When I select an appointed time, It is I who judge with equity. 
3“The land and all who dwell in it melt; It is I who have firmly set its pillars. Selah.

1 Samuel 2:8 (NASB95)
8“He raises the poor from the dust, He lifts the needy from the ash heap To make them sit 
with nobles, And inherit a seat of honor; for the pillars of the land are the Lord’s, And He 
set the world on them.

Job 38:4–7 (NASB95)
4“Where were you when I laid the foundation of the land? Tell Me, if you have under-
standing, 
5Who set its measurements? Since you know. Or who stretched the line on it? 
6“On what were its bases sunk? Or who laid its cornerstone, 
7When the morning stars sang together And all the sons of God shouted for joy?

See also 2 Sam 22:16; Ps 75:3; 104:5; Job 9:6; 38:4; Zech 12:1
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The waters surrounding the land disc:

Proverbs 8:27–30
27“When He established the heavens, I [Wisdom] was there, 
    When He inscribed a horizon on the face of the deep, 
28When He made firm the skies above, When the springs of the deep became fixed, 
29When He set for the sea its boundary, 
    so that the water would not transgress His command, 
    when He marked out the foundations of the land; 
30Then I was beside Him, as a master workman; And I was daily His delight, Rejoicing 
always before Him,

Job 26:10–13
10“He has inscribed a circle/horizon on the surface of the waters
     At the boundary of light and darkness. 
11“The pillars of heaven tremble And are amazed at His rebuke. 
12“He quieted the sea with His power, And by His understanding He shattered Rahab. 
13“By His breath the heavens are cleared; His hand has pierced the fleeing serpent.

Isaiah 40:21–22 
21Do you not know? Have you not heard? Has it not been declared to you from the 
beginning? Have you not understood from the foundations of the earth? 
22It is He who sits above the circle of the earth, And its inhabitants are like grass-
hoppers, Who stretches out the heavens like a curtain And spreads them out like a 
tent to dwell in.

These do not describe a sphere floating in space, rather they are talking about the horizon line (Job 
26), or about the round disc of the land surrounded by waters [Prov 8; Isa 40].

In many Psalms, the dry land of Genesis 1 is identified with God’s provision of salvation from the 
waters of chaos. 

Psalm 18

2 The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer,
           My God, my rock, in whom I take refuge;
                My shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold.
3   I call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised,
           And I am saved from my enemies.
     ……...
8   O Lord God of hosts, who is like You, O mighty Lord?
           Your faithfulness also surrounds You.
9   You rule the swelling of the sea;
           When its waves rise, You still them.
10  You Yourself crushed Rahab like one who is slain;
            You scattered Your enemies with Your mighty arm.
11  The heavens are Yours, the earth also is Yours;
          The world and all it contains, 
               You have founded them.
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Psalm 104:1-9 retells the story of creation, flood, and recreation from Genesis 1 and 6-8 using the 
imagery of waters rising or receding from the land.

Psalm 104:1–9
1Bless the Lord, O my soul! O Lord my God, You are very great; 
You are clothed with splendor and majesty, 
2Covering Yourself with light as with a cloak, 
Stretching out heaven like a tent curtain. 
3He lays the beams of His upper chambers in the waters; 
He makes the clouds His chariot; He walks upon the wings of the wind; 
4He makes the winds His messengers, Flaming fire His ministers. 
5He established the earth upon its foundations, 
  So that it will not totter forever and ever. 
6You covered it with the deep as with a garment; 
  The waters were standing above the mountains. 
7At Your rebuke they fled, 
  At the sound of Your thunder they hurried away. 
8The mountains rose; the valleys sank down 
  To the place which You established for them. 
9You set a boundary that they may not pass over, 
  So that they will not return to cover the earth.

Summary: This language all makes sense only within a flat earth model. While we still use some of 
these phrases, we do so in a non-literal sense. This is not so for the biblical authors.

• Matt 4:8: Jesus is taken to a tall mountain and shown all 
the nations of the land.

• Rev 1:7 “every eye will see him…”

Exodus 14-15: The Exodus as an act of New Creation

Exod 14:6-7: Pharaoh took his 
chariot and took his people 
with him, and he took 600 
choice chariots and all the 
chariotry of Egypt…”

Exod 14:13-14 “And Moses said to the 
people, “Don’t be afraid! Stand here and 
see the salvation of Yahweh which he 
will accomplish for you today. For the 
Egyptians you see today, you will not see 
them anymore, ever. Yahweh will fight 
for you, but you, keep quiet.”

Exod 14:16 “Moses, lift your 
staff and extend your hand 
over the sea and split (נבקע) 
them, and let the sons of 
Israel go in the midst of the 
sea on dry land (יבשה).”

Exod 14:20-30 
God sets the pillar of cloud and fire between the camps of Egypt and Israel “all the night” (כל הלילה). “And 
Moses stretched his hand over the sea and Yahweh led away the sea by a strong east wind (רוח קדים עזה) all 
the night, and he turned the sea into dry ground (חרבה), and the waters were split [נבקע]...  And the sons of 
Israel went into the midst of the sea on dry land (יבשה), and the waters were a wall for them, on their right 
and on their left. And Egypt chased and came after them, every horse of Pharaoh, his chariots and horse-
men into the midst of the sea. And it came about at the morning watch (אשמרת הבקר) that Yahweh, in the pillar 
of fire and cloud, looked down at the camp of Egypt and confused the camp of Egypt…. And the waters 
turned back (וישבו המים) and covered the chariots and horsemen… in the sea, and there was not one of them 
remaining (שאר), But the sons of Israel walked on dry land (יבשה)... And Yahweh saved Israel on that day.”
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“It should be evident that within the worldview of the ancient Near East, 
including the Hebrew Bible, their physical-technical and poetic-mythical 
statements and conceptions are not susceptible to consistent separation. 
To people in the ancient Near East, the empirical world, as manifestation 
and symbol, points beyond its superficial reality. A blurring occurs between 
the actual and the symbolic, and conversely between the symbolic and the 
actual. This openness of the everyday, earthly world to the spheres of divine 
life and bottomless, devastating lostness is probably the chief difference 
between ancient Near Eastern conception of the world and our own, which 
views the world as a virtually closed mechanical system. The principal error 
of conventional representations of the ANE view of the world lies in their 
profanity and lifelessness. In the biblical and ANE conception, the world is 
open and transparent to things above and beneath the earth. It is not a 
lifeless stage. The universe is thoroughly alive, and, therefore, the more 
capable of sympathy with humans and of response to the rule of its creator, 
on whom both humanity and the universe directly depend. Certainly we 
have here more than a poetical personification of the cosmos, when it is 
invited to shout for joy!” — OTHMAR KEEL , THE SYMBOLISM OF THE B IB LICAL 

WORLD: ANCIENT NE AR E ASTERN ICONOGR APHY AND THE BOOK OF PSALMS, 56.
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Session 19: Reflections on Where All Creation 
is Headed

Key Question

Post a question that occurs to you as you hear Tim and the students interact 
throughout this session. Then check out the forum to see what other learners 
are curious about and how they respond to your question.

Session Quote

“Genesis 1 gives you an ideal; when the narrative proper begins, the characters 
in the narrative never attain to the ideal; and so the whole story is moving you 
towards an ideal that has never actually been realized.”

Notes

This session is focused on reflection, therefore no notes were covered.
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Session 20: God as Refuge and Rivers as Life

Key Question

In a previous session, we saw how the seas represent chaos and are a force that 
God confronts and defeats. But what connotation do rivers have? 

Session Quote

“All these kingdoms you’re going to meet later on in the biblical story--who 
makes their kingdoms possible in the first place? This river of life flowing out 
from the place where heaven and earth are one.”

The biblical earth and its foundations in a modern worldview
“We have seen that biblical cosmology, the earth is flat…and held in place 
by pillars. We might well ask, ‘But what are the pillars standing on?’ And the 
biblical authors never even try to answer that question. Had they done so, 
they would certainly not have appealed to an eternal regress of pillars upon 
pillars. Here we may recall the obscure comment from the book of Job: 
“[God]…hangs the land upon nothing” (Job 26:7). The pillars, we might say, 
are suspended over nothing! So why don’t they drop? Because, says Job, 
God suspends them there… For the biblical authors, the pillars speak 
simply of the stability of the earth…and the earth is utterly dependent on 
God, not just for its beginning, but at each and every moment of its exis-
tence. The universe does not ground itself; it does not explain its own 
being… To speak of the earth’s pillar is not a primitive physical claim, but a 
profound metaphysical one.” — ROBIN PARRY, THE B IB LICAL COSMOS, 199-20 0.

Mountains and rivers in Genesis 1-2

Genesis 1 and 2 together depict the emergence of the dry land and Eden as a cosmic mountain where 
heaven and earth overlap. In Gen 1, God tames the sea, and in Gen 2 God channels the dark waters 
below into life-giving waters onto the dry land

2a  and the land was wild [tohu / והת] and waste

2b and              darkness       was                on the face of the  deep abyss [tehom]

2c and the wind/spirit of God was hovering on the face of the  waters [hamayim]
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These three lines work in parallelism, matching the key terms in order to contrast them.

• In the place of “darkness” is its opposite “spirit of God” 
which, through the spoken word of God, will bring 
about “light”

• The double “on the face of the” (-על פני ה) highlights the 
two parallel terms for waters, which refer to the same 
reality (ocean waters) but with two different interpreta-
tions:

• 2b: When darkness is present, the waters are threating 
and destructive; 2c when God’s spirit is present, the 
waters are controlled and can be life-giving. 

“Water is commonly conceived [in the Bible and ANE literature] as a symbol 
of the oppositional forces of life, an ambiguous symbol of life and death… 
Water is symbolic of death when it is uncontrolled (too much or too little), 
and of life, when it is controlled, because it provides growth and fertility. 
This summarizes the movement from Gen 1:2 to 2:10-14, from the chaotic 
waters of the dark abyss to the fructifying rivers of Eden. In the Hebrew 
Bible, this decisive control of the waters is the prerogative of God who is 
sovereign over death and life… In this sense, “deep abyss” signifies the 
negative or threatening aspect of the waters, while “the waters” represent 
the positive aspect of water under control.” — MIC HAEL MOR ALES, TAB ERNAC LE 

PREFIGURED: COSMIC MOUNTAIN IDEOLOGY IN GENESIS AND E XODUS, 54-55.

Genesis 2:10-14: The river of Eden

And a river went out from Eden to water the garden, and from there it was 
separated and it became four heads:

1. The name of the first was Pishon (פישון = “leaper/springer”): it went 
around the whole land of Havilah where there is gold. And the gold of 
that land is good. There is the bdellium and onyx stone.  

2. The name of the second river is Gihon (גיחון = “gusher”):  
it goes around all the land of Cush. 

3. The name of the third river is Hideqel: it goes east of Assyria

4. And the fourth river is the Euphrates

Rivers are commonly viewed as having their source in the “deep abyss” below the land
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Deuteronomy 33:13–16
13About Joseph he said: 
“May the Lord bless his land with the precious dew from heaven above 
   and with the deep abyss (Heb. tehom) that lie below; 
14with the best the sun brings forth and the finest the moon can yield; 
15with the choicest gifts of the ancient mountains and the fruitfulness of the 
everlasting hills; 
16with the best gifts of the earth and its fullness and the favor of him who 
dwelt in the burning bush. Let all these rest on the head of Joseph, on the 
brow of the prince among his brothers.

Rivers and Mountains in the Biblical Story

• Zion temple: Ps 46 and 48: Cosmic symbolism, the 
place where heaven and earth are one

• The Future restored temple: Isaiah ch. 2; Ezek 47; Joel 
4, Zech 14

Jesus as the temple/source of the river of Life

• John 1, 2, 4, 7, 12, 18: Jesus as tabernacle, temple 
body, water of life, exalted and lifted up, and crucified 
to provide water of life

• Revelation 21-22: New creation is unified heaven/earth, 
garden/city/temple on a mountain with a river

Illustration: Session 20
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Session 21: Jesus and Living Water

Key Question

In the Gospel of John, when water comes out of Jesus body after his death, 
what significance could this have? What passages might this be connected to? 

Session Quote

“The heavens are the source of ultimate life and reality for life here on the  
dry land.”

Notes
This session jumps ahead in the biblical story to the Gospel of John, therefore no notes were covered.

Illustration: Session 21
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Session 22: Ancient Cosmology in Psalm 36

Key Question

What’s something that stands out to you from Psalm 36 that relates to this an-
cient cosmology we’ve been discussing?  the elements of the biblical cosmos 
(the dry land, the heavens, the deep) correspond to different characteristics? 
What do they symbolize? 

Session Quote

“Hebrew narrative, Hebrew poetry, biblical literature in general, is characterized 
by what the Jewish scholar Robert Alter calls ‘the art of reticence.’ It’s extremely 
brief, with condensed statements (especially poetry). And they sound odd until 
you re-read it for the 14th time and realize that it’s so profound.”

Notes
No notes were covered.

Illustration: Session 22
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Unit 5: The Unity of Heaven and Earth
SESSIONS: 23—26

Session 23: The Heavens

Key Question

How is the word “heaven(s)” used today, and how does this compare with the 
biblical use?

Session Quote

“The whole point of the story of the Bible is not that everybody ascends up to 
heaven but that the heavenly realm comes and transforms here.”

Jonah 2:1–7
1Then Jonah prayed to the Lord his God from the stomach of 
the fish, 2and he said, 
“I called out of my distress to the Lord,
       And He answered me. 
I cried for help from the depth of Sheol; 
      You heard my voice. 
3“For You had cast me into the deep, 
      Into the heart of the seas, And the current engulfed me. 
All Your breakers and waves passed over me. 
4“So I said, ‘I have been expelled from Your sight. 
      Nevertheless I will look again toward Your holy temple.’ 
5“Water encompassed me to the point of death. 
     The great deep engulfed me, Weeds were wrapped around 
my head. 
6“I descended to the roots of the mountains. 
    The earth with its bars was around me forever, 
         But You have brought up my life from the pit, O Lord my 
God. 
7“While I was fainting away, 
       I remembered the Lord, 
And my prayer rose up to You, 
     Into Your holy temple.

I was struck by the variety of terms 
used for “the stomach of the fish”: 
Sheol (= untranslated Hebrew word for 
‘the grave’); the deep, death, the earth, 
the mountain-roots, and “the pit.” 

Jonah’s prayer “rose up to” God’s 
temple, which I assumed meant the 
temple in Jerusalem. But why the “rise 
up” language, when the temple is on 
the dry land in Jerusalem?
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The land down, out, and under: the wilderness, abyss, Sheol, the grave
Wilderness in Gen 1:2 is an image of “nothingness”

Genesis 1:2 “now, the land was wild and waste” (Hebrew: tohu vavohu)

Other uses of tohu or bohu: “empty/uninhabited/wasteland”

Deuteronomy 32:9–10 (NASB95)
9“For the Lord’s portion is His people; Jacob is the allotment of His inheritance. 
10“He found him in a desert land, And in the howling tohu of a wilderness; He encircled him, 
He cared for him, He guarded him as the pupil of His eye.

Isaiah 24:10-12
10The city of tohu is broken down; Every house is shut up so that none may enter. 
11There is an outcry in the streets concerning the wine; All joy turns to gloom. The gaiety of the 
earth is banished. 
12Desolation is left in the city And the gate is battered to ruins.

Isaiah 45:18 (NIV)
18For this is what the Lord says— he who created the heavens, he is God; he who fashioned 
and made the earth, he founded it; he did not create it to be tohu, but formed it to be inhabit-
ed— he says: “I am the Lord, and there is no other.

Gen 3:22-24 and Gen 4:17: exile ‘to the east” into the land of thorns and thistles

Genesis 3:17–19 (NASB95)
17Then to Adam He said, “Because you have listened to the voice 
of your wife, and have eaten from the tree about which I com-
manded you, saying, ‘You shall not eat from it’;
     Cursed is the ground because of you; 
             In toil you will eat of it All the days of your life. 
18“Both thorns and thistles it shall grow for you; 
             and you will eat the plants of the field; 
19By the sweat of your face You will eat bread, 
            Till you return to the ground, 
                  Because from it you were taken; 
   For you are dust, 
            and to dust you shall return.”

Genesis 3:23–24 (NASB95)
23…therefore the Lord God sent him out from the garden of 
Eden, to work the ground from which he was taken.  24So He 
banished the man out; and at the east of the garden of Eden 
He stationed the cherubim and the flaming sword which turned 
every direction to guard the way to the tree of life.
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Genesis 4:14–16 (NASB95)
14“Behold, You have banished me this day from the face of the 
ground; and from Your face I will be hidden, and I will be a va-
grant and a wanderer on the earth…
16Then Cain went out from the presence of the Lord, and settled 
in the land of Nod, east of Eden.

City de-creation tropes: from garden/city to wilderness: Edom in Isa 34; Sodom and  
Gomorrah in Gen 19 and design patterns

Isaiah 34:10–15 (NASB95)
10From generation to generation [Edom] will be desolate; None will 
pass through it forever and ever. 
11But pelican and hedgehog will possess it, And owl and raven will 
dwell in it; And He will stretch over it the line of desolation And the 
plumb line of emptiness. 
12Its nobles—there is no one there Whom they may proclaim king— 
And all its princes will be nothing. 
13Thorns will come up in its fortified towers, Nettles and thistles in 
its fortified cities; It will also be a haunt of jackals And an abode of 
ostriches. 
14The desert creatures will meet with the wolves, The hairy goat 
also will cry to its kind; Yes, the night monster will settle there And 
will find herself a resting place. 
15The tree snake will make its nest and lay eggs there, And it will 
hatch and gather them under its protection. Yes, the hawks will be 
gathered there, Every one with its kind.

Day of atonement in Lev 16: the scapegoat into the desert

Leviticus 16:7–10 (NIV)
7Then he is to take the two goats and present them before the 
Lord at the entrance to the tent of meeting. 8He is to cast lots for 
the two goats—one lot for the Lord and the other for Aza’zel. 
9Aaron shall bring the goat whose lot falls to the Lord and sacrifice 
it for a sin offering. 
10But the goat chosen by lot for Aza’zel shall be presented alive 
before the Lord to be used for making atonement by sending it 
into the wilderness for Aza’zel..

Leviticus 16:20–22 (NIV)
20“When Aaron has finished making atonement for the Most Holy 
Place, the tent of meeting and the altar, he shall bring forward the 
live goat. 21He is to lay both hands on the head of the live goat and 
confess over it all the wickedness and rebellion of the Israelites—
all their sins—and put them on the goat’s head. He shall send the 
goat away into the wilderness in the care of someone appointed 
for the task. 22The goat will carry on itself all their sins to a remote 
place (lit. “a land that is cut off”); and the man shall release it 
into the wilderness.
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New creation as wilderness transformation into gardens:

Isaiah 41:17–20 (NIV)
17“The poor and needy search for water, but there is none; their 
tongues are parched with thirst. But I the Lord will answer them; I, 
the God of Israel, will not forsake them. 
18I will make rivers flow on barren heights, and springs within the 
valleys. I will turn the desert into pools of water, and the parched 
ground into springs. 
19I will put in the desert the cedar and the acacia, the myrtle and 
the olive. I will set junipers in the wasteland, the fir and the cy-
press together, 
20so that people may see and know, may consider and understand, 
that the hand of the Lord has done this, that the Holy One of Israel 
has created it.

See also Psalm 107:33-37

• Jesus tested and victorious in the wilderness: Matthew 4

• Demons and the wilderness: Luke 8:29

• Rev 17:3 and the harlot on the dragon in the wilderness

Sheol, the watery abyss, and the pit
Recall that under the land was the abysmal waters, darkness, and death

Psalm 24:1-2
1 The land is the LORD’s, and everything in it, 
      the world, and all who live in it; 
2 for he founded it on the seas 
      and established it on the waters. 

Ps 69:1-2, 15
Save me, O God, 
    For the waters have threatened my life. 
I have sunk in deep mire, and there is no foothold; 
    I have come into deep waters, and a flood over-
flows me.
May the flood of water not overflow me
   Nor the deep swallow me up,
        Nor the pit shut its mouth on me.
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Ps 88:3-7
For my soul has had enough troubles, 
And my life has drawn near to Sheol. 
I am reckoned among those who go down to the pit; 
I have become like a man without strength, 
Forsaken among the dead, 
Like the slain who lie in the grave, 
Whom You remember no more, 
And they are cut off from Your hand. 
You have put me in the lowest pit, 
In dark places, in the depths... 
And You have afflicted me with all Your waves.

Ps 18:4-5
4  The cords of death encompassed me,
         And the torrents of ungodliness terrified me.
5  The cords of Sheol surrounded me;
         The snares of death confronted me.

Ps 115:16-17
16  The heavens are the heavens of the Lord,
          But the earth He has given to the sons of men.
17  The dead do not praise the Lord,
          Nor do any who go down into silence;

In the Bible, Sheol is the realm of the dead

• “below”: Deut 32:22; Ps 86:13; Job 11:8; Prov 9:18; 

• “the pit”: Jonah 2:6; Ps 40:2; Isa 14:15; Ezek 32:23

• “the depths of the land”: Ps 71:20

• Associated with dirt and worms: “Job 17:16; Isa 14:11

• It is the cosmological opposite of the skies: Job 11:8; 
Ps 139:8; Amos 9:2

Psalm 139:7-9
Where can I go from Your Spirit?
       Or where can I flee from Your presence?
If I ascend to heaven, You are there;
       If I make my bed in Sheol, behold, You are there.
If I take to the edges/wings of the dawn,
       If I dwell in the end of the sea,
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Metaphors associated with Sheol

• Darkness (= pre-creation state of Gen 1): Job 17:21; Ps 
88:2-6; 10-12; Lam 3:6

• Locked with gates and bars: Jonah 2:6; Isa 38:10

• Half-sleep and weakness: Isa 14:10; Ps 94:17; 115:17; 
Ezek 32:21; Eccl 9:5-6

• The home of defeated kings of old: Isa 14:9-15

Sheol is the home of the wicked (Ps 9:17; 31:17; 49:14; 141:7; Job 24:19; Prov 5:5; 7:27; 9:18) and from it 
the righteous await redemption (Ps 14; 30:3; 40:2; 71:20; 86:13; 88:6)

Psalm 9:17–18 (NIV)
17The wicked go down to sheol, all the nations that forget God. 
18But God will never forget the needy; the hope of the afflicted will never perish.

Psalm 31:14–17 (NIV)
14But I trust in you, Lord; I say, “You are my God.” 
15My times are in your hands; deliver me from the  
hands of my enemies,  
from those who pursue me. 
16Let your face shine on your servant; save me in  
your unfailing love. 
17Let me not be put to shame, Lord, for I have cried out to you; 
    but let the wicked be put to shame and be silent in sheol.

Psalm 49:12–16 (NIV)
12People, despite their wealth, do not endure; they are like the beasts that perish. 
13This is the fate of those who trust in themselves, and of their followers, who 
approve their sayings. 
14They are like sheep and are destined to die; death will be their shepherd,
       but the upright will ruler over them in the morning. 
  Their forms will decay in the grave, far from their princely mansions. 
15      but God will redeem me from sheol; he will surely take me to himself. 

Psalm 71:19–21 (NIV)
19Your righteousness, God, reaches to the heavens, 
    you who have done great things, who is like you, God? 
20Though you have made me see troubles, many and bitter, 
   you will restore my life again; from the depths of the earth you will  
again bring me up. 
21You will increase my honor and comfort me once more.

• Restoration from exile as resurrection: Hosea 6:1-3; 
Ezek 37:1-14
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The heavens/skies above
God is depicted as dwelling “above the heavens.” This spatial image makes clear that the divine realm 
is transcendent and above all, a fitting place for God’s divine throne.

Psalm 11:4
4 The Lord is in his holy temple; 
the Lord is on his heavenly throne. 
He observes everyone on earth; 
his eyes examine them. 

Isaiah 66:1-2
  This is what the Lord says: 
        “Heaven is my throne, 
              and the land 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.

Illustration: Session 23
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Session 24: Heaven and Earth United  
in the Temple

Key Question

Where, in the biblical story, do you see a theme of places that merge heaven 
and earth?

Session Quote

“God’s purpose is to fill the earth with the life and presence of heaven. The  
tabernacle and the temple become these symbols of that reality and of that 
future hope.”

The Many Meanings of “Heaven” in the Bible
However, given the reality of the waters above the heavens (see “The waters above and below” above 
in the notes), the Hebrew word “heavens” (shamayim / שמים) can be used in three distinct waters within 
biblical cosmic geography. 

1. “Heavens” can refer to the sky-dome itself that divides the 
cosmic waters above and below

Genesis 1:6-8
6And God said, “Let there be a dome in the midst of the 
waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.” 
7God made the dome, and separated the waters which 
were below the dome from the waters which were above 
the dome; and it was so. 
8God called the dome “heavens.” And there was evening 
and there was morning, a second day.

2. “Heavens” can refer to the ‘land-ward’ side of the sky-
dome that is visible to us and accessible to the birds

Genesis 1:20
And God said, “Let the waters swarm with swarming 
living creatures, and birds that fly over the land against 
the surface of the dome of the heavens.

Psalm 8:8 “the birds of the heavens” (see also Ps 79:2).
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3. “Heavens” can refer to the divine space above the sky-
dome, that is, the divine realm of God’s throne

Psalm 2:4 “The One who is enthroned in the heavens…”

Psalm 11:4
The Lord is in his holy temple; 
    the Lord, his throne is in the heavens 
He observes everyone on earth; 
    his eyes examine them. 

Heaven, the temple, and Mt. Zion

The heavenly temple is God’s transcendent dwelling, and people get glimpses of it when they encoun-
ter God in places where heaven and earth overlap.

Genesis 28:10–17
10Then Jacob departed from Beersheba and went toward Haran. 11He 
came to a certain place and spent the night there, because the sun 
had set; and he took one of the stones of the place and put it under 
his head, and lay down in that place. 12He had a dream, and behold, a 
stairway/ramp was set on the land with its top reaching to the skies; 
and behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on 
it. 13And behold, the Lord stood above it and said, “I am the Lord, the 
God of your father Abraham and the God of Isaac…”
16Then Jacob awoke from his sleep and said, “Surely the Lord is in this 
place, and I did not know it.” 
17He was afraid and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none oth-
er than the house of God, and this is the gate of heaven.”

Exodus 24:9–13
9Then Moses went up [to Mt. Sinai] with Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and 
seventy of the elders of Israel, 
10and they saw the God of Israel; and under His feet there appeared 
to be a pavement of sapphire, as clear as the sky itself. 
11Yet He did not stretch out His hand against the nobles of the sons of 
Israel; and they saw God, and they ate and drank. 
12Now the Lord said to Moses, “Come up to Me on the mountain and 
remain there, and I will give you the stone tablets with the law and the 
commandment which I have written for their instruction.” 
13So Moses arose with Joshua his servant, and Moses went up to the 
mountain of God.
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Exodus 24:15–Exodus 25:9
15Then Moses went up to the mountain, and the cloud covered the 
mountain. 
16The glory of the Lord rested on Mount Sinai, and the cloud cov-
ered it for six days; and on the seventh day He called to Moses from 
the midst of the cloud. 17And to the eyes of the sons of Israel the 
appearance of the glory of the Lord was like a consuming fire on the 
mountain top. 
18Moses entered the midst of the cloud as he went up to the moun-
tain; and Moses was on the mountain forty days and forty nights. 
1Then the Lord spoke to Moses, saying… 

8“Let them construct a sanctuary for Me, that I may dwell among them. 
9“According to all that I am going to show you, as the pattern of the 
tabernacle and the pattern of all its furniture, just so you shall con-
struct it. 

In these kinds of stories, we see a worldview in which the heavenly realm and the earthly realm are not 
completely separate, but they overlap at key places and times. These are moments of “heaven on 
earth” you might say. Notice that in both of these stories, they are about the foundation of sacred 
spaces (Jacob’s temple in Bethel, Moses models the tabernacle after the heavenly temple).

This worldview shows us that Israel’s tabernacle and temple were in fact a micro-cosmos of all cre-
ation, the place where heaven and earth are one. This explains why these sacred spaces and the 
stories of their creation are loaded with cosmic imagery and symbolism. 
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Creation in  
Genesis 1

The tabernacle in  
Exodus 25-31, 35-40

The temple in  
1 Kings 6-8

Created by the Spirit of God (חור 
[Gen 1:2] (םיהלא

Created by Bezalel of Judah, 
who is “filled with the Spirit of 
God, wisdom and understand-
ing” (םיהלא חור) [Exod 31:3; 
35:30-31]

Created by Hiram of Tyre, who is 
“filled with wisdom and under-
standing” [1 Kgs 7:13-14]

Creation is the produce of 
seven divine speech acts in 
Genesis 1:

Seven days open with divine 
command: “And God said…”

Day 1 - 1:5

Day 2 - 1:8

Day 3 - 1:13

Day 4 - 1:19

Day 5 - 1:23

Day 6 - 1:31

Day 7 - Gen 2:1-3 SABBATH

Tabernacle instructions come 
in seven divine speeches:

Seven speeches open with 
divine command: “And YHWH 
spoke to Moses…”

Speech 1 - Exod 25:1

Speech 2 - Exod 30:11

Speech 3 - Exod 30:17

Speech 4 - Exod 30:22

Speech 5 - Exod 30:34

Speech 6 - Exod 31:1

Speech 7 - Exod 31:12 =  
SABBATH Command

The temple is dedicated with sev-
en petitions by Solomon, leading 
to a seven day feast: 

Petition 1 - 1 Kgs 8:31-32

Petition 2 - 1 Kgs 8:33-34

Petition 3 - 1 Kgs 8:35-37a

Petition 4 - 1 Kgs 8:37b-40

Petition 5 - 1 Kgs 8:41-43

Petition 6 - 1 Kgs 8:44-45

Petition 7 - 1 Kgs 8:46-53

SEVEN DAY FEASTS

“and the skies and the land 
were completed (ה׳׳לכ) [Gen 2:1]

“and Moses completed (ה׳׳לכ) 
the work (הכאלמ) [Exod 40:33]

“and Solomon built the temple and 
he finished (ה׳׳לכ) it” [1 Kgs 6:14]

“and God rested (ת׳׳בש) on the 
seventh day…

“and the cloud covered the 
tent of meeting, and the glory 
of YHWH filled the tent.” [Exod 
40:34]

“and the cloud filled the house of 
Yahweh” [1 Kgs 8:10-11]
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The three-tiered universe depicted in Genesis 1 (skies-land-sea) directly corresponds to the three-
tiered geography of Eden in Genesis 2-3, and these together are symbolically recalled in the design of 
ancient temples, and specifically aligns with symbolic features of Israel’s temple. 

Tabernacle/Temple Cosmic Geography  
In Genesis 1:1-2:3

Cosmic Geography  
in Genesis 2:4-3:24

Holy of holies Heaven
Cosmic Mountain //  
The middle of the 

garden 

Holy place 
menorah // tree 

cherubim // animals 
priests // humans

The land fruit trees 
animals ‘adam

The garden in Eden

Courtyard 
bronze sea [1 Kgs 

8:23]
The waters

The land outside the 
garden

“The function of these correspondences is to underscore the depiction of 
the sanctuary as a world, that is, an ordered, supportive, and obedient 
environment, and the depiction of the world as a sanctuary, that is, a place 
in which the reign of God is visible and unchallenged, and his holiness is 
palpable, unthreatened, and pervasive… The Temple was conceived as a 
microcosm, a miniature world. But it is equally the case that in Israel, the 
world, or I should say, the ideal world… was conceived as a macro-temple, 
the palace of God which is permeated with his presence and in which all is 
aligned with his will.” — JON LE VENSON, “COSMOS AND MIC ROCOSM,” IN C RE ATION 

AND THE PERSISTENC E OF E VIL :  THE JE WISH DR AMA OF D IVINE OMNIPOTENC E, P.  86. 

“The Hebrew Bible is replete with descriptions of creation as a tabernacle 
which God has pitched (Psalm 104; Job 9:8; Isaiah 40:22), or a house that 
God has established (with pillars, windows, and doors: Job 26:11; Gen 7:11; 
Ps 78:24). Consequently, the temple of Zion, as a sanctuary that God has 
established, becomes a microcosmic metaphor for creation itself. This is 
finds explicit expression in Psalm 78:69.” — W. A . GAGE, THE GOSPEL OF GENE-

S IS, 54. 

Psalm 78:68-69
But chose the tribe of Judah  //  Mount Zion which He loved.
And He built His sanctuary like the heights  //  Like the land which He has founded forever.
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The geography of Eden within the dry land of Gen 2-3 depicts a three-part topography:

THE DRY L AND (GN 1:9 -13)

THE L AND OF EDEN (GN 2:8)

GARDEN IN EDEN (GN 2:8)

TREE OF L IFE IN THE C ENTER OF 

THE GARDEN (GN 2:9)

This conception of the garden of Eden on the dry land provides a symbolic template for Israel’s taber-
nacle temple, especially as described in Ezekiel’s ideal/restored temple (Ezek 40-48).

THE L AND OF ISR AEL /JERUSALEM

THE COURT YARD

HOLY PL AC E

HOLY OF HOLIES

 
Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the 
Mountain of the Lord, p. 54. 
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“In order to understand how the temple functioned we much first look at 
how those who worshipped there understood space and time. Modern 
ideas of space and time are very different, and if we are not aware of this, 
everything about the temple seems strange and almost ridiculous…We have 
to try and stand where ancient worshippers stood, think as they thought, 
and look where they looked, and perhaps we will glimpse what they saw… 
Our experience of the material world is made possible by our perception of 
the three dimensions of space…and by the dimension of time. The [biblical] 
world envisages another manner of being, a dimension in which there is 
neither spatial limitation nor time in our sense, but one which shares with 
our world the forces of love, hate, obedience, and rebellion. This other 
world is often called ‘Eternity,’ which does not mean an unbelievably long 
span of time, but rather an existence without time… It lies outside our 
experience of time, and actually underlies in its entirety every perception 
we have of time. It could perhaps be called a belief in certain basic princi-
ples on which the world was based, principles which could be compared to 
our ‘laws’ of science… In the same way, eternal space and time were pres-
ent in their entirety in the temple, so that a sacred space of some three 
hundred square meters could represent the entire world… The Hebrew 
word for this mode of representation is mashal (משל), translated as “para-
ble.” [In this worldview] a story or vision of the heavenly world could corre-
spond or represent a situation on earth… 

… The temple in Jerusalem was…not just a highly decorated building, but 
rather a place where the eternal and earthly were one. The decorations 
represented the heavenly world, but it was more than just a representation. 
The temple actually was the heavenly world… [This is why] it is not always 
possible to know whether the setting of a biblical story [like Isaiah ch. 6] is 
the earthly temple or the heavenly court of the Holy One. Whereas we 
always want to separate heaven and earth, the ancient biblical authors did 
not. The rituals of the temple were performed on earth, but were part of an 
eternal heavenly reality.” — MARGARE T BARKER, THE GATE OF HE AVEN: THE H ISTO -

RY AND SYMBOLISM OF THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM, 58- 61. 

The Complex portrait of heaven as “above” and “within” and “without”

While the dominant imagery of the “heavens” is above the sky, there are other texts about God’s 
presence that use a totally different spatial scheme:

God’s presence is “within” the sacred space (Tabernacle or temple)

Exodus 29:42–45
42“…[A]t the entrance to the tent of meeting, before the Lord. There I will meet 
you and speak to you; 43there also I will meet with the Israelites, and the place 
will be consecrated by my glory. 44“So I will consecrate the tent of meeting and 
the altar and will consecrate Aaron and his sons to serve me as priests. 45Then I 
will dwell among the Israelites and be their God.
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Numbers 7:89
89Now when Moses went into the tent of meeting to speak with Him, he heard 
the voice speaking to him from above the mercy seat that was on the ark of 
the testimony, from between the two cherubim, so He spoke to him.

God’s is pervades all of creation because it is his cosmic temple

Psalm 139:7–12
7Where can I go from your Spirit? 
        Where can I flee from your presence? 
8If I go up to the heavens, you are there; 
         if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. 
9If I rise on the wings of the dawn, 
         if I settle on the far side of the sea, 
10even there your hand will guide me, 
        your right hand will hold me fast. 
11If I say, “Surely the darkness will hide me 
        and the light become night around me,” 
12even the darkness will not be dark to you; 
        the night will shine like the day, for darkness is as light to you.

Jeremiah 23:23–24
23“Am I only a God nearby,” declares the Lord, “and not a God far away? 
24Who can hide in secret places so that I cannot see them?” declares the Lord. 
“Do not I fill heaven and earth?” declares the Lord.

Acts 17:24–28
24“The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and 
does not live in temples built by human hands. 25And he is not served by human hands, 
as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and every-
thing else. 
26From one man he made all the nations, that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he 
marked out their appointed times in history and the boundaries of their lands. 27God did 
this so that they would seek him and perhaps reach out for him and find him, though he 
is not far from any one of us. 
28‘For in him we live and move and have our being.’ As some of your own poets have 
said, ‘We are his offspring.’

God’s presence actually transcends the heavens themselves into the “hyper-heavens”

1 Kings 8:10–13, 27
10When the priests withdrew from the Holy Place, the cloud filled the temple of 
the Lord. 
11And the priests could not perform their service because of the cloud, for the 
glory of the Lord filled his temple. 12Then Solomon said, “The Lord has said that 
he would dwell in a dark cloud; 13I have indeed built a magnificent temple for 
you, a place for you to dwell forever…”

27“But will God really dwell on the land ? The heavens, even the heavens of the 
heavens cannot contain you. How much less this temple I have built!
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Notice the paradox presented by God’s localized presence in the temple. It is a building “on the land” 
which really does host a special manifestation of the divine presence. But at the same time, Solomon 
acknowledges that the entire world is not sufficient to host the immensity of God’s presence, nor are 
the “heavens,” and neither are “the heavens of the heavens”!

This phrase, “the heavens of the heavens” cracks open the symbolic nature of “heaven” language, as it 
acknowledges that even the heavens that we can see and experience are only the outer layer, so to 
speak, of the ultimate ‘heavenly realm’ that always lay beyond our detection and experience.

These ultimate “heavens” of the divine realm are what some biblical authors refer to when they experi-
ence God’s presence in visions, dreams, and apocalypses.

2 Corinthians 12:1–4
1Boasting is necessary, though it is not profitable; but I will go on to visions 
and revelations of the Lord. 2I know a man in the Messiah who fourteen years 
ago—whether in the body I do not know, or out of the body I do not know, God 
knows—such a man was caught up to the third heaven. 3And I know how such a 
man—whether in the body or apart from the body I do not know, God knows—
4was caught up into Paradise and heard inexpressible words, which a man is not 
permitted to speak.

Isaiah 6:1–4
1In the year of King Uzziah’s death I saw Yahweh sitting on a throne, lofty and 
exalted, with the train of His robe filling the temple. 2Seraphim stood above 
Him, each having six wings: with two he covered his face, and with two he cov-
ered his feet, and with two he flew. 3And one called out to another and said, 
“Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord of hosts, The whole earth is full of His glory.” 4And 
the foundations of the thresholds trembled at the voice of him who called out, 
while the temple was filling with smoke.

Revelation 4:1–2, 6
1After these things I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven, and 
the first voice which I had heard, like the sound of a trumpet speaking with me, 
said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after these things.” 
2Immediately I was in the Spirit; and behold, a throne was standing in heaven, 
and One sitting on the throne…  6and before the throne there was something 
like a sea of glass, like crystal; and in the center and around the throne, four 
living creatures full of eyes in front and behind.
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Illustration: Session 24
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Session 25: Reflections on Heaven  
Coming to Earth

Key Question

This session concludes our tour through the biblical cosmos--the skies, land, 
light, raqia, waters above, seas, rivers, dry land, and the heavens. Which idea so 
far has been the most transformative for you?

Session Quote

“Jesus is claiming that he is, in the form of a human, the reality to which the 
cosmic mountain, Eden, the temple, the tabernacle, were all icons pointing to an 
ultimate reality.”

Inhabiting the biblical “heavens and earth” today
“Christians have a long tradition of adjusting and translating from biblical to 
contemporary cosmologies, often without realizing it. In the history of 
Christianity, the ancient Israelite cosmology gave way to the Ptolemaic 
cosmology, which dominated Christian thought for centuries. [Ptolemaic 
cosmology was earth-centric, but envisioned the earth as a globe] Most 
Christians did not even notice that a shift had taken place. And once Coper-
nican cosmology finally supplanted the Ptolemaic, Christians had little 
trouble adapting to that either… 

Remember, in the biblical texts, the symbolic meaning of the image of 
heaven above had always been the most important thing about such 
language. Height or depth spoke of relative importance and rank… and for 
the biblical authors, the idea of heaven being ‘above’ rest of creation meant 
that heaven was the most important dimension of the created world, 
because from that high and exalted place God ruled over all things. Inter-
preting language of the high heaven non-geographically does not threaten 
the heart of this biblical teaching at all—the truth Scripture pointed to was 
always that heaven is invisible and inaccessible to humans, and yet is at the 
heart of creation because divine life and rule flow from it. Whether or not 
heaven is also literally above the sky or not is incidental to the truth that 
Scripture points towards.” — ROBIN PARRY, THE B IB LICAL COSMOS, 180 -181. 
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Session 26: The Rulers Above

Key Question

In this session on heavenly beings, what idea(s) are most significant for you?

Session Quote

“The whole picture is that God has a staff team through whom he accomplishes 
his purposes in heaven and on earth, but his preferred and ultimate means of 
accomplishing his will on earth is through some other creatures who symbolize 
him in a really unique and significant way—the rulers below.”

In Genesis 1, the “host of heaven” are set in the “sky dome” (Gen 1:14-18).  
These are the inhabitants of the divine throne room above the heavens. 
This helps us understand why the biblical authors consistently used the language of stars to describe 
the spiritual beings. They are creatures that inhabit the heavenly realm and have authority under God. 

The host of heaven as God’s heavenly throne room staff-team

Psalm 103:19-21
19 The Lord has established his throne in heaven, 
   and his kingdom rules over all. 
20 Praise the Lord, you his angels, 
   you mighty ones who do his bidding, 
   who obey his word. 
21 Praise the Lord, all his hosts of heaven, 
   you his servants who do his will. 

1 Kings 22:19:  Micaiah said, “Therefore, hear the word of the 
Lord. I saw the Lord sitting on His throne, and all the host of heav-
en standing by Him on His right and on His left.

Psalm 148:1b-3
Praise the Lord from the heavens; 
praise him in the heights above. 
2 Praise him, all his angels; 
praise him, all his heavenly hosts. 
3 Praise him, sun and moon; 
praise him, all you shining stars. 
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Luke 2:9, 13
And an angel of the Lord suddenly stood before them, and the 
glory of the Lord shone around them; and they were terribly fright-
ened… And suddenly there appeared with the angel a multitude of 
the host of the heavens praising God

Observations on the phrase “host of heaven”

The lists of heavenly creatures in Psalms 103 and 148 are in the literary form of Hebrew parallelism, so 
that paired lines describe the same things from different points of view. The heavenly hosts are the 
sun, moon and stars. 

Notice how in Luke 2, the angel is associated with the light of God’s glory, and these two are associat-
ed with the host of heavens, who are depicted as God’s heavenly choir (as they are in Job 38:6-7 and 
Isaiah 6:1-3). 

The “sons of God”

Job 38:4-5, 7
Where were you when I laid the foundations of the land?
         Tell me if you have understanding.
     Who set its measurements, since you know.
         Or who stretched a measuring line over it?
     ...when the stars of the morning sang together,
            and all the sons of God shouted aloud.

Psalm 89:5–8
5The heavens will praise Your wonders, 
O Lord; Your faithfulness also in the assembly of the 
holy ones. 
6For who in the skies is comparable to the Lord? 
Who among the sons of God is like the Lord, 
7A God greatly feared in the council of the holy ones, 
And awesome above all those who are around Him? 
8O Lord God of hosts, who is like You, 
O mighty Lord? Your faithfulness also surrounds You.

Observation: These are parallel lines in Hebrew, so that the stars and the sons of God are not separate 
entities, but the same creature described from two perspectives. 

• Day 4: delegates “host of heaven” as authorities

• Stars as “signs” of spiritual beings: Job 38:4-7

• Stars are “in the sky-dome” and images of the divine 
council

• Psalm 82:1; 89:5-7; Isa 24:21-23; Ps 148:1-6
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Throughout the story of Israel, the people continually worship the stars as deities. 

Deuteronomy 4:19
19And beware lest you raise your eyes to heaven, and 
when you see the sun and the moon and the stars, 
all the host of heaven, you be drawn away and bow 
down to them and serve them, things that the Lord 
your God has allotted to all the peoples under the 
whole heaven.

Amos 5:25–27
25“Did you bring to me sacrifices and offerings during 
the forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel? 
26You shall take up Sikkuth your king, and Kiyyun your 
star-god—your images that you made for your-
selves, 27and I will send you into exile beyond Damas-
cus,” says the Lord, whose name is the God of hosts.

Zephaniah 1:4–5
4“I will stretch out my hand against Judah and against 
all the inhabitants of Jerusalem; and I will cut off from 
this place the remnant of Baal and the name of the 
idolatrous priests along with the priests, 
5those who bow down on the roofs to the host of 
the heavens, those who bow down and swear to the 
Lord and yet swear by Milcom,

Book Recommendation
Angels: What the Bible Really Says About God’s Heavenly Host By Michael S. Heiser
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Unit 6: Humans and Their Role in the Cosmos
SESSIONS: 27—29

Session 27: The Rulers Below

Key Question

What does it say about God that he creates humans in his image to rule  
with him?

Session Quote

“It’s that plurality in unity, ruling in partnership together, that’s a key part  
of the image.”

Humanity in Genesis 1 (Anthropology)
Within the framework of the six days of Genesis 1, the appointment of humanity as God’s image is 
clearly the climactic act of God’s work, as this moment is saved for the last. The key moment in Gen 
12:26-28 is designed as a literary symmetry.

SESSION 27 FIGURE: Literary Design of Genesis 1:26-28

26 and God said, 
          “Let us make human 
                        in our image, 
                        according to our likeness; 
           and let them rule 
                            over the fish of the sea 
                     and over the birds of the sky 
                     and over the cattle 
                     and over all the land, 
                     and over every creeper that creeps on the land.”

27 and God created human in his image, 
     in the image of God he created him; 
     male and female He created them.

28 and God blessed them,
     and God said to them, 
          “Be fruitful and multiply, 
            and fill the land, 
            and subdue it; 
            and rule over the fish of the sea 
                  and over the birds of the sky 
                  and over living creature that creeps on the land.”
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Observations

The literary symmetries invite the reader to compare the corresponding sections:  
The “image of God” statements are immediately followed by sections that unpack the meaning and 
significance of the divine image: 

1. “and let them rule over…” — In Hebrew grammar and 
syntax, when you have a verb of command or invitation 
(called a “Jussive”) followed by a clause that also has 
a “Jussive” (“and let them rule…”), it is meant to be un-
derstood as a purpose statement: “Let us make human 
in our image… in order that they may rule…” 

• For this point, see Thomas Lambdin, 
Introduction to Biblical Hebrew (1971 
edition), section 107c. 

2. “male and female” = “in his image”: In 1:27, notice how 
the three line poem has three key elements in each line:

  God created human    in his image

  he created him    in the image of God

  he created them    male and female

• This poetic parallelism makes clear that 
the divine image is constituted in some 
crucial way by the duality of gender. 
Somehow God is “imaged” in a special 
way through the unity of humanity as one 
species that consists of a duality of dis-
tinct others. Humanity is one and more 
than one at the same time, and this offers 
an important “image” of God’s divine 
identity. 

3. The preposition “in” (Hebrew be- / -ב) attached to “his 
image” means “in the place of” or “instead of” (called 
beth pretii, see Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar, sec. 102p). 

• “God created human in the place of his 
image” OR “…as his image”
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Session 28: Humans as the Image,  
or Idol, of God

Key Question

What is an idol meant to be in the ancient world, and how is humanity to  
function like an idol, or image, of God?

Session Quote

“These statues can be an embodiment of a deity; these statues can be of kings 
whose rule mediates the god’s rule over the land.... You could call one a priestly 
embodiment or representation of the divine presence, and the other is a royal 
representation of divine rule.”

The Image of God = God’s idol statue in his cosmic temple
The words “image” (Heb. tselem / צלם) and “likeness” (Heb. demut / דמות) are most commonly used to 
refer to physical statues of stone or wood, and these words are usually translated “idol” or “statue” in 
such contexts:

Numbers 33:51–52
51“Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘When 
you cross over the Jordan into the land of Canaan, 
52then you shall drive out all the inhabitants of the land 
from before you, and destroy all their figured stones, 
and destroy all their molten images and demolish all 
their high places;

2 Kings 11:18
18All the people of the land went to the house of Baal, 
and tore it down; his altars and his images they broke 
in pieces thoroughly

“Genesis 1:26 can only be understood against the background of an an-
cient Yahweh statue…humanity is regarded as the statue of God… The 
terms “image” and “likeness” are used a synonyms denoting a ‘statue.’ 
Humans were thus created to be the living statues of the deity… There was 
no need of a divine image because humans represented Yahweh as a statue 
would have done.” — H. N IEHR, “ IN SE ARC H OF YAHWEH ’S CULT STATUE IN THE 

F IRST TEMPLE,” PP. 93-94. 
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Humanity in the garden is an incarnation of God’s heavenly presence and 
rule on earth: “To appreciate the full force of this image-of-God-in-humani-
ty theology, we must have in mind the role of idols in ancient Near Eastern 
religion…where an idol is set up to be the real presence of the god. Be-
cause the god is really believed to inhabit the image, the image is the god, 
and its proper care and veneration guarantees the god’s benefits and 
protection for the worshipping community… With this understanding of 
divine images assumed, [Genesis 1] has a sharply focused theological 
anthropology: humanity is the be the eyes, ears, mouth, being, and action 
of the creator God within his creation… This point gives the biblical prohibi-
tion of idolatry its strongest possible rationale: for humans to make an idol 
is foolish because it fails to appreciate that according to the original order 
of creation, it is humanity that functions in relation to God as do the idols in 
relation to their gods.” — C RISPIN FLE TC HER-LOUIS, “GOD’S IMAGE, H IS COSMIC 

TEMPLE, AND THE H IGH PRIEST,” P.  83-84 .

“[T]his unifying image in humankind has a sacramental as well as an essen-
tially corporal function: Adam beings are animate icons… the peculiar 
purpose for their creation is ‘theophani’: to represent or mediate the sover-
eign presence of the deity within the central nave of the cosmic temple, just 
a cult-images were supposed to do in conventional sanctuaries. [This 
means that] humanity is an inherently ambivalent species, whose…existence 
blurs, by design, the otherwise sharp distinction between creator and 
creation.” — S. DE AN M C B RIDE, “D IVINE PROTOCOL: GENESIS 1:1-2:3 AS PROLOGUE 

TO THE PENTATEUC H,” PP. 16-17. 

The Image of God = Humanity as God’s royal image
As noted above, the purpose of humanity’s appointment as the divine image is royal rule over creation. 
In Genesis 1 it is clear that God alone has the unique mastery and power over the chaotic nothingness 
and that he alone can speak reality into an ordered existence. But now, humanity is appointed as God’s 
delegated ruler, as an embodied physical image of the divine rule.

“Just as powerful earthly kings, to indicate their claim to dominion, erect an 
image of themselves in the provinces of their empire where they do not 
personally appear, so humans are placed on the earth in God’s image as 
God’s sovereign emblem.” — GERHARD VON R AD, GENESIS, 60

In Genesis 1 “the imago Dei refers to human rule, that is, an exercise of 
power on God’s behalf in creation… This delegation of, or sharing in, God’s 
rule suggests the image is ‘representative,’ designating the responsible 
office and task entrusted to humanity in administering the earthly realm on 
God’s behalf… [However] the meaning of ‘rule’ goes well beyond our con-
temporary hermeneutical preconceptions. The royal metaphor…integrally 
includes wisdom and artful construction. The God who rules creation by his 
authoritative word is also the supreme artisan who constructs a complex 
and habitable cosmic structure… The humans are called to imitate or 
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continue God’s own creative activity by populating and organizing the 
remaining unformed and unfilled earth. God has, in other words, started 
the process of forming and filling, which humans, as God’s earthly dele-
gates, are to continue.” — J .  R IC HARD MIDDLE TON, THE L IB ER ATING IMAGE: THE 

IMAGO DEI IN GENESIS 1,  88-89. 

Ancient Near Eastern background of royal representative images:

The statue of the Syrian king Hadad-iti (9th century B.C.) is dedicated to Adad (= Baal) the patron storm 
God of Syria, and is described in precisely the language of Genesis 1:26: the statue of the king rep-
resents Adad’s authority which Hadad-iti embodies and represents. 

To Adad [= Syrian deity]…

The likeness of Hadsi’iy which he placed before 
Hadad…controller of water in heaven and earth…

The image… is for establishing  his throne…so 
that his utterance may please the gods…”

Statue of Amenhotep III seated 
beside a deity who appoints him as 
a divine image and representative. 
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In Egyptian royal ideology, the Pharaoh was called “the image of Re” (Re = the sun deity, chief of the 
Egyptian pantheon).

Pharaoh Ahmose I (1550-1525 B.C.) was called “the prince of Re, the child of 
Qeb, his heir, the image of Re whom he created, the representative, for 
whom he has set himself on earth.”

Queen Hatepshepsut (1479-1457 B.C.) is described as “superb image of 
Amon, the image of Amon on earth, the image of Amon-Re to eternity, his 
living monument on earth.”

Amenhotep II (1427-1400 B.C.) was titled “image of Re,” or “image of Horus,” 
or “holy image of the lord of gods.”

Amenhotep III (1390-1352 B.C.) was called by Amon “my living image, cre-
ation of my members, whom Mut bore for me.”

• For more examples and discussion, see David J.A. 
Clines, “The Image of God in Man,” Tyndale Bulletin 
vol. 19 (1968), 53-103.

“Central to this ideology was the divinity of the pharaoh, by 
which he was set apart from all other human beings… [T]he 
central function of the king was his cultic, intermediary 
function of uniting the earthly and divine realms. The pharaoh 
was thought, in a fairly strong sense, to be a physical, local, 
incarnation of the deity, analogous to that of a cult statue or 
image of a god, which is also such an incarnation… The king… 
was a place where the god manifested himself and was a 
primary means by which the deity worked on earth.”  
— J .  R IC HARD MIDDLE TON, THE L IB ER ATING IMAGE: THE IMAGO  

DEI IN GENESIS 1,  109-110. 

Mesopotamian (Assyrian and Babylonian) examples:

A letter from Adad-shumu-usur as court astrologer in the reign of Assyrian 
king Esarhaddon (670s B.C.): “The king, the lord of the world, is the very 
image of Shamash.”

Another letter from Adad-shumu-usur to Esarhaddon, where he describes 
both the king and his late father: “The father of the king, my lord, was the 
very image of Bel, and the king, my lord, is likewise the very image of Bel.”

• Discussed in Simo Parpola, Letters from Assyrian and 
Babylonian Scholars, letters #196 and #228. 

Statue of Esarhaddon, marking his 
victory over the Syrian city-states. Notice 
he is depicted as a giant, symbolizing his 
status as a divine-human
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In ancient royal ideology “the king is the image of the god. This widely 
attested functional similarity between the king and god in Mesopotamia, 
whereby the king represents the god by virtue of his royal office and is 
portrayed as acting like the god in specific ways, provides the necessary 
background for understanding the descriptions of the king as the image of 
a god… [This] provides the most plausible set of parallels for interpreting 
the imago Dei in Genesis 1… Humanity is dignified with a status and role…
that is analogous to the status and role of kings in the ancient Near East. 
Genesis chapter one…thus constitutes a genuine democratization of an-
cient Near Eastern royal ideology. As imago Dei, humanity is called to be 
the representative and intermediary of God’s power and blessing on earth.” 
— J .  R IC HARD MIDDLE TON, THE L IB ER ATING IMAGE: THE IMAGO DEI IN GENESIS 1,  121. 

The ritual transformation of the divine image
In Mesopotamian culture, statues of the gods underwent rituals called mîs-pî (“mouth washing”) and 
pît-pî (“mouth opening”) accompanied by ritual incantations and blessings, in which the deities’ 
presence became one with the statue. 

These statues, having gone through the purification, charging, and activating rituals, were then effec-
tively considered to be the god… After the ceremony, the statue which had become a god was no 
longer referred to as an “image.” Instead, it was referred to by the name of the god or goddess repre-
sented. It was clothed, fed, and cleaned on a daily basis, as if it were alive… [Through] this ritual trans-
formation, the image did not ‘stand for’ but actually was a manifestation of the subject represented.” 

“The image in ancient Mesopotamia should not be conceptualized as a 
mere statue or monument, because modern conceptions of portraiture are 
too often attached to those ideas. The ancient “image” (Hebrew tselem / 
Akkadian tsalmu) is not a ‘replica’… after the transformation ritual the image 
becomes and extension or manifestation of the referent.”  — STEPHEN HER-

RING, “A ‘ TR ANSUBSTANTIATED’ HUMANIT Y: THE REL ATIONSHIP B E T WEEN D IVINE IMAGE 

AND THE PRESENC E OF GOD IN GENESIS 1:26-28,” VE TUS TESTAMENTUM VOL. 58 (20 08) , 

PP.  483, 485, 488-89.

This sheds important light on the two passages about the appointment of humans to their divine task 
in Genesis 1 and 2

Genesis 1:2-28
and God created human in his image, 
     in the image of God he created him; 
     male and female He created them.
and God blessed them,
     and God said to them, 
          “Be fruitful and multiply, 
            and fill the land, 
            and subdue it; 
            and rule over the fish of the sea 
                  and over the birds of the sky 
                  and over living creature that creeps on the land.”
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Genesis 2:7, 15
Then the Lord God formed human of dust from the ground, and breathed into 
his nostrils the breath of life; and man became a living being…
Then the Lord God took the human and put him into the garden of Eden to 
work it and keep it.

In Genesis 1, we see God creating and appointing a human image, and then pronouncing a ritual 
blessing over the image as they are commissioned. This is modeled after the transformation rituals of 
Mesopotamian statues.

In Genesis 2, notice the focus on a “transformation” of a clay statue (“formed” is a standard Hebrew 
word for clay manufacture) into a “living being” by means of divine breath. This is followed by a com-
mission of the animated statue to work in the priestly precincts of the garden.

This portrait of humans as “divine and royal image of Yahweh” is precisely the claim of Psalm 8, which 
is the product of a sustained meditation on Genesis 1 and 2.

Psalm 8

1O Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the land,

You who have displayed Your splendor above the skies! 
2From the mouth of infants and nursing babes 
     You have established strength 
 Because of Your adversaries, 
     to make the enemy and the revengeful cease. 

3When I consider your skies, the works of Your fingers, 
    the moon and the stars, which You have established, 

4What is human that you remember him, 
    and the son of human that you care for him? 

5Yet You have made him little lower than elohim, 
    yet with glory and majesty you have crowned him!
6You made him a ruler over the works of your hands; 
    you have put all things under his feet, 

7All sheep and oxen, and beasts of the field, 
    8The birds of the heavens and the fish of the sea, 
         Whatever passes through the paths of the seas. 

9O Yahweh, our Lord, how majestic is your name in all the land,
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Session 29: The Image of God in the Storyline 
of the Bible

Key Question

Why is Daniel 7 such a significant chapter for understanding the image of God?

Session Quote

“This whole thing is a meditation on distorted human images and what humans 
become when they don’t acknowledge any power or wisdom higher than their 
own—they become animals.”

The image of God in the storyline of the Hebrew Bible
In Genesis 1:26-28 the reader is told that humanity, male and female together, constitute the royal 
image of God that is appointed to rule the world on God’s behalf and receive his blessing as they 
multiply in a land of abundance. 

Genesis 1 provides a template for the entire biblical story, showing the ideal design that God has for 
his world: royal human partners, the kings and queens of creation who rule together in a world of 
abundance during the eternal seventh day rest. 

Genesis 2-5 proceeds to narrate the first human characters who are given the opportunity to rule 
together as God’s image, and they foolishly forfeit this opportunity. They are deceived by a snake and 
make a decision about “good and bad” based on what is good in their eyes instead of acting “in the 
fear of Yahweh.” 

In Genesis 3:14-15 we are told that God is going to humiliate the snake (“you will dust all the days of 
your life,” Gen 3:14) and that a “seed of the woman” is going to one day “strike” the snake’s head while 
the snake will “strike” the heel of the woman’s seed (Gen 3:15). 

In Genesis 5:1-3, we are shown that this promised line of the seed will be carried on through Seth, 
Adam and Eve’s third son. 
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Genesis 5:1–3
1This is the scroll of the generations of ’adam:
In the day when God created adam, 
      in the likeness of God he made him  
    2male and female he created them, 
           and he blessed them 
           and he named them ’adam 
in the day when they were created. 
3And Adam had lived one hundred and thirty years, 
  and he became the father of a son in his own likeness, accord-
ing to his image, 
  and named him Seth.

Notice that ’adam’s relationship to God is described as “image and likeness,” and this recalls all of the 
meaning and significance of Genesis 1:26-28. Now here in Gen 5:1-3, Seth is describes as his father’s 
image and likeness, on analogy to Adam’s relationship to God. 

The analogy illuminates in both directions:

1. If Seth is the “son of Adam” and can be called the image 
of Adam, then ’adam too can be thought of as the “son 
of God,” which becomes a synonym for “image of God.” 

• Bonus: Notice that Luke’s genealogy of Jesus is 
constructed on this very conviction, tracing 
Jesus as “son of God” all the way back to Adam 
as “son of God” (see Luke 3:23-38). 

2. If ’adam (consisting of male and female) was the image 
of God, called to rule and represent God in the world, 
then now too Seth and his descendants are identified 
with the promise of Genesis 3:14-15, a future seed who 
will subdue the snake, rule the world on God’s behalf, 
and so undo what happened in Genesis 3. 

• Bonus: This connection between a future seed 
of the woman and the victory over the snake is 
exactly how the apostles came to see the 
victory of Jesus over death, see 1 John 3:7-8. 

This set of ideas in Genesis 1-5 formed the template for later narratives in the Hebrew Bible that depict 
certain human rulers as a “new Adam” who is given a chance to be the “image of God” who rules the 
world on God’s behalf and overcomes the forces of “animal-like chaos” in the world. 

Example: The high-priest is the image of God in the tabernacle/temple: Exodus 25-40

“In Israel’s temple and tabernacle, the role of the cult statue is played but 
the high priest who is the visible and concrete image of the creator within 
the temple as microcosm.” — C RISPIN FLE TC HER-LOUIS, “GOD’S IMAGE, H IS 

COSMIC TEMPLE, AND THE H IGH PRIEST,” P.  89.
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The instructions given to Moses about the tabernacle and priesthood mirror the order and detail of Genesis 1-2.

GOD IN GENESIS 1 THE H IGH PRIEST IN E XODUS IMPLICATION

Creation takes place in seven 
days marked by seven divine 
acts of speech (Gen 1:1-2:3)

The Tabernacle blueprints are 
revealed in seven acts of divine 
speech (Exod 25-31)

The tabernacle is a mi-
cro-cosmos of the world 
created in Genesis 1

God’s divine light separates 
between darkness and light, 
evening and morning. (Gen 
1:3-5)

Aaron is the light the menorah ev-
ery evening and morning, to create 
light in the tabernacle (Exod 27:20-
21; 30:7-8). 

The priest plays the role of 
the creator on the cultic 
stage, recreating God’s work 
of the first day

God introduced “light” (רוא) 
into creation, which is “com-
pleted” on the 7th day.

The high priest is ordained in a 7 
day ceremony where he wears the 
golden ephod, with the stones of 
“lights” (םירוא) and “completions” 
(Exod 28:6-30) (םימת)

The high priest and his 
radiant clothing is the em-
bodiment of God’s light and 
power to bring complete 
order to creation

Example: Joshua in chapters 1-12

Joshua is portrayed as a new Moses, leading Israel into the Eden-like promised land. He is called to 
confront the forces of evil in the land and follow God’s wisdom as defined by the Torah.

Joshua 1:1–8 
1Now it came about after the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, that the Lord 
spoke to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses’ servant, saying, 
2“Moses My servant is dead; now therefore arise, cross this Jordan, you and all this 
people, to the land which I am giving to them, to the sons of Israel. 3“Every place on 
which the sole of your foot treads, I have given it to you, just as I spoke to Moses.  
4“From the wilderness and this Lebanon, even as far as the great river, the river Eu-
phrates, all the land of the Hittites, and as far as the Great Sea toward the setting of 
the sun will be your territory. 
5“No one will be able to stand before you all the days of your life. Just as I have 
been with Moses, I will be with you; I will not fail you or forsake you. 6“Be strong and 
courageous, for you shall give this people possession of the land which I swore to 
their fathers to give them. 
7“Only be strong and very courageous; be careful to do according to all the Torah 
which Moses My servant commanded you; do not turn from it to the right or to the 
left, so that you may have success/wisdom wherever you go. 8“This scroll of the 
Torah shall not depart from your mouth, but you shall meditate on it day and night, 
so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for then you will 
make your way prosperous, and then you will have success/wisdom.

Joshua 2-8: The Jordan, Jericho, and Ai episodes: Joshua leads the Israelites to victory over Jericho by 
imitating God’s creation strategy from Genesis 1 (6 days of ‘work’ and 1 day of ‘rest’)
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Joshua 6:1–20
1Now Jericho was tightly shut because of the sons of Israel; no one went out and no 
one came in. 
2The Lord said to Joshua, “See, I have given Jericho into your hand, with its king and 
the valiant warriors. 
3“You shall march around the city, all the men of war circling the city once. You 
shall do so for six days. 
4“Also seven priests shall carry seven trumpets of rams’ horns before the ark; then 
on the seventh day you shall march around the city seven times, and the priests 
shall blow the trumpets. 
5“It shall be that when they make a long blast with the ram’s horn, and when you hear 
the sound of the trumpet, all the people shall shout with a great shout; and the wall 
of the city will fall down flat, and the people will go up every man straight ahead.”

12Now Joshua rose early in the morning, and the priests took up the ark of the Lord. 
13The seven priests carrying the seven trumpets of rams’ horns before the ark of 
the Lord went on continually, and blew the trumpets; and the armed men went be-
fore them and the rear guard came after the ark of the Lord, while they continued to 
blow the trumpets. 
14Thus the second day they marched around the city once and returned to the camp; 
they did so for six days. 
15Then on the seventh day they rose early at the dawning of the day and marched 
around the city in the same manner seven times; only on that day they marched 
around the city seven times. 
16At the seventh time, when the priests blew the trumpets, Joshua said to the peo-
ple, “Shout! For the Lord has given you the city. …
20So the people shouted, and priests blew the trumpets; and when the people heard 
the sound of the trumpet, the people shouted with a great shout and the wall fell 
down flat, so that the people went up into the city, every man straight ahead, and 
they took the city.

Immediately after his victory over Jericho, there are two failure narratives in Josh 7 (Achan takes the 
plunder) and in Josh 9-10, as Joshua is deceived by the Gibeonites, but then overcomes the alliances 
of kings. 

Joshua 9:1–4
1Now it came about when all the kings who were beyond the Jordan, in the hill 
country and in the lowland and on all the coast of the Great Sea toward Lebanon, 
the Hittite and the Amorite, the Canaanite, the Perizzite, the Hivite and the Jebusite, 
heard of it, 
2that they gathered themselves together with one accord to fight with Joshua and 
with Israel. 
3When the inhabitants of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and to Ai, 
4they also acted craftily and set out as envoys, and took worn-out sacks on their 
donkeys, and wineskins worn-out and torn and mended…

Joshua 9:14–15
14So the men of Israel took some of their provisions, and they did not ask for the 
counsel of the Lord. 
15And Joshua made peace with them and made a covenant with them, to let them 
live; and the leaders of the congregation swore an oath to them.
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Joshua 9:22–25
22Then Joshua called for them and spoke to them, saying, “Why have you deceived 
us, saying, ‘We are very far from you,’ when you are living within our land? 
23“Now therefore, you are cursed, and you shall never cease being slaves, both 
hewers of wood and drawers of water for the house of my God.” 
24So they answered Joshua and said, “Because it was certainly told your servants 
that the Lord your God had commanded His servant Moses to give you all the 
land, and to destroy all the inhabitants of the land before you; therefore we feared 
greatly for our lives because of you, and have done this thing. 
25“Now behold, we are in your hands; do as it seems good and right in your eyes 
to do to us.”

Joshua 10:23–25
23They did so, and brought these five kings out to him from the cave: the king of 
Jerusalem, the king of Hebron, the king of Jarmuth, the king of Lachish, and the 
king of Eglon. 24When they brought these kings out to Joshua, Joshua called for all 
the men of Israel, and said to the chiefs of the men of war who had gone with him, 
“Come near, put your feet on the necks of these kings.” So they came near and 
put their feet on their necks. 
25Joshua then said to them, “Do not fear or be dismayed! Be strong and coura-
geous, for thus the Lord will do to all your enemies with whom you fight.”

Example: The “righteous one” in Psalms 1-2, 8, and 110

Psalm 1:1–6
1How blessed is the man 
      who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked, 
      Nor stand in the path of sinners, 
      Nor sit in the seat of scoffers! 
2But his delight is in the Torah of the Lord, 
   And in His Torah he meditates day and night. 
3He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water, 
  Which yields its fruit in its season 
   And its leaf does not wither; 
   And in whatever he does, he prospers. 
4The wicked are not so, 
  But they are like chaff which the wind drives away. 
5Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 
  Nor sinners in the assembly of the righteous. 
6For the Lord knows the way of the righteous, 
  But the way of the wicked will perish.

The “blessed one” of Psalm 1 is 
portrayed as the ideal Joshua was 
in Joshua 1:7-8, one who meditates 
on the Torah day and night which 
results in success and a prosper-
ous way. 
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Psalm 2:1-12
1Why are the nations in an uproar 
And the peoples meditate a vain thing? 
2The kings of the earth take their stand 
And the rulers take counsel together 
Against the Lord and against His Anointed, saying, 
3“Let us tear their fetters apart 
And cast away their cords from us!” 
4He who sits in the heavens laughs, 
The Lord scoffs at them. 
5Then He will speak to them in His anger
 And terrify them in His fury, saying, 
6“But as for Me, I have installed My King
   Upon Zion, My holy mountain.” 
7“I will surely tell of the decree of the Lord: He said to Me,‘
       You are My Son, 
        Today I have begotten You. 
8          ‘Ask of Me, 
        and I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance, 
        And the very ends of the land as Your possession. 
9’      You shall break them with a rod of iron, 
        You shall shatter them like pottery.’ ” 
10Now therefore, O kings, show discernment; 
   Take warning, O judges of the earth. 
11Worship the Lord with reverence 
   And rejoice with trembling. 
12Kiss the Son, 
   that He not become angry, and you perish in the way, 
   For His anger may soon be kindled. 
   How blessed are all who take refuge in Him!

This poem depicts the rebellious 
nations plotting against Yahweh 
and his Anointed, just as the rebel-
lious Canaanite kings were continu-
ally plotting in Joshua 5-12.

Joshua’s “promised land” has here 
becomes the “inheritance of the 
nations”

The nations’ future destiny turns 
on whether or not they will humble 
themselves before the Anointed 
Son of God. If not, they will “perish 
in the way” (just like the “way of 
the wicked” in Psalm 1). But if they 
“kiss the son” and take refuge “in 
him” they will find God’s blessing. 

This design pattern of the royal divine image is then filled out in Psalms 8, 72, and 110. 

Daniel 7 depicts “one like a son of man” who is exalted from earth to sit beside God on his  
heavenly throne

• In Daniel 1:1-3 we learn that Daniel is of the “royal 
seed” (lit. “seed of the kingdom), that is, from the line 
of David. He is taken into Babylon in the first wave of 
exiles from Jerusalem. 

• In Daniel 2-7 we have a fully worked out theology of the 
“image of God” represented by God’s royal priesthood that 
has been exiled to the land of idolatrous royal images.  
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Daniel 2-7

Example: Jesus as the “image of God” and “son of God” 

In Luke chs. 3-4 and Jesus is depicted as a new Adam, the royal and priestly Son of God

In Colossians 1-3 Jesus is explicitly called “the image of God” who is God’s second self, the royal and 
divine human who is now risen and ruling the cosmos. Notice that in Colossians ch. 3, the new human-
ity of Jesus is something that is now available to his people, so that they are being “renewed” in the 
image of God as well. 
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Colossians 1:15-20
The Son…
who is the image of the invisible God, 
    the FIRST-BORN of all creation. 
          For in Him all things were created,
                    in the heavens and on the earth, 
                      things visible and invisible, 
                      whether thrones or powers 
                      or rulers or authorities—
               all things have been created through Him and to Him. 
       And He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. 
       And He is head of the body, the church; 
who is the beginning, 
      the FIRST-BORN from the dead; 
 so that He Himself might come to have first place in everything. 
        For in him, [God] was pleased that all the fullness would dwell 
         and through Him to reconcile all things to Himself,
        things on earth or things in heaven. 
        having made peace through the blood of His cross.

Colossians 3:1–4
1Since, then, you have been raised with the Messiah, 
         set your hearts on things above, 
         where Messiah is, seated at the right hand of God. 
2Set your minds on things above, 
      not on earthly things. 
3For you died, 
 and your life is now hidden with Messiah in God. 
4And when the Messiah, who is your life, appears, then you also will 
appear with him in glory.

Colossians 3:9–11
9Do not lie to each other, 
   since you have taken off the old humanity with its practices 
10    and you have put on the new humanity, 
        which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. 
11Here there is no Gentile or Jew, 
          circumcised or uncircumcised, 
          barbarian, Scythian, 
          slave or free, 
   but the Messiah is all, 
       and he is in all.

See the same themes in Ephesians 1-2
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Illustration: Session 29
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Unit 7: Time and Eschatology in Genesis 1
SESSIONS: 30—31

Session 30: God “Rests” on the Seventh Day

Key Question

What is the significance of God resting on the seventh day of creation?

Session Quote

“History is headed towards an ultimate rest--seventh day rest--so make sure that 
you participate in it and remind yourself of it every seven days, to both remember 
and anticipate and foretaste that future rest in the moment.”

Time in Genesis 1 (Eschatology)
The most self-evident design feature of Genesis 1 is its seven day sequence. It turns out that the 
number seven is an organizing principle for the entire chapter from beginning to end. 

The opening line of Genesis 1 has seven words, and the central word, untranslated in English, is two 
Hebrew letters, the first and last letters of the Hebrew alphabet.

7 6 5 4 3 2 1

הארץ

the land

ואת

and

הׁשמים

the skies
את

אלהים

God

ברא

he created

בראׁשית

In-the- 
beginning

taw = ת / aleph = א

In Genesis 1:1 the reader is being informed that the structural design of sentences is meaningful, and 
can convey deeper layers of significance. Here, the number 7 is introduced as significant, alongside 
the structural importance of the central word.

As it turns out, this same design structure is at work on the macro-level in Genesis 1: The first, middle, 
and final days all focus on the theme of time in a coordinated way. 

The Symmetrical emphasis on Time in Gen 1 and the literary design of day 4: 1:14-19 [adapted from 
Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord?, p. 44]. The narrative provides a foundation for 
all of Israel’s ritual calendar. 



C L ASSROOM NOTES: HE AVEN AND E ARTH 9 9

SESSION 30 FIGURE 1: Symmetrical Emphasis on Time in Genesis 1 and the Literary Design of Genesis 1:14-19

A B C B’ A’

T IME INHABITANTS TIME + INHABITANTS INHABITANTS TIME

Day 1 Day 4 Day 7

light and dark

day and night

 //

Daily shema prayer

Daily sacrifices 

in morning and 

evening

Exod 29:38-46

sun and moon

day and night

annual festivals

//

Annual feast days and 

sacrifices

Lev 23

sabbath day

Jubilee cycle

//

Sabbath ritual

Jubilee Year

Lev 25-26

Day 2

waters, sky dome

Day 5

fish, birds

Day 3

dry land, plants

Day 6

animals,  

humanity

A
1:14a  And God said, “Let the lights be in the skies for dividing between the day and between the night,

1:14b  and let them be for signs and for festival times and for days and for years.

B 1:15  And let them be for lights in the dome of the skies, to give light upon the land.”      

C
1:16a  And God made the two great lamps, 

          the great light for ruling over the day

C’
1:16b and the little lamp for ruling over the night

 and also the stars.

B 1:17 And he set them in the dome of the skies, to give light upon the land,

A
1:18a  and to rule over the day and over the night 

1:18b  and to divide between the light and between the darkness.”
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• This design highlights the structural significance of 
“divinely ordered time” in Genesis 1: God provides the 
essential order (day 1) and then delegates the mainte-
nance of that order to others (day 4) which is mirrored 
by the sacred calendar of Israel, and which all looks 
forward to and leads up to, the Sabbath (day 7)

Other patterns of SEVEN in Genesis 1 [from Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis: 
Part I, From Adam to Noah (Genesis 1-6), p. 13]

• There are SEVEN WORDS in Genesis 1:1, and FOUR-
TEEN WORDS in Gen 1:2

• There are SEVEN PARAGRAPHS in Gen 1:1-2:3 marked 
by “evening and morning”

• The concluding SEVENTH paragraph in Gen 2:1-3 begins 
three lines which have SEVEN WORDS each: 2:2-3a

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

And-he-finished God on-the-day the-seventh his-work which He-made

and-he-ceased On the day the-seventh from-all his-work which He-made

and-he-blessed God the day the-seventh and-he-sanctified it

Each of the key words in Gen 1:1 are repeated by multiples of SEVEN in in the opening  
movement of Genesis

• “God” =  35x (7x5) in Gen. 1:1-2:3 

• “land” = 21x (7x3) in Gen. 1:1-2:3 

• “skies” and “dome” = 21x (7x3) in Gen. 1:2-2:4

Key words repeated SEVEN TIMES

• “light” and “day” together Day 1

God speaks 10 times in Gen 1:1-2:3

• 7 times are divines creative commands to the creation 
itself: “let there be…”

• 3 times are divine initiatives toward humanity:“let us 
make ‘adam…,” “be fruitful and multiply,” “behold I 
have given to you…” 
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“To suppose that all these appearances of the number seven are mere 
coincidence is not possible. This numerical symmetry is, as it were, the 
golden thread that binds together all the part of the section.” — UMB ERTO 

CASSUTO, FROM ADAM TO NOAH, 15.  

Why the number “Seven”?
Seven was a symbolic number in Israelite culture and literature. It communicated a sense of “fullness” 
or “completeness” (שבע “seven” is spelled with the same consonants as the word שבע “complete/full”). 
This makes sense of the pervasive appearance of “Seven” patterns in the Bible. 

• The word “seven” in Hebrew is a homonym with the 
Hebrew words for “complete/full”

• “Seven” - Hebrew sheba’ (שבע) 

• “complete, full” - Hebrew shaba’ (שבע)

• “oath, promise” - Hebrew shabua’ (שבע)

The origins of the symbol, “7 = completeness” possibly originates in the lunar calendar of moon 
cycles. The biblical Hebrew word for “month” is the same as “new moon” (חדש), a period of time made 
up of 29.5 days/month, consisting of four 7.3-day cycles, making a “complete” cycle of time (see 
Farbridge, Number Symbolism in Biblical and Semitic Cultures, 134-37). 

However, the Israelite Sabbath cycle is independent of the Moon cycle, and Sabbaths do not coincide 
with the new moon. Rather, the seven day cycle in Genesis 1 is portrayed as the ideal “complete” time 
sequence of creation. It stands outside of any ‘natural’ cycle of time (sun, moon, stars). 

Why Does God “Rest” on the Seventh Day?
God’s “rest” involves a whole matrix of ideas connected with temples. God is taking up his “rest” within 
a sacred space by filling it with his divine presence. 

Two key “rest” words associated with Sabbath in the Hebrew Bible

shabat — Gen 2:1-2 nuakh — Exod 20:11

Thus the heavens and the earth were complet-
ed, and all their hosts. On the seventh day God 
completed His work which He had done, and 
He rested (Heb. shabat) on the seventh day 
from all His work which He had done.

For in six days the Lord made the heavens 
and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, 
and rested (Heb. nuakh) on the seventh day; 
therefore the Lord blessed the sabbath (Heb. 
shabbat) day and made it holy.

shabat = “to cease from”: God ceases from his work because “it is finished” (Gn 2:1).  
Compare Josh 5:12 “The manna ceased (shabat) on that day…”

nuakh = “to take up residence” 

• Exodus 10:14 “the Locusts came up over the land of 
Egypt and rested in all the land.” 
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• Deuteronomy 12:10 ““When you cross the Jordan and 
live in the land which the Lord your God is giving you 
to inherit, and He gives you rest from all your enemies 
around you so that you live in security” 

• 2 Samuel 7:1 “Now when king David dwelt in his house, 
for Yahweh had provided rest from his enemies”

• Conclusion: When people God or people nuakh it 
always involves settling into a place that is safe, secure, 
and stable.

In Genesis 1, creation is depicted as the cosmic proto-type, of which all later temples are symbolic miniatures. In 
each later biblical temple, the 7th day is when God’s presence fills the sacred space.

SESSION 30 FIGURE 2: Cosmic Prototype of Creation and The Tabernacle and Temple as Symbolic Miniatures

Creation and  
Sabbath

Tabernacle Designs and 
Sabbath

Tabernacle Completion  
and Sabbath

Jerusalem Temple  
Completion

C RE ATION ’S COMPLE TION 

GEN 1:31-2:3

TAB ERNAC LE INSTRUCTIONS 

E XOD 25-31

COMPLE TION OF THE TAB ERNAC LE 

E XOD 39-40
1 K INGS 6-8

Seven days open with divine 

command: “And God said…”

Day 1 - 1:5

Day 2 - 1:8

Day 3 - 1:13

Day 4 - 1:19

Day 5 - 1:23

Day 6 - 1:31

Day 7 - Gen 2:1-3 SABBATH

Seven speeches open with 

divine command: “And YHWH 

spoke to Moses…”

Speech 1 - Exod 25:1

Speech 2 - Exod 30:11

Speech 3 - Exod 30:17

Speech 4 - Exod 30:22

Speech 5 - Exod 30:34

Speech 6 - Exod 31:1

Speech 7 - Exod 31:12  

SABBATH

Seven acts of obedience to the divine  

command complete tabernacle: “And 

Moses did ___… just as YHWH com-

manded Moses.” 

Act 1 - Exod 40:19

Act 2 - Exod 40:21

Act 3 - Exod 40:23

Act 4 - Exod 40:25

Act 5 - Exod 40:27

Act 6 - Exod 40:29

Act 7 - Exod 40:32-35 DIVINE REST

Seven petitions of Solomon upon 

the completion of the temple: 

“Blessed be Yahweh who spoke to 

my father David”

Petition 1 - 1 Kgs 8:31-32

Petition 2 - 1 Kgs 8:33-34

Petition 3 - 1 Kgs 8:35-37a

Petition 4 - 1 Kgs 8:37b-40

Petition 5 - 1 Kgs 8:41-43

Petition 6 - 1 Kgs 8:44-45

Petition 7 - 1 Kgs 8:46-53

SEVEN DAY FEASTS

Seventh day culminates in 

Sabbath (Gen 2:1-3)

Seventh speech emphasizes 

the “sign of Sabbath” (Exod 

31:12-17)

Priesthood installed after a 

seven-day ordination (Exodus 

28-29)

Seventh act of obedience “completes”  

the Tabernacle

Solomon two seven day feasts to 

dedicate the temple (1 Kgs 8:65)

“and God saw all that he 

had done, and behold, very 

good. And there was eve-

ning and morning, the sixth 

day.” [Gen 1:31] + “And God 

blessed the seventh day.”

“and Moses saw all the work they 

had done, and behold, just as YHWH 

commanded, so they did, and Moses 

blessed them.” [Exod 39:43]

Then the king faced about and  

blessed all the assembly of Israel, 

while all the assembly of Israel 

was standing.” [1 Kgs 8:14]
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“and the skies and the land 

were completed (כל׳׳ה) [Gen 

2:1]

“and it came about when he 

completed (כל׳׳ה) speaking to 

Moses on Mt. Sinai” [Exod 

31:18]

“and Moses completed (כל׳׳ה) the work 

[Exod 40:33] (מלאכה)

“and Solomon built the temple 

and he finished (כל׳׳ה) it” [1 Kgs 

6:14]

“and God rested (שב׳׳ת) on 

the seventh day…

“and the cloud covered the tent of 

meeting, and the glory of YHWH filled 

the tent.” [Exod 40:34]

“and the cloud filled the house of 

Yahweh” [1 Kgs 8:10-11]

… from all his work (מלאכה)…

and God blessed (בר׳׳ך) the 

seventh day and made it 

holy (קד׳׳ש)” [Gn 2:2-3]

“you shall keep the Sabbath 

for it is holy (קדש) for you... Six 

days let the work (מלאכה) be 

done, and on the seventh day 

it is a Sabbath of Sabbath.” 

[Exod 31:14-15]

Aaron and his sons are brought before 

the tent for seven days in the ordina-

tion ceremony [Lev 8-9, see 8:35]

In the eleventh year, in the …

eighth month, the temple was 

finished throughout all its parts 

and according to all its plans. So 

he was seven years in building it. 

[1 Kgs 6:38]

“And the work (מלאכה) of the pillars 

was finished. [1 Kgs 7:22]

“Thus all the work (מלאכה) that King 

Solomon performed in the house 

of the Lord was finished.” [1 Kgs 

7:51]

Temptation and fall  

narrative: Genesis 3

Temptation and fall  

narrative: Exodus 32

Temptation and fall  

narrative: Leviticus 10

Temptation and fall 

 narrative: 1 Kings 9:1-9 + 11:1-13

In a similar way, the temple in Israel was spoken of as the place of Gods “rest”

Psalm 132:7-8, 13-14
7 Let us go into His dwelling place/tent [משכן, mishkan];
  Let us worship at His footstool.
8 Arise, O Lord, to Your resting place [מנוחה, menukhah]
    You and the ark of Your strength.
13 For the Lord has chosen Zion;
    He has desired it for His habitation.
14 “This is My resting place [מנוחה, menukhah] forever;
    Here I will sit enthroned, for I have desired it.

Exodus 15:17-18
17 “You will bring them and plant them in the mountain of Your inheritance,
  The place, O Lord, which You have made for Your dwelling [לשבתך, 
le-shibteka // shabat],
 The sanctuary, O Lord, which Your hands have established.
18 “The Lord shall reign forever and ever.”

“The role of the temple in ancient Israel was not only a place where people 
gathered for worship. It is first and foremost a place for the deity—sacred 
space. It is God’s home, but more importantly, his headquarters—the 
control room. When the deity rests in his temple, it means that he is taking 
command, that he is mounting his throne to assume his rightful place and 
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his proper role….. So, what did God do on the eighth day? In this view, on 
the eighth day, and every day since then, he is in the control room from 
where he runs the cosmos that he set up. This is the ongoing work of 
creation. If one thinks of Genesis 1 as an account of material origins, God’s 
creating is an action in the past that is now over and done with. God made 
they physical universe and now the cosmos exists. But viewing Genesis 1 as 
an ancient account of the cosmos’ functional origins offers a more faithful 
account to the scriptural depiction of God’s creational “rest” as ongoing.”  
— [ADAPTED QUOTE FROM JOHN WALTON, THE LOST WORLD OF GENESIS 1,  75, 77 ]

“Humanity’s elevation, made in the image of God, is designed for the 
exaltation of the Sabbath day. The Sabbath thus becomes the day for 
humanity to enjoy its privileged status of being created as God’s image. 
The Sabbath is the symbolic time for humanity’s climactic union with and 
representation of its Creator… Just as the divine work began with a work-
man’s week as an archetype of the human week, now humanity can live in 
the image of God. The Sabbath and the image of God are linked together 
and interdependent themes.” — ADAPTED FROM MIC HAEL MOR ALES, WHO CAN 

ASC END THE MOUNTAIN OF THE LORD, P.  48, QUOTING HENRI B LOC HER .

Why does God “Bless” the Seventh Day?
God’s blessing upon the creatures and on humans on days 5 and 6, was directly connected to “being 
fruitful and multiplying and filling the land.”

By analogy, the “blessing” on the Sabbath would also involve a kind of “fruitfulness, multiplying and 
filling” that is appropriate to a period of time. The idea is that the Sabbath would become many as its 
observed and experienced by others.” 

“Set apart from all other days, the blessing of the seventh day establishes 
the seventh part of created time as a day when God grants his presence in 
the created world. It is then his presence that provides the blessing and the 
sanctification. The seventh day is blessed and established as the part of 
time that assures fruitfulness, future-orientation, continuity, and perma-
nence for every aspect of life within the dimension of time. The seventh day 
is blessed by God’s presence for the sake of the created world, for all 
nature, and for all living beings.” — MATHILDE FRE Y, THE SAB BATH IN THE PENTA-

TEUC H, 45. 
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The 7th Day that has no end
The seven days portray God working to bring order and life out of darkness and chaos. This divine 
work culminates in the delegation of human-images who rule the fruitful land on God’s behalf (day 6).

It is only after God delivers creation from the darkness and chaos-waters and appoints a human image 
to rule, that is creation “completed” (Gn 2:1) and God can “rest/cease” from his work. 

“Unlike the previous days, the seventh day is simply announced. There is no 
mention of evening or morning, no mention of a beginning or ending. The 
suggestion is that the primordial seventh day exists in perpetuity, a sacred 
day that cannot be abrogated by the limitations common to the rest of the 
created order.” — SAM UEL BALENTINE, THE TOR AH ’S VIS ION OF WORSHIP, 93.  

“The seventh-day account does not end with the expected formula, “there 
was evening and morning,” that concluded days one through six. Breaking 
the pattern in this way emphasizes the uniqueness of the seventh day and 
opens the door to an eschatological interpretation. Literarily, the sun has 
not yet set on God’s Sabbath.” — RIC HARD LOWRY, SAB BATH AND J UB ILEE , 90. 

“The Sabbath is that point in time where God and man meet. On the sev-
enth day of creation, God joined himself and his eternal presence to his 
temporal creation, to the world of man. On the Sabbath day, man not only 
recalls but participates in an act of cosmic creation...he experiences the 
original structuring of time within the microcosm of his own life… The 
observance of the Sabbath links humanity to a divinely ordained future, as 
well as a divinely created past. Sabbath observance has cosmic implica-
tions... a foretaste of an eschatological future...a prefiguration of the final 
phase of the divine/human reconciliation. In pointing back to the begin-
ning, the Sabbath also points to what is yet to be, to the final destiny to 
which all creation is moving.” — B ERNARD OC H, “C RE ATION AND REDEMPTION: 

TOWARDS A THEOLOGY OF C RE ATION,” 240. 

“With regard to the lack of the final formula, “there was evening and there 
was morning,” commentators have argued that the seventh day is not 
meant to be understood as a literal day. This argumentation then has led to 
an eschatological interpretation of the seventh day. However, as part of the 
first creation account, the seventh day is the last of the seven sections, and 
the formula “there was evening and there was morning” in the account of 
the weekdays may be taken not only as a closing formula but also as a 
literary feature to anticipate what comes next within the series of sections 
in the creation account, that is the next day of the creation week. Function-
ing as a transition from one day to another the closing formula is a feature 
that moves the text forward throughout the six weekdays with the intention 
to arrive at the seventh day. Once it arrives at the last section, the text 
highlights the identification of the seventh day by stating it three times and 
then has no more need for the formula because there is no eighth section 
following for an eight day. Creation has come to an end, for the seventh day 
has arrived.” — MATHILDE FRE Y, THE SAB BATH IN THE PENTATEUC H, 38. 
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Design Patterns of the 7th Day in the biblical story
Israel’s Sacred Calendar in Leviticus ch. 23

 — The Sabbath ideal multiplied by 7!

Lev. ch. 23 lists seven ‘meeting/convocation’ days for Israel’s holy worship.

Every one (except 1st fruits) is a multiple of 7 (in days or the month) or a duration of 7 and is a moment 
of ‘new creation 

SESSION 30 FIGURE 3: Israel’s Sacred calendar in Leviticus Chapter 23

HOLY DAY DATE DUR ATION ACTIVIT Y RITUAL STORY

1 Sabbath 7th day 1 day no work Creation and rest

1st half of the year

2
Passover & 
Unleavened 
Bread

1/14

1/15-21

1 day +

7 days

no work on 1st 
and 7th day

Exodus liberation into 
the promised land

3
Firstfruits day after 

7th day
1 day Celebrating the gift of 

food

4
Weeks / 
Pentecost

7 x 7 + 1 
days after 
Sabbath

1 day no work Celebrating the gift of 
food

2nd half of the year

5
Trumpets 7th month / 

1st day
1 day no work Marking the 7th month

6
Day of  
Atonement

7th month / 
10th day

1 day no work Removing sin and 
death from the camp

7
Tabernacles 7th month

7/15-7/21

7 days no work on 1st 
and 7th day

Provision in the midst 
of the wilderness

The principle of the Sabbath (a burst of Eden rest into ‘ordinary’ time) is here multiplied by seven. 
These holy days all participate and develop some aspect of meaning of the original Sabbath. 

• Passover and Unleavened bread: Redemption from death 
(// new creation) and commitment to simplicity and trust 
in God’s power to provide food in the wilderness.

• Firstfruits and Weeks: celebrating the gift of produce 
from the land
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• Trumpets: announcing the Sabbatical (7th) month

• Day of atonement: God’s renewing the holiness of his 
Eden presence among his compromised people

• Tabernacles: provision for God’s people on their way to 
the promised land/Eden, and they are act like they are 
living in God’s ‘tent’ for a Sabbath cycle: Lev 23:40: “and 
you will take the fruit of the beautiful tree, the branches of 
a palm, and branches of a tree of leaf and of poplar trees 
by a river, and you shall rejoice before Yahweh for seven 
days” = a mini-Eden tent made of the fruit of a beautiful 
tree for a Sabbath cycle // Genesis 1-2!
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Session 31: The Sabbath with No End

Key Question

When Jesus stands up and reads in the synagogue, he reads from Isaiah 61:1-2, 
saying that he is inaugurating the year of Jubilee. What significance does this 
have? What is Jesus saying he is inaugurating?

Session Quote

“Living into the seventh day is a part of discovering, each of us in our own place, 
what it would mean to find--as much as is given to me--an opportunity to do pro-
ductive work, where I can live out the sermon on the mount with people around 
me and be a part of creating something good in the world, whatever that might 
look like.”

The Jubilee Year of release and restoration: Leviticus 25

1The Lord then spoke to Moses at Mount Sinai, saying,
2“Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, ‘When you come into the land which I shall give 
you, then the land shall have a sabbath to the Lord. 3‘Six years you shall sow your field, and 
six years you shall prune your vineyard and gather in its crop, 4but during the seventh year the 
land shall have a sabbath rest, a sabbath to the Lord; you shall not sow your field nor prune 
your vineyard. 5‘Your harvest’s aftergrowth you shall not reap, and your grapes of untrimmed 
vines you shall not gather; the land shall have a sabbatical year. 6‘All of you shall have the sab-
bath products of the land for food; yourself, and your male and female slaves, and your hired 
man and your foreign resident, those who live as aliens with you. 7‘Even your cattle and the 
animals that are in your land shall have all its crops to eat.
8‘You are also to count off seven sabbaths of years for yourself, seven times seven years, so 
that you have the time of the seven sabbaths of years, namely, forty-nine years. 9‘You shall 
then sound a ram’s horn abroad on the tenth day of the seventh month; on the day of atone-
ment you shall sound a horn all through your land. 10‘You shall thus consecrate the fiftieth 
year and proclaim a release through the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you, 
and each of you shall return to his own property, and each of you shall return to his family. 
11‘You shall have the fiftieth year as a jubilee; you shall not sow, nor reap its aftergrowth, nor 
gather in from its untrimmed vines. 12‘For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you. You shall eat its 
crops out of the field.

• Every 7th year is a Sabbath (// “release” from Exodus 
21/Deut 15) in which the land rests and reverts to Eden 
conditions

• Every 49th-50th yr is a Super-Sabbath (release/Jubilee) 
where (1) the land rests on its proper Sabbath, (2) land 
‘goes out’ from slavery to return to it’s original owners, 
and (3) slaves ‘go out’ from slavery to return to freedom.

43 44 45 46 47 48 49—Sabbath

50/1—Jubilee 2 3 4 5 6 7—Sabbath

8 9 10 11 12 13 14—Sabbath

15 16 17 18 19 20 21—Sabbath

22 23 24 25 26 27 28—Sabbath

29 30 31 32 33 34 35—Sabbath

36 37 38 39 40 41 42—Sabbath

43 44 45 46 47 48 49—Sabbath

50/1—Jubilee 2 3 4 5 6 7—Sabbath
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• The counting scheme works so that the 50th year = Year 1 of 
the next cycle [chart from John Bergsma, The Jubilee from 
Leviticus to Qumran, 89]

• God will recreate “Eden” conditions if Israel  
obeys the Jubilee

Jubilee anticipates a future restoration: “There is something inherently 
“eschatological” about the jubilee, long before it was seen as a symbol of 
the eschaton by later writers. Since it recurred usually only once in a life-
time, the impoverished Israelite— or at least the one projected by the 
text—would spend most of his life in anticipation of this event of resto-
ration. Also, from the perspective of the entire Pentateuch, the conquest 
and settlement of Canaan was a kind of “realized eschatology”—the fulfill-
ment of the promise of the land of Canaan originally made to Abraham. 
Leviticus 25—in its present position in the Pentateuch—looks forward to the 
time when the “eschatological” condition of Israel dwelling within her own 
land will be realized, and enacts measures to ensure that periodically this 
utopian, “eschatological” state of Israel will be renewed and restored.” 
— JOHN B ERGSMA , THE J UB ILEE FROM LE VIT ICUS TO QUMR AN: A H ISTORY OF INTER-

PRE TATION, 81.  

The Jubilee in Luke’s Gospel

Luke 4:14-21
14 And Jesus returned to Galilee in the power of the Spirit, and news about Him spread 
through all the surrounding district. 15 And He began teaching in their synagogues and was 
praised by all. 16 And He came to Nazareth, where He had been brought up; and as was His 
custom, He entered the synagogue on the Sabbath, and stood up to read.
17 And the book of the prophet Isaiah was handed to Him. And He opened the book and 
found the place where it was written,
18    The Spirit of the Lord is upon Me,
            Because He anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor.
                  He has sent Me to proclaim release to the captives,
            And recovery of sight to the blind,
                 To set free those who are oppressed,
19     To proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”
20 And He closed the book, gave it back to the attendant and sat down; and the eyes of all in 
the synagogue were fixed on Him. 21 And He began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has 
been fulfilled in your hearing.”

Isaiah 61:1-2  
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
Because he has anointed me 
To bring good news to the poor; 
He has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,  
To proclaim liberty to captives 
And recovery of sight for the blind
2 To proclaim the favorable year of the LORD 
And the day of vengeance of our God;
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“freedom” (Grk. aphesis “release” = Heb. deror “Jubilee liberation;” see Isaiah 61:1 and Leviticus 25:10): 
This is the common word for “forgiveness” in Luke (1:77 or 3:3), but the word’s meaning is broader: 
release from burden or bondage. The word in Isaiah 61 is rooted in the Year of Jubilee (Leviticus 25), 
and is about  release from the social consequences of a society’s collective sin: freedom from debt, 
slavery, poverty, and oppression. 

“the poor” (Grk. ptokhos = Heb. aniy): refers to more than economic status, but a person’s wider social 
location in terms of family heritage, land ownership, vocation, gender, ethnicity, education, and reli-
gious purity: in Jewish literature it refers to anyone of low status, or who lives outside the socially 
accepted boundary lines.

“Jesus’ mission is directed to the poor. . . in the holistic sense of those who 
are for any number of reasons relegated to positions outside the boundar-
ies of God’s people. Jesus refuses to recognize those socially determined 
boundaries, asserting instead that these ‘outsiders’ now can belong to 
God’s family” —  JOEL B .  GREEN, THE GOSPEL OF LUKE (P.211).

“Jesus' claim to "fulfill" Isaiah 61 must be seen as a claim to inaugurate the 
climactic Jubilee of God's people, the time when their freedom from captiv-
ity and oppression would be permanent.  The main feature of Jesus' fulfill-
ment of the Jubilee in Luke 4 is the proclamation of αφεσις, which in Luke-
Acts refers… to forgiven sin and… to release from physical/economic 
oppression.” — C HRISTOPHER B RUNO, “JESUS OUR J UB ILEE: THE OLD TESTAMENT 

BAC KGROUND AND LUK AN FULFILLMENT OF THE E THIC S OF THE J UB ILEE ,” PP. 98-99. 

The Nazareth announcement in Luke ch. 4 sets the agenda for Jesus’ healing and teaching ministry in 
Luke 5-9 where he reaches out to:

• A leper (5:12-16)

• A paralyzed man (5:17-27: note the use of aphesis to 
mean “forgiveness” of sin and “release” from sickness 
with multiple nuances in this story)

• A man with a deformed hand on the sabbath: Jesus 
“saves life” on the sabbath  (6:6-11).

• The reviving of the Roman centurion’s servant (7:1-10)

• The grieving widow and mother in Nain: “God has 
come to visit his people” (7:11-16)

• The blind, leprous, lame, deaf, and poor are healed (7:22)

• A repentant prostitute (7:36-49: note the repetition of 
aphesis “forgiveness” and “release” in the parable)

• Exorcisms for the demon-tormented (11:14-23)

• The hunch-backed woman (13:10-17; note the explicit 
mention of slavery/release/freedom vocabulary in 
Jesus’ view of her illness)
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Your Notes
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