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Text 
Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God 

was hovering over the waters. 
3 
And God said, "Let there be light," and there was light. 

4 
God saw that the 

light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. 
5 
God called the light "day," and the darkness 

he called "night." And there was evening, and there was morning-- the first day. 
6 
And God said, "Let there 

be an expanse between the waters to separate water from water." 
7 
So God made the expanse and separated 

the water under the expanse from the water above it. And it was so. 
8 
God called the expanse "sky." And 

there was evening, and there was morning-- the second day. 
9 
And God said, "Let the water under the sky 

be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear." And it was so. 
10 

God called the dry ground "land," 

and the gathered waters he called "seas." And God saw that it was good. 
11 

Then God said, "Let the land 

produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to 

their various kinds." And it was so. 
12 

The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their 

kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 
13 

And 

there was evening, and there was morning-- the third day. 
14 

And God said, "Let there be lights in the 

expanse of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark seasons and days 

and years, 
15 

and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth." And it was so. 
16 

God made two great lights-- the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He 

also made the stars. 
17 

God set them in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, 
18 

to govern the day 

and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. 
19 

And there was 

evening, and there was morning-- the fourth day. 
20 

And God said, "Let the water teem with living 

creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the expanse of the sky." 
21 

So God created the great 

creatures of the sea and every living and moving thing with which the water teems, according to their 

kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 
22 

God blessed them and 

said, "Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the 

earth." 
23 

And there was evening, and there was morning-- the fifth day. 
24 

And God said, "Let the land 

produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and 

wild animals, each according to its kind." And it was so. 
25 

God made the wild animals according to their 

kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground according to 

their kinds. And God saw that it was good. 

 

Introduction 
 Welcome to Immanuel!  We’re glad you’re here.  We’re going through a book of 

the Bible called Genesis.  It’s the very first book of the Bible.  In fact, its name means 

“beginning.”  And we’re still at the beginning of this book.  You haven’t missed much.  

In case you weren’t here last week, let me bring you up to speed. 

Last week we looked at v. 1 of Genesis chapter 1.  And in doing that we laid some 

of the groundwork for understanding this book.  First of all, we said that this book is 
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really not a book; it’s part of a book; it’s a prologue.  The book is really the Pentateuch – 

the first five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy) 

also referred to as the Torah.  It’s really one big book with five parts.  So if we’re going 

to understand Genesis we’ve got to understand its role in setting up the Pentateuch. 

The Pentateuch, we saw, was written primarily by Moses – the main character in 

the rest of the Pentateuch (well, actually God is the main character, but you know what I 

mean).  Moses was the leader of the Hebrew people who had a lot of time on his hands 

during the 40 years of wandering in a formless and empty desert wasteland, after he and 

his people had been delivered from slavery in Egypt by God, but rebelled against God.  

So Moses started writing the story of his people – where they came from, what God had 

promised them and done for them and told to them.  This is what the Pentateuch is, of 

which Genesis is the intro. 

What was Moses trying to communicate to those people at that time?  That’s the 

question and in order to answer it we’ve got to try to understand what some of Moses’ 

and the people’s presuppositions were.  There were three things we explored last week: 

(1) Moses pre-supposes a pre-modern worldview – he’s not setting out to write a modern 

science text-book; (2) Moses pre-supposes a familiarity with other ancient cosmologies 

and directly confronts them – if you’re going to understand Genesis you need to know 

something of what other people believed at that time; and finally (3) Moses pre-supposes 

GOD!  “In the beginning God… In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.”  

Moses just assumes God.  He doesn’t try to prove his existence, he just takes for granted 

that people know there is a God.  You know there is a God; that’s why you’re here.  You 

can’t shake him.  And what we’re about is finding out more of who this God is and how 

we can know him personally.  That’s what Moses is telling us. 

Today we’re going to go through the first 25 verses of chapter one.  And what 

we’re going to see is just this: God made an orderly world.   

 

Let’s pray… 
 

The Relationship Between Verses 1 and 2 

The first thing we need to do is determine the relationship between vv. 1 and 2.  

God (the most basic presupposition) is eternal (he was in the beginning) and he created 

everything that is (heavens and earth is what’s called a merism – i.e. head to toe).  That’s 

v. 1.  Now, the question is: is there progression between v. 1 and v. 2?  Or, is v. 1 a 

summary statement which 1:2 through 2:3 fleshes out in more detail? 

In other words: did God create the heavens the earth and then go about bringing 

order to it over 6 days – he made the stuff, the raw materials (v. 1), but it was “formless 

and empty” (v. 2) and so he went about setting it up. 

Or: is the account of God taking something that was formless and empty and 

forming it and filling it over a six day work-week what it means that in the beginning 

God created the heavens and the earth?  Is it a general => specific; here’s more detail of 

what that entailed…??? 

Those are the two most plausible interpretations, I think.  So which one is right?  

I’m not sure.  I’ve wrestled with this.  If it’s option #1 (God created matter in v. 1 and 

then went about forming it in vv. 2ff) then we get our doctrine of creation ex nihilo (God 

created everything out of nothing) from Genesis 1, but the bulk of the chapter is still 
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about God giving his creation order.  If it’s option #2 (“In the beginning God created the 

heavens and the earth” sums up what he was doing on days 1-6) then we get our doctrine 

of creation ex nihilo from places like Hebrews 11:3 – “By faith we understand that the 

universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what 

was visible” – and all of Genesis ch. 1 is about God giving his creation order. 

I think the evidence leans slightly in favor of option #2 because of grammar and 

structure and the fact that being pre-modern Moses and the Hebrew people would have 

been concerned less with Where did physical matter come from? and more with How did 

this world come to be the way it is?  Either way, though, the biblical doctrine of creation 

ex nihilo is not at stake – God made matter – and the interpretation of the rest of chapter 

one is not that different.  The main point we see today is that God made an orderly 

world. 

 

Formless and Empty 

 So we’re not going to get bogged down in young earth vs. old earth, gap theory, 

day age theory, punctuated activity theory, and all the hundred other theories that many 

of you may have thought Genesis 1 would be about.  We’re just going to look at the text 

and try to listen to what it is saying.  So where am I getting this idea that the text is 

talking about God giving order to the world?  This is really cool.  Look at v. 2.  In v. 2 

there is matter, there is earth/land, but it’s dark and watery, uninhabitable.  Notice the two 

words used here – formless and empty (tohu wawbohu).  Remember those two words. 

 Moses may have had a speech impediment (Ex. 4:10), but he wasn’t dumb.  He’s 

a good writer.  He’s writing historical prose, but he’s doing it poetically, brilliantly.  The 

Jewish scholar Umberto Cassuto has pointed out what he calls “the numerical symmetry” 

of Genesis 1.  Let me give you a sampling.  The three nouns of v. 1 – “God [Elohim] 

created the heavens [samayim] and the earth [eretz].” – each occur in this segment in 

multiples of 7.  God occurs 35 times (5x7) and heavens and earth each occur 21 times 

(3x7).  What’s more, the first verse in the original Hebrew has 7 words.  The second 

verse has 14.  And get this, the paragraph describing the 7
th

 day is composed of 3 

sentences each with 7 words and containing the phrase “the seventh day” in the middle.
1
  

This account of God ordering his world is crafted with literary finesse. 

 One of the neatest ways to see this intricacy of the text is to notice the way the 6 

days correspond to those two descriptions – formless and empty.  There was what Calvin 

called “confused emptiness.”  The primordial waters weren’t an opposing entity outside 

of God’s control, as in other ancient stories.  “The Spirit of God,” it says, “was hovering 

over the waters” (v. 2).  And God doesn’t have to fight them to bring them in; all he has 

to do is speak and the world obeys.  It’s just that the world was uninhabitable, unfit for 

life, unarranged.  God begins to rectify this formlessness and emptiness by forming and 

filling the world. 

 

Forming (Days 1-3) 

 Days 1-3 are forming days.  He gives shape to things.  It’s like taking a barren 

closet and giving it shelves.  On day 1 God causes light to shine into the darkness and he 

separates light from darkness, day from night.  He assigns each its own space.  And then 

it says – “there was evening, and there was morning – the first day” (v. 5).  That’s why 
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Jews to this day count the beginning of a day at sunset; evening comes first, then 

morning. 

 On day 2 we see God making space for the sky.  He separates the water above 

from the water below.  He puts some up high and leaves some down low.  The ancients 

didn’t know that rain came from clouds.  They actually believed that there were 

storehouses of water up above the sky that let down the rain. 

 Day 3 is divided into two parts.  First he takes the water that’s left under the sky 

and puts it all in one place and calls it the sea so that there was dry ground left which he 

calls land.  Now, is Genesis talking about Pangea (when South America and Africa were 

one)?  No, because modern geology and plate tectonics were not on Moses’ mind back 

then; he didn’t think in those categories.  All he’s saying is that God separated the sea and 

the land.  Then in the second half of day 3, he starts to decorate the land with plants and 

trees “according to their kinds” (v. 12). 

 Everything is neatly organized.  At the end of day three there’s light, there’s sky, 

there’s land and sea; and the land is neatly organized with various types of vegetation.  

The land is no longer formless.  It’s neatly arranged and ready for filling. 

 

Filling (Days 4-6) 

 Days 4-6 are filling days.  The closet has shelves, not let’s start putting stuff on 

them.  Remember on day 1 God made light and separated it from darkness – day and 

night.  Now on day 4 he fills the day and night with their own lights.  He makes the sun 

to shine during the day and the moon to shine at night along with the stars.  And notice 

there’s an order to them.  You can tell time by them – “seasons and days and years” (v. 

14).  They have a predictable pattern.  It’s interesting here that Moses doesn’t even refer 

to the sun and moon by their names since they were gods in Egyptian thinking, but only 

as the “greater light” and the “lesser light.”  They are at God’s service to fill his newly 

formed heavens. 

 On day 2 God made the sky and separated the water below from the water above.  

Now on the corresponding day 5 he fills the sky with birds and fills the water with fish.  

The newly formed sky is no longer empty, but filled with winged birds of every kind.  

The newly formed waters below are no longer empty, but teeming sea creatures great and 

small.  Do you see what’s going on here? 

 Day 3 was a two part day and we’ll see here that day 6 is a two-part day as well.  

We’re just going to cover the first part of it.  The second half is the creation of man and 

woman.  We’re going to leave that for next week because there’s so much there to talk 

about.  But I think you can get the picture of what’s happening.  Remember, day 3 was 

the formation of the land.  Now day 6 is the filling of that land with living creatures: 

“livestock, creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its 

kind” (v. 24). 

 In a very orderly way, Moses is telling how God made an orderly world.  He 

took what was formless and empty and made it into something that was formed and full.  

Days 1-3 were forming and on days 4-6 then God fills what was just formed.  Pretty cool, 

huh? 

 

Illustration 
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 All analogies break down at some point, but here’s one I came across that helps 

understand what Moses is talking about here in chapter 1. 

 

In the beginning, Tom built himself a computer.  Now this computer was 

just scattered pieces all over the workbench still in boxes and 

manufacturers’ wrappers.  Darkness was over the face of the monitor. 

 

Then Tom installed the motherboard.  And Tom said, “Let this Intel
®

 chip 

make my computer run fast and efficiently.”  And Tom called the chip 

CPU.  And Tom gave the CPU memory, and he separated the memory into 

static and dynamic; the static he called ROM, and the dynamic he called 

RAM.  And Tom saw that the motherboard was good. Day 1 

 

 

Then Tom said, “Let there be a hard drive to gather the data into one 

place, and let the floppy drive appear,” and it was so.  Tom called the hard 

drive “C,” and the floppy he called “A.” Day 2 

 

Then Tom said, “Let there be communication lines.”  And Tom separated 

analog and digital lines.  And Tom said, “Let comm links sprout forth 

after its own kind, fiber optics connected to fiber optics, copper to copper, 

and wireless to wireless.”  And Tom saw that it was good. Day 3 

 

Then Tom said, “Let there be an operating system to integrate all the 

functions of the computer.  And let it be for allocation and initialization, 

diagnostics, and retrieval.  And let it rule over the motherboard.”  So Tom 

installed the operating system and named the operating system 

“Windows™.”  And Tom saw that it was good. Day 4 

 

The Tom said, “Let there be a SETUP program to set the defaults of the 

system.”  So Tom installed the control panel onto the hard drive and made 

it accessible from the desktop. Day 5 

 

Then Tom said, “Let there be icons and shortcuts, file structures, and 

programs.”  And he blessed them and said, “Be productive and multiply 

and fill the hard drive and the memory.”  Then Tom said, “Let us install a 

User Interface through which the system can be managed exactly as he 

would do it.”  So Tom installed Program Manager and set it up to rule the 

software.  And Tom saw that it was good. Day 6 

 

So on the seventh day Tom finished setting up his computer.  And he 

turned it on and it worked perfectly.  So Tom sat down and enjoyed it on 

the seventh day.
2
 

 

Genesis 1 is the account of God making the world functional, not necessarily 

where matter came from – what physicists would be interested in.
3
  Assigning roles and 
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functions, forming and filling – that’s what would have made sense to the Hebrews, not 

How did physicists’ light and H
2
O and the like come into existence?  Those are the 

questions we ask and they are good questions, but their not the questions Moses or the 

Hebrews would have asked so we must look for answers to them in other places than the 

text of Genesis. 

 

And God Saw that it was Good 
Genesis 1 tells us that God made an orderly world.  There’s a recurring phrase 

in the text that I’ve kind of glossed over.  What is it?  “God saw that it was good.”  In this 

section that ends at 2:3 does anyone want to guess how many times the Hebrew word tov 

– good – occurs?  That’s right!  7x!  What God makes is good.  He took something that 

was formless and empty and made it into something that was not merely formed, filled, 

and functional, but good.  It was beautiful.  A place for everything and everything in its 

place. 

Much of that inherent design and order can still be seen today, even though 

because of what happens in Gen. 3 “the whole creation has been groaning as in the pains 

of childbirth right up to the present time” (Rom. 8:22).  When we understand the text 

properly on its own terms, then we see that science corroborates what the text says.  We 

live in a finely tuned universe.  In fact, the whole reason why we can do science is 

because the world operates with order and according to regular principles.  God did that.  

That’s a result of God’s work in the beginning. 

And we’re stopping short today, but what we’ll see next week is that all this 

forming and filling is really just getting the earth ready for man.  The culmination of 

God’s work is making man and woman to fill the fully functioning earth and find their 

purpose in caring for it and ruling over it. 

Physicists call this the anthropic principle (from anthropos, the Greek word for 

mankind) – the universe is finely tuned for human life.  Oxygen comprises 21% of the 

atmosphere.  If it were any more fires would erupt spontaneously.  If it were any less 

everyone would suffocate.   If our moon were any closer the tides would wipe out whole 

continents every day.  If our globe were not tilted at exactly 23º all the earth’s water 

would be piled up at the north and south poles as giant ice bergs.  If gravity’s force were 

altered by merely 0.00000000000000000000000000000000000001% (37 zeroes) the sun 

could not exist, and thus neither could we.  If the atmosphere’s transparency and 

composition were any different the radiation levels and temperatures on earth would be 

uninhabitable. 

 But everything is perfectly ordered for human life, causing Vera Kistiakowski, a 

professor of physics emerita at MIT and the former president of the Association of 

Women in Science, to say, “The exquisite order displayed by our scientific understanding 

of the physical world calls for the divine.”
4
  Our God made an orderly world… and it 

was good; it’s perfect. 

 

Implications 
 What does this tell us?  What does it mean?  What are some of the implications of 

this text? 

 First of all it tells us something more of who God is.  His character is good.  He 

makes things good.  The universe is not run by an evil despot or selfish and feuding 
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deities.  Isn’t it reassuring to know that God is good?  Also, as the NT book of 1 

Corinthians says, “God is not a God of disorder” (1Cor. 14:33).  God is a good God of 

order and beauty, patterns and productivity.  There are ton of implications here for art and 

mathematics and much, much more.  I think there are implications here for how our 

bedrooms should look.  What do you think?  So we see something of God’s character 

spelled out here. 

 Paul also draws out another implication from the fact that God made an orderly 

world.  This good God still brings order out of chaos today.  He is working to make all 

things new.  This good creation got messed up by us – we’ll take a look at that in more 

detail in a couple weeks when we get to chapter 3.  But God’s Spirit is still hovering over 

this world.  He’s at work holding back evil so that this world’s not as bad as it could be, 

but he’s also stirring in people’s hearts, preparing them for a new work of creation.  Paul 

says in 2 Corinthians 4:6 that “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ made his 

light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the 

face of Christ.” 

 He’s alluding back to Genesis 1.  Just like he did in the beginning, God speaks 

light into the darkness of our hearts.  He gives us the ability to see his glory in the face of 

Jesus and be satisfied; to see his ultimate goodness in that he sent his Son so that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish, but have eternal life (Jn. 3:16).  Do you feel like your life 

is purposeless and empty?  God can give it shape and fullness.  Only he can bring order 

to our directionless lives.  Only he can put all the pieces together of our dysfunctional 

lives and then take his seat at the controls and make us operate the way we were 

designed.  “If anyone is in Christ he is a new creation” (2Cor. 5:17)!  And we await the 

final day when God will make “a new heaven and a new earth, the home of 

righteousness” (2Pet. 3:13).  And we will dwell there with him forever and ever. 

 

The Lord’s Table 

 And we can only be there and we can only experience peace and purpose in this 

life by having our sins forgiven through Jesus Christ… 

 

Benediction 
May God fill your life with order, meaning, and purpose through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 9, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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