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Unit 1. Our Identity (creation)
The Story
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was
formless and empty. Darkness covered the waters. The Spirit of God was
hovering over the surface of the waters.
Then God said, “Let there be light.” And there was light. God separated light
from darkness. He called the light ‘day’ and the darkness ‘night’. There was
evening and morning – the first day. And God saw that it was good.
On the second day God spoke and the waters separated to create a space
above the oceans. And God called this space ‘sky’. And God saw that it was
good.
On the third day God spoke and dry ground appeared, filled with all kinds of
plants and trees. God called the dry ground ‘land’. And God saw that it was
good.
On the fourth day God spoke and the sun, moon and stars appeared in the
sky to mark seasons, days and years. And God saw that it was good.
On the fifth day God spoke and the oceans were filled with fish and the skies
were filled with birds. And God saw that it was good.
On the sixth day God spoke and the land was filled with all kinds of animals.
God said, “Let us make humanity in our image. And let them rule over the fish,
the birds and the animals.” God told human beings to be fruitful and multiply,
to fill the earth and to govern it.
God saw all that he had made and it was very good.
By the seventh day God had finished his work. So God rested on the seventh
day. He blessed the seventh day and made it holy.1
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This is how God created the first man and woman.
The LORD God formed the man from the dust of the ground. Then he breathed
the breath of life into him so he came alive. The first man was called ‘Adam’.
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The LORD God planted a garden in Eden for Adam. God made all sorts of
trees – trees that were beautiful to see and good for food. In the middle of the
garden were two special trees – the Tree of Life and the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil.
The LORD God gave the garden to Adam for Adam to look after. God told
Adam he could eat fruit from any tree except one. God said: “If you eat fruit
from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, you will definitely die.”
Then the LORD God said, “It is not good for man to be alone. I will make a
partner to help him.”
God brought all the animals to Adam and Adam gave them names. But none
of them was a suitable partner for Adam.
So God put Adam in a deep sleep, took one of his ribs and formed it into a
woman.
When God brought the woman to Adam, Adam said, “At last!” Adam called
the woman ‘Eve’ which means ‘the giver of life’. This is why a man leaves his
parents and is joined to his wife. The two are united as one.
Adam and Eve were both naked, but they felt no shame.2
God would come to spend time with the man and woman, walking with them
in the cool of the day.3
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Exercise
See how much of the story you can remember. If you are studing the course
with other people, take it in turns to retell the story, prompting one another as
necessary.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

What do you find striking or puzzling in the story?
What were things like at the beginning of the story?
What happens to make things change?
What makes human beings special? What is our role?
What kind of relationship does God want with human beings?
What is God’s verdict on the world he made?
What do we learn about God from the story? Where in the story do we
see this?
Are there any links between the story and your story?
Does your life ever feel chaotic, empty or dark? What might bring
change?
How has God provided for us?
What does God want from us?

1. God’s people = the children of Adam
Human beings are made on the sixth day along with all the other animals.
Although we are animals, we are, however, so much more: We are made in
the image of God to be the people of God.
The word ‘image’ is also used in the Bible in relation to idolatry. The second
commandment is: “You shall not make for yourself a carved image […] You
shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Exodus 20:4-5.) We are not to
make images to represent God because God already has an image to
represent him: you and I! We are made to represent God and reflect his glory.
We are also made in God’s image to be God’s people, to know God, for
community with God and with one another.
Did you notice that when God makes humanity he doesn’t say “Let me”, he
says “Let us”. To whom is God talking? At this point in the story we do not get
the answer, but it seems that in some mysterious way the one God is also
plural, communal and relational. This means, therefore, we are made in the
image of the communal God for community.
We are made for community with God
God comes to walk with humanity in the cool of the evening. Adam and Eve
are God’s people, a people who know God. The expectation is that all of
Adam’s children will know God and be his people.
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We are made for community with one another
In Genesis 2:18 God says “It is not good that man should be alone.”
Everything is good in God’s world except the alone-ness of man. The
immediate answer is the provision of the woman. But there are other answers
as the story develops. One of those answers is the church. We are made to
live in community and to show love to one another. Your church is an example
of living out that community and is therefore the solution to human aloneness.
So, at this point in the story, God’s people are the children of Adam, which
includes all humanity.

2. God’s place = the Garden of Eden
Where is God’s place? In Psalm 24:1-2, the Psalmist says: “The earth is the
LORD’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.” Why? “For he
founded it on the seas and established it on the waters.” (NIV) God’s place is
the whole world.
But there’s more. Genesis 2:8 says: “the LORD God had planted a garden in
the east, in Eden; and there he put the man whom he had formed.” The whole
earth is God’s place, but God plants a garden for humanity. The whole earth is
good, but Eden is home.
It is also a place of pleasure and provision. “And out of the ground
the Lord God made to spring up every tree that is pleasant to the sight and
good for food. ” (Genesis 2:9) Here we see the rich generosity of God. God’s
place is the Garden of Eden. This is the home he made for the children of
Adam.

3. God’s rule = God’s word
What kind of King is God? What is his rule like? This is going to be a central
question throughout the story. At this stage it’s clear that God’s rule is good.
He creates a good world. He gives humanity a garden home. He provides
trees that are beautiful and good for food. He looks for a relationship with
humanity. God’s rule is a rule of provision, protection, peace, joy, freedom and
love.

Exercise
In Psalm 65 the Psalmist celebrates God’s work in creation and God’s care for
creation. It was written in the context of an ancient agrarian economy. Have a
go at rewriting the Psalm for your context, expressing the same sense of
wonder at God’s work around you.
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God rules creation through his word
God speaks and the chaos is ordered. God speaks and the emptiness is filled.
God speaks and the darkness turns to light.
This is God’s spoken world. It originates in his word. The chair you are sitting
on is a word. We are God’s speech. Beyond the atomic and sub-atomic
levels, beyond sub-atomic levels yet to be discovered, is a word, the word of
God. The world is a word spoken by God, it is a story told by God, it is a song
sung by God.
People often say that they’d like God to speak to them. What they mean is
they would like God to speak English and tell them something about the
future. And all the time God is saying, “Here’s a chair that I’ve spoken into
being. Isn’t it amazing!”
God rules humanity through his word
God gives humanity a command. They mustn’t eat from the Tree of the
Knowledge of Good and Evil. I don’t think there was anything magical about
that tree. It wasn’t poisonous. The key is the command.
The word of command creates obedience. Without a command there is
nothing to obey. And this obedience requires trust. Adam and Eve must trust
God and his word. It produces relationship.
So God’s rules through his word.
But again there’s more. In the beginning, we’re told, the earth was ‘formless’
and ‘empty’. In the first three days of creation God gives form to what is
formless. He separates light and dark, water and sky, land and sea. The first
three days are acts of governing or ruling. God is separating, ordering,
organising. He’s giving form, shape, structure. And on those first three days –
and only on those first three days – God also names. Naming, too, is an act of
ruling or organising. God calls the light ‘day’ and the darkness ‘night’. He
names the ‘sky’ and the ‘land’. God rules.
God also fills. In days four to six God fills what is empty. On day four he fills
what he created on day one: he fills the light with the sun, moon and stars. On
day five he fills what he created on day two: he fills the oceans with fish and
the sky with birds. And on day six he fills what he created on day three: he fills
the land with animals.
God rules and God fills.
Now listen to the task God gives humanity. “God blessed them. And God said
to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it, and have
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dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens and over
every living thing that moves on the earth.’” (Genesis 1:28)
God rules and God fills. And now God gives humanity the same tasks: to rule
and to fill. Humanity is to rule the animals, to care for God’s creation.
Organising, management, administration are all God-like activities. And
humanity is to take the ‘stuff’ of creation and work it: to produce, create,
cultivate. It is a mandate for science, culture, technology and agriculture. We
continue God’s creative activity in the image of the Creator God.
So Adam is placed in the garden and told to take care of it and the animals
are brought to Adam so he can name them. The governing-by-naming that
God began in the first three days of creation (naming day, night, sky and land)
is continued by Adam. Naming and labelling are god-like activities. Writing
labels on jars in the kitchen is a god-like activity. Naming things and learning
their names is a godly activity.
I thank God for my Uncle Tom who taught me the names of the birds we saw
together. Not wanting to know the names of things reveals a sad lack of
curiosity! Naming is a god-like and God-given task. Naming turns ‘birds’ into
blackbirds, blue tits, skylarks so we admire and enjoy and wonder at each
particular expression of God’s creativity.
So God rules, but God gives us the task of ruling over creation with him. He
makes us kings in his world. He gives us his good world to shape and to fill.
In the Babylonian creation stories (which were the main alternatives for the
first readers of Genesis), humanity is made to relieve the gods of manual
labour. It’s a story in which work is portrayed as something to be avoided. But
in the Bible story God himself is a worker. On the seventh day, we’re told, “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.” (Genesis 2:2). God works
and God rests.
Did you notice that God plants a garden in Eden (2:8)? This is sleeves-rolledup, hands-in-the-mud work. Work is godly because it is god-like, it is
something that God himself does.
It’s easy to think that what we do at 11.0am on Sunday mornings is the truly
godly and spiritual activity: singing God’s praises, listening to his word,
gathering with his people. But what you do at 11.0am on Monday morning can
be just as godly, spiritual, and holy if you do it for God’s glory.
Who are we? According to the Bible story, we are kings, caring for God’s
world.

14

!

Reflection
How do you image God and obey his command by governing and filling the
world in your everyday life? What are you doing day by day to order what is
chaotic and fill what is empty?

•

How does seeing ourselves made in God’s image transform our attitude to
mundane tasks like tidying up or cleaning?

•

A good world
God’s verdict on his world was this: “God saw all that he had made, and it was
very good.” (Genesis 1:31) This is important. Many religious outlooks see the
physical world as lesser, even bad, something to be escaped or transcended.
And that perspective often invades Christian thinking.
But God saw that it was “very good”. The Apostle Paul says: “ For everything
created by God is good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with
thanksgiving.” (1 Timothy 4:4) He goes on: God “richly provides us with
everything to enjoy.” (1 Timothy 6:17) Your job is to receive this world from
God with thanksgiving and joy and wonder, and that is not hard to do. It is a
world of wonders. We live in a world of oak trees, a thousand varieties of rice,
Jane Austen, neon lights, past participles, space probes, snails, curry. Pick up
anything –anything –and you will hold in your hand a thing of wonder!
Think about a glass of water. The simplest of things, yet all life depends on it.
We drink it. Wash in it. Swim in it. Play with it. You can have water fights. We
live in a world of water pistols. Why? Just so we can have fun. It also rains on
you. We live in a world in which water just falls from the sky. Isn’t that
extraordinary! Don’t moan about a rainy day. Think how amazing it is, that
water falls out of the sky! Which of us would have designed a world in which
water falls out of the sky?
You have no reason ever to be bored. Not in God’s world.
We live in a world with an excess of beauty. Think about a leaf. Every leaf is
unique. God could have made a world in which every leaf was the same. It
would have saved him a lot of bother. He could have made a world in which
leaves were like plastic cups, punched out to the same design. But every leaf
is handmade and every leaf is a thing of exquisite beauty. The way the veins
snake under the surface and the light shines through. What’s more, half of
them turn from a translucent green into rich, deep reds, browns and yellows!
Then think of a wood! There are millions of leaves, each one unique and each
one a thing of beauty. If you went to a wood and tried to appreciate every leaf
it would take you a lifetime. Yet each spring God starts all over again. He says
to himself, “That was brilliant. Let’s do it again.”
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Every leaf is different. Every snowflake is different. Every fingerprint is
different. God paints swirls on every fingerprint and everyone is unique. Why?
It makes no sense. The vast majority of this beauty goes unnoticed,
unremarked, unappreciated. Except by God. He’s doing it for his own pleasure
and his own glory. God is having a ball. Proverbs 8:30-31 (talking I think about
Jesus) says that when God was creating the world: “ then I was beside him,
like a master workman, and I was daily his delight, rejoicing before him
always, rejoicing in his inhabited world and delighting in the children of man..”
His days are filled with delight as he enjoys the beauty of each leaf and each
life.
In the book Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, Willy Wonka issues five
golden tickets so that five lucky winners can enter his amazing chocolate
factory. This is similar to what is happening in the creation story; God has
issued seven billion golden tickets and you’re one of those lucky recipients.
You have been chosen to enter God’s amazing world:
A world where water falls out of the sky.
A world where ants build ant hills.
A world where water melts, drips, freezes again and makes icicles – genius!
A world with a magnet pole so magnets always point north.
A world in which a string sounds a note and then when you halve the length
of the string it sounds the same note a perfect octave higher – what are the
chances!
• A world in which you can skim stones across water – it’s magical.
• A world of puns and rhymes and rhythm and alliteration – a world in which
words are fun.
• A world in which music can make you cry.
•
•
•
•
•

You have no reason to be bored in God’s world.
This is why we’re told the story: so you can walk out into the world and go,
“Wow. Thank you, Father.”
If you share a smidgeon of God’s delight in his world then you’ll never have
trouble building relationships. Just ask people what they are interested in and
share in their enthusiasm.

Reflection
Pick an object which is close at hand, however ‘ordinary’ it may be. Then
reflect on why it is not ‘ordinary’ all, but a thing of wonder, a gift from God. Tell
someone else why you find it a thing of wonder.
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