
A Study of Genesis 1:1 – 2:3
Creation, Cosmos, and the Character of God

Introduction

Genesis 1:1 through 2:3 stands as one of the most studied, debated, and theologically 

rich passages in all of Scripture. It is the opening of the Torah and of the entire 

biblical canon, and it functions not merely as an account of origins but as a sweeping 

theological proclamation about the nature of God, the cosmos, and humanity's place 

within creation.

This study examines the text verse by verse — from the majestic opening declaration 

of Genesis 1:1 through the completion and hallowing of the seventh day in Genesis 

2:1–3 — exploring its literary structure, key Hebrew terms, theological themes, and 

enduring significance for faith and life. Throughout, we will attend to the text itself, 

allowing Scripture to speak on its own terms.

I. Literary Structure and Scope

A Carefully Structured Account of Creation

Genesis 1:1–2:3 presents itself as a sequential, historical narrative of God's creative 

work over seven days. Its highly structured language — with repeating phrases like 

'And God said,' 'And it was so,' 'And God saw that it was good,' and 'And there was 

evening and there was morning' — reflects the orderly, deliberate nature of God's 

own creative work. Scholars often note a striking symmetrical framework sometimes 

called the 'Day-Frame Structure':



Day Forming (Separation) Filling (Population)

Day 1 Light / Dark (vv. 3–5) Day 4: Sun, Moon, Stars (vv. 14–19)

Day 2 Sky / Sea (vv. 6–8) Day 5: Fish and Birds (vv. 20–23)

Day 3 Land / Vegetation (vv. 9–13) Day 6: Animals and Humanity (vv. 
24–31)

This parallel structure reveals deliberate artistry. Days 1–3 create the 'spaces' and 

Days 4–6 fill those spaces with appropriate 'inhabitants.' The progression moves 

from formlessness to fullness, from void to vibrant life.

The Seventh Day as the True Culmination

The narrative does not culminate on Day 6 with the creation of humanity, as might be 

expected. Rather, Day 7 — recorded in Genesis 2:1–3 — serves as the telos, the goal 

toward which the whole week moves. The chapter division between Genesis 1 and 2 

is a later editorial addition and should not mislead the reader: Genesis 2:1–3 is the 

conclusion of the creation account, not the beginning of a new one. God's rest, his 

blessing of the seventh day, and his setting it apart as holy are the crowning acts of 

creation week.  Creation is  designed with rest  at  its  center;  shalom and sacred 

cessation are woven into the very fabric of the cosmos from the beginning.

II. Key Hebrew Terms and Concepts

אשִׁית בְּרֵ  (Bereshit) — 'In the Beginning'

The opening word of the Bible, bereshit, is a construct noun that can be translated 'In 

the beginning of' or simply 'In the beginning.' The ambiguity is significant: some 

interpreters read verse 1 as an absolute statement of creation out of nothing (creatio 

ex nihilo), while others read it as a temporal clause introducing the state of the earth 

in verse 2.

◆ The church father Origen, along with later Jewish interpreters like Rashi, debated the 

grammatical force of this opening word. The classic Christian reading affirms creatio ex 

nihilo, though Genesis itself does not make this philosophically explicit.



לֹהִים God — (Elohim) אֱ

The divine name used throughout Genesis 1 is Elohim, a plural form used with 

singular verbs — emphasizing God's majestic power and transcendence. Notably, 

the intimately relational covenant name YHWH does not appear in chapter 1. It first 

appears combined with Elohim in Genesis 2:4 — 'the LORD God' — signaling that the 

same sovereign Creator is also the personal, relational God of his people. The use of 

Elohim alone in the creation account underscores God's universal lordship over all 

creation.

א בָּרָ  (Bara) — 'To Create'

The verb  bara  is  used  exclusively  with  God as  its  subject  throughout  the  Old 

Testament. It does not necessarily specify creation from nothing, but it does denote a 

divine, sovereign act — something God alone does. It is used three times in Genesis 1 

at structurally significant points: creation of the heavens and earth (v.1), of sea 

creatures (v.21), and of humanity (v.27), bracketing the chapter.

וּ וָבֹה וּ  'Formless and Empty' — (Tohu va-bohu) תֹה

Verse 2 describes the pre-creation state as tohu va-bohu — a rhyming phrase often 

translated 'formless and void' or 'without form and empty.' This expression describes 

not  absolute  nothingness,  but  a  condition  of  chaos  and  uninhabitability.  God's 

creative work is the bringing of order, structure, and life to this primordial condition.

Image' (Imago Dei)' — (Tselem) צֶלֶם

The declaration that humanity is created in the tselem (image) and demut (likeness) 

of God is one of the most theologically consequential statements in all of Scripture. 

In ancient Near Eastern contexts, kings were called the 'image' of the gods — their 

representatives on earth. Genesis democratizes this royal language, extending it to 

all of humanity. Every human being is a royal image-bearer.

◆ This has vast implications for ethics, justice, and human dignity. The image of God is not 

an achievement or capacity to be earned — it is an ontological reality conferred by the 

Creator.



יְכַל וַ  (Vayechal) — 'He Finished' / 'He Completed'

Genesis 2:1 opens with the declaration that God finished (vayechal) his work. The 

verb conveys not merely stopping but bringing something to its intended completion 

— a work fully and perfectly accomplished. Nothing was left undone. The heavens 

and earth and 'all the host of them' were complete. This word stands as God's own 

seal upon creation: it is whole, entire, and exactly as he purposed it to be.

בֹּת יִּשְׁ  וַ  (Vayishbot) — 'He Rested'

The word translated 'rested' in Genesis 2:2–3 is vayishbot, from the root shabat — 

the same root from which 'Sabbath' is derived. It does not mean God was weary or 

exhausted; rather, it means he ceased from his creative work. This divine cessation is 

intentional and purposeful — God models the rhythm of work and rest that he would 

later command his people to follow (Exodus 20:8–11). The Sabbath is therefore not a 

human invention or a cultural tradition; it is a creation ordinance established by God 

himself at the very beginning.

דֵּשׁ  יְקַ וַ  (Vayekadesh) — 'He Sanctified / Made Holy'

Of all the acts in the creation week, only one thing is explicitly declared holy — not a 

place, not a creature, not a material object, but a day. God sanctified (vayekadesh) 

the seventh day,  setting it  apart  from all  other days.  This  act  of  sanctification 

precedes Sinai by centuries; the holiness of the Sabbath is not a Mosaic institution 

but a creation reality. What God hallows, no man may treat as common. The seventh 

day carries the weight of divine consecration from the foundation of the world.

III. Verse-by-Verse Commentary

Verses 1–2: The Stage Is Set
v.1 "In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth."

This majestic opening statement functions as either a summary of all that follows or 

as the first creative act itself. Either way, it establishes absolute divine priority and 

agency.  There  is  no  rival  to  God;  no  cosmic  battle,  no  coeternal  matter,  no 

preexisting chaos that constrains God's work. The 'heavens and earth' (shamayim 



and eretz) is a merism — a figure of speech using two extremes to indicate the 

totality of all that exists.

v.2 "The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the  

deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters."

The ruach Elohim — the Spirit (or 'wind') of God — hovers like a mother bird over the 

formless deep. This image of brooding, hovering presence suggests tender creative 

energy about to be unleashed. The Spirit is not absent from creation; the whole 

chapter pulses with divine presence and speech.

Verses 3–5: Day One — Light
v.3 "And God said, 'Let there be light,' and there was light."

The creative word is God's primary instrument. Ten times in Genesis 1, the refrain 

'And God said' appears. Creation is a speech act — God's utterance brings reality into 

existence. The Gospel of John will later echo this: 'In the beginning was the Word.' 

The separation of light from darkness is the foundational ordering act, upon which 

all subsequent creation depends.

◆ It is significant that light appears before the sun (created on Day 4). The text does not 

equate light with the sun, suggesting that the sun is a vehicle for light, not its ultimate 

source. Theologically, light belongs to God (1 John 1:5).

Verses 6–8: Day Two — Sky and Sea

God creates a raqia — an 'expanse' or 'firmament' — to separate the waters above 

from the waters below. The ancient cosmological picture envisions a dome holding 

back the celestial waters. The theological point is clear: the chaotic waters are 

bounded and governed. The world is not at the mercy of primordial chaos; it is held in 

the hand of a sovereign Creator.

Verses 9–13: Day Three — Land and Vegetation

The dry land appears, and immediately God covers it with life: seed-bearing plants 

and fruit trees. Creation is designed for fruitfulness and self-propagation. The phrase 

'each according to its kind' appears six times in Genesis 1 (vv. 11, 12, 21, 24, 25), 

emphasizing the order and differentiation within creation — a world of distinct, 

flourishing kinds of life.



Verses 14–19: Day Four — Lights in the Expanse

The sun, moon, and stars are created to govern time and seasons. Significantly, they 

are not named as divine figures (as was common in surrounding cultures — Shamash 

for the sun, Sin for the moon) but are described functionally as 'the greater light' and 

'the lesser light.' They are servants of the Creator, not deities in their own right. This 

is a subtle but powerful polemic against astral religion.

◆ The Hebrew term used for these lights (me'or) is different from the word for 'light' (or) 

in Day 1. The lights are bearers and regulators of the light, created to serve the rhythms 

of human and creaturely life.

Verses 20–23: Day Five — Creatures of Sea and Sky

For the first time in the account, the verb bara (create) reappears in verse 21 — 'God 

created the great sea creatures.' These tanninim (sea monsters) were feared in 

ancient Near Eastern mythology as chaos monsters. Here, they are simply God's 

creatures, blessed and fruitful. Their creation is not an act of warfare but of joyful 

abundance.

v.22 "And God blessed them, saying, 'Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters 

in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth.'"

The first divine blessing in the Bible is spoken over creatures — fish and birds. 

Blessing in Scripture is the releasing of life-giving energy; it is God's delight in his 

creation.

Verses 24–31: Day Six — Land Animals and Humanity

The sixth day is the most expansive in the account. God creates land animals and 

then, in the climactic act, humanity. The divine council language of verse 26 — 'Let 

us make man' — introduces the creation of humanity with a deliberateness and 

intimacy not found elsewhere in the chapter. The plural has been interpreted as a 

plural of majesty, or as an address to the heavenly court, or — in Christian reading — 

as an intimation of the Trinity.

v.26–27 "Then God said, 'Let us make man in our image, after our likeness...' So 

God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male 

and female he created them."



The imago Dei — the image of God — is the theological crown of the chapter. 

Humanity alone bears this designation. Both male and female together constitute 

this image; the imago Dei is not a male prerogative but a shared human reality. 

Immediately following this, humanity receives both blessing (v.28) and mandate: to 

be fruitful, fill the earth, and exercise dominion (radah) over creation.

◆ The dominion mandate is not a license for exploitation. The Hebrew radah carries the 

force of 'rule' or 'govern,' but it must be read in light of what follows: humanity as image-

bearers are under-kings, stewards of a creation that belongs to God. The New Testament 

further clarifies this through the servant-kingship of Jesus Christ.

God surveys the entirety of his completed creation and pronounces it 'very good' (tov 

me'od)  —  not  merely  'good'  as  on  previous  days,  but  exceedingly  good.  This 

comprehensive evaluation affirms the material world as genuinely, thoroughly good.

Genesis 2:1–3: Day Seven — The Sabbath Rest of God
2:1 "Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all the host of them."

The word 'finished'  (vayechal)  brings  the entire  creative  enterprise  to  its  God-

ordained conclusion. The phrase 'all the host of them' — referring to everything 

within the heavens and earth — leaves nothing outside the scope of God's completed 

work. The cosmos is not a work in progress; at the end of Day Six and the close of Day 

Seven, it is entirely and perfectly done. This completion is the foundation for God's 

rest.

2:2 "And on the seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he 

rested on the seventh day from all his work that he had done."

The phrase 'God finished his work' is paired immediately with 'he rested' — the two 

belong together. The rest is not an afterthought but the culmination. God's rest on 

the seventh day is not the rest of exhaustion but the rest of satisfaction and sovereign 

completion. He surveys a finished creation and dwells in it with pleasure. This is the 

pattern  embedded in  time itself:  six  days  of  productive  work,  one  day  of  holy 

cessation.

◆ The repetition of 'all his work that he had done' twice in verse 2 is deliberate emphasis. 

The Hebrew narrative technique of repetition signals theological weight. The reader is 

meant to linger here — this is not transitional language but a statement of profound 

significance.



2:3 "So God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it God rested 

from all his work that he had done in creation."

Three actions are attributed to God regarding the seventh day: he blessed it, he 

made it holy, and he rested on it. A blessing (berakah) in Scripture carries the idea of 

conferring life, favor, and fruitfulness. God blesses the seventh day — he loads it with 

goodness.  He  then  makes  it  holy  (qadosh)  —  he  separates  it,  sets  it  apart, 

distinguishes it from all other days as belonging uniquely to him. The seventh day 

thus carries a double distinction: it is blessed and it is holy. No other element of 

creation week receives both designations.

The closing phrase — 'which God had done in creation' — is the final seal on the 

passage. The creation account is now formally closed. Genesis 2:4 begins a new 

section, a closer account of what had been accomplished. But Genesis 1:1–2:3 stands 

as a unified, complete account of God's work in creating the heavens and the earth in 

six literal days and hallowing the seventh.

◆ The Sabbath as a creation ordinance has profound implications. Jesus declared in Mark 

2:27 that 'The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the Sabbath.' The Sabbath was not 

made at Sinai for Israel alone — it was made in Eden for humanity. It is a gift woven into 

the structure of time by the Creator himself.

IV. Major Theological Themes

1. The Absolute Sovereignty of God

Genesis 1 presents God as utterly sovereign over all that exists. There are no rival 

deities, no coeternal chaos, no limitation on divine power. God speaks and creation 

comes into being. This is radically different from the creation myths of surrounding 

cultures (such as the Babylonian Enuma Elish), in which creation results from divine 

conflict. In Genesis, creation is an act of uncontested, gracious divine will.

2. Creation as Ordered, Purposeful, and Good

The movement of Genesis 1 is from chaos to cosmos, from formlessness to form, from 

void to fullness. This is not a random or accidental world but one shaped with 

intention and purpose. The repeated refrain 'and it was good' and the climactic 'very 



good' constitute a ringing affirmation of the material world. Gnosticism and any form 

of creation-despising spirituality is ruled out at the very opening of the canon.

3. The Dignity of Human Beings

The  imago  Dei  establishes  an  inviolable  dignity  for  every  human  person.  This 

foundational  teaching  has  driven  the  history  of  human  rights,  the  abolition  of 

slavery, the care of the weak, and the honoring of life at every stage. To harm a 

human being is, in a profound sense, to assault the image of God.

4. Human Vocation: Stewardship and Dominion

Humanity is not merely placed in the world as passive observers; we are given a role 

to play. The mandate to 'fill  the earth and subdue it'  and 'have dominion' over 

creation is a calling to responsible stewardship. The world is entrusted to our care. 

This vocation is not discharged without accountability — we are to govern creation 

on behalf of its true Owner.

5. The Sanctity of Rhythmic Rest

By embedding the Sabbath into the fabric of creation itself in Genesis 2:1–3, God 

declares that rest is not laziness or waste but a sacred, God-ordained pattern. The 

rhythm of work and rest reflects the character of God, who paused, blessed, and 

hallowed the  completion  of  his  work.  This  Sabbath  pattern  is  not  optional  for 

humanity — it is built into the structure of time. Long before the Law of Moses, 

before Israel existed as a nation, the seventh day was already blessed and holy.

6. The Word of God as Creative Power

'And God said' is the engine of creation. God does not labor or struggle; he speaks. 

This establishes from the outset the authority and efficacy of God's word. What God 

speaks comes to be. The rest of Scripture builds on this: God's law, prophecy, gospel, 

and finally the incarnate Word (John 1) all flow from the Creator whose speech 

shapes reality.

7. The Completeness of God's Work

Genesis  2:1–3  adds  a  theme  that  Genesis  1  alone  cannot  fully  express:  the 

completeness of creation. God did not create a world still in process, a rough draft 



requiring ages of refinement. He finished his work. The creation was whole, ordered, 

and very good when it left his hand. The entrance of disorder, death, and brokenness 

into the world (Genesis 3) is not a flaw in creation but the result of man's rebellion 

against the Creator. The perfection of the original creation is the baseline against 

which the fall, and ultimately redemption, must be understood.

V. Genesis 1:1–2:3 as Literal History

Genesis 1:1 through 2:3 presents itself as a straightforward historical account of real 

events that occurred in real time. Nothing in the text signals allegory, poetry, or 

myth. The narrative unfolds in sequential, numbered days with specific creative acts, 

divine speech, and evaluative responses — the hallmarks of historical narration 

throughout the Old Testament. Genesis 2:1–3 brings that history to its proper close: 

a completed creation, a God at rest, and a day made holy.

The Hebrew Word Yom — 'Day'

The word yom, used for each of the six days of creation, carries its plain and ordinary 

meaning: a twenty-four-hour day. This is confirmed by the defining phrase attached 

to each day — 'and there was evening and there was morning.' Evening and morning 

together  constitute  a  single  literal  day  throughout  the  Old  Testament  without 

exception. There is no textual warrant within Genesis 1 to redefine these as ages, 

epochs, or indefinite periods of time.

◆ Exodus 20:11 settles the matter plainly: 'For in six days the LORD made heaven and 

earth, the sea, and all that is in them, and rested on the seventh day.' The Sabbath 

commandment given to Israel is explicitly grounded in the literal six-day creation week. If 

the days were not literal, the Sabbath pattern would have no foundation.

'Each According to Its Kind'

Six times in Genesis 1 the phrase 'according to its kind' (Hebrew: lemino) appears, 

governing plants, sea creatures, birds, and land animals alike. Each created kind 

reproduces after itself — not across kinds, not through transformation over time, but 

distinctly and separately as God made them. This language affirms the fixity of 

created kinds as a deliberate feature of God's design, not an incidental observation.



The Witness of the Rest of Scripture

The historical reality of Genesis 1 is confirmed throughout the Bible. Psalm 33:6–9 

declares  that  God  spoke  and  it  was  done  —  language  that  presupposes 

instantaneous, literal divine creation. Jesus himself affirms the creation of man and 

woman 'from the  beginning'  (Matthew 19:4),  citing  Genesis  as  straightforward 

history. Paul grounds the gospel in the literal Adam of Genesis, contrasting the 'first 

Adam' with the 'last  Adam,'  Christ  (1 Corinthians 15:45).  A non-literal  Genesis 

undermines  not  only  creation  but  the  entire  biblical  framework  of  fall  and 

redemption.

◆ John 1:3 — 'All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made 

that was made' — ties the incarnate Word directly to the creative Word of Genesis 1. The 

same Lord who spoke creation into existence in six literal days is the Lord who entered 

that creation to redeem it.

Where Scripture and the World's Wisdom Differ

When the plain reading of God's Word appears to conflict with prevailing academic 

opinion, the Christian anchors his confidence in Scripture. Human knowledge is 

provisional, subject to revision, and shaped by assumptions that are not always 

neutral. God's Word is eternal, infallible, and breathed out by the One who was 

present at creation — who is its Author. As Paul writes in Romans 3:4, 'Let God be 

true though every one were a liar.'

VI. Devotional and Practical Applications

Worship and Wonder

Genesis 1 is, before anything else, a call to worship. To read it carefully is to stand 

before the incomprehensible creative power and beauty of God. In a culture that 

often takes the existence of the world for granted, the opening chapter of the Bible 

invites us to recover astonishment. The world is not self-explanatory; it is gift, it is 

grace, it is the craftsmanship of a God who declared it very good.



Identity and Dignity

When a person doubts their worth, Genesis 1 speaks with quiet authority: you are 

made in the image of God. Not for what you produce, achieve, or earn — but by virtue 

of being human, you bear the mark of the Creator. This is the bedrock of Christian 

anthropology and the fountain from which love of neighbor flows.

Stewardship of Creation

The mounting  environmental  crises  of  our  age  press  Christians  to  re-read  the 

creation mandate with fresh urgency. To 'have dominion' is not a blank check for 

destruction; it is a royal calling to tend, protect, and preserve the world God made 

and called good. The Psalms (especially Psalm 8, 19, and 104) and the later prophets 

echo this ecological vision.

Practicing Sabbath

Genesis 2:1–3 establishes the Sabbath not as a religious rule imposed at Sinai, but as 

a creation gift given at the foundation of the world. God himself modeled it. He 

blessed it. He made it holy. To observe a day of rest each week is to align oneself with 

the  rhythm God  built  into  the  very  structure  of  time.  In  an  era  of  relentless 

productivity, the Sabbath is both countercultural and life-giving — an act of trust 

that the world does not depend on our unceasing effort, and that the God who 

finished his creation in six days can be trusted to sustain it while we rest.

Conclusion

Genesis 1:1–2:3 is inexhaustible. The more carefully one reads it, the more it yields 

—  in  historical  detail,  in  theological  depth,  in  pastoral  wisdom.  It  is  a  bold 

proclamation about who God is, who we are, and what the world is for.

At its heart, this passage announces that the universe is not random, not malevolent, 

not abandoned — it is created, ordered, completed, blessed, and held by the One who 

surveyed all he had made and called it very good. The God who rested on the seventh 

day did not abandon his creation; he hallowed it, blessed it, and entered into it as its 

Lord and sovereign keeper.



The completion of creation in Genesis 2:1–3 sets the stage for everything that follows 

in Scripture. The fall of man in Genesis 3 is a rebellion against the perfect order God 

established here. The redemption accomplished by Christ is the restoration of what 

was lost. And the new heavens and new earth of Revelation 21–22 are the final and 

eternal fulfillment of the Creator's original intention. The God of Genesis 1 is the God 

who will make all things new.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are from the English Standard Version (ESV).


	Introduction
	I. Literary Structure and Scope
	A Carefully Structured Account of Creation
	The Seventh Day as the True Culmination

	II. Key Hebrew Terms and Concepts
	בְּרֵאשִׁית (Bereshit) — 'In the Beginning'
	אֱלֹהִים (Elohim) — God
	בָּרָא (Bara) — 'To Create'
	תֹהוּ וָבֹהוּ (Tohu va-bohu) — 'Formless and Empty'
	צֶלֶם (Tselem) — 'Image' (Imago Dei)
	וַיְכַל (Vayechal) — 'He Finished' / 'He Completed'
	וַיִּשְׁבֹּת (Vayishbot) — 'He Rested'
	וַיְקַדֵּשׁ (Vayekadesh) — 'He Sanctified / Made Holy'

	III. Verse-by-Verse Commentary
	Verses 1–2: The Stage Is Set
	Verses 3–5: Day One — Light
	Verses 6–8: Day Two — Sky and Sea
	Verses 9–13: Day Three — Land and Vegetation
	Verses 14–19: Day Four — Lights in the Expanse
	Verses 20–23: Day Five — Creatures of Sea and Sky
	Verses 24–31: Day Six — Land Animals and Humanity
	Genesis 2:1–3: Day Seven — The Sabbath Rest of God

	IV. Major Theological Themes
	1. The Absolute Sovereignty of God
	2. Creation as Ordered, Purposeful, and Good
	3. The Dignity of Human Beings
	4. Human Vocation: Stewardship and Dominion
	5. The Sanctity of Rhythmic Rest
	6. The Word of God as Creative Power
	7. The Completeness of God's Work

	V. Genesis 1:1–2:3 as Literal History
	The Hebrew Word Yom — 'Day'
	'Each According to Its Kind'
	The Witness of the Rest of Scripture
	Where Scripture and the World's Wisdom Differ

	VI. Devotional and Practical Applications
	Worship and Wonder
	Identity and Dignity
	Stewardship of Creation
	Practicing Sabbath

	Conclusion

