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Creation and Chaos!

Creation!
 One of the major theological themes of the Old Testament is that of 

creation. The Hebrew scriptures begin in Genesis 1:1 with the words “In the 

beginning” and the account of God’s creative activity in the world. The Genesis 

account is a source of a great deal of study and debate, particularly in its 

relationship to modern scientific study. However, by examining the story of 

creation within context of the Ancient Near East culture and the Hebrew 

language, one can discover that the creation story speaks more about the 

divine relationship with humanity and the world as it exists today than it does 

about material origins or scientific explanations. Creation is an ongoing event 

in which humans play a vital role. Several theological themes are involved in 

discussing creation in the context of the Old Testament. In this paper, I will 

focus on the functional ontology of creation, the role of humanity in exercising 

dominion, and the ongoing process of creation which humans hinder through 

the choice to sin or participate in by obedience to God’s order and will.
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 To begin to discuss the theological implications of creation, one must 

seek to understand the creation account in scripture within the context of the 

Ancient Near East. This requires that much of modern interpretation of 

scripture be open to scrutiny, particularly in regard to the ontological nature of 

creation. In John Walton’s book, The Lost World of Genesis 1: Ancient 

Cosmology and the Origins Debate, he notes that “the ancient world defined 

existence in terms of having a function in an ordered system. This functional 

ontology indicated that the line between existence and nonexistence was 

functional, not material.”  This basic foundation of Hebraic thought offers a way 1

to view creation theology in terms of order and function in contrast to material 

and substance that is prevalent in much modern discussion of the Genesis 

account. The order and function of creation in the Old Testament is also tied 

intricately to relationships between God and humans and humans and the 

earth. 

When the ancient texts talk about how something functions in an 
ordered system, the system under discussion is not a cosmic or 
ecological system. It is a system inhabited by beings. In the 
ancient Near East the functions were focused on the gods, who 
had created everything to work for their benefit and under their 
authority. 2

 Ancient Near Eastern theodicy’s view of the relationship of divine and 

human beings in creation held that suffering happens when God is angered at 
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humans who have sinned in some way, though they may not know how. The 

human response should be to confess profusely and offer appeasement 

through sacrifice in order to get in good standing with God and receive blessing 

again. In contrast to this thinking about god, the theology of creation in the 

Hebrew Old Testament is one that is focused on an intimate relationship 

between God and humanity in which humans can know and understand God’s 

will. In the book Old Testament Theology in  a Canonical Context, Brevard S. 

Childs notes that “to know God is to know his will. In the Old Testament to 

know God is not a mystical experience or merely an inter-personal relationship. 

Nor is it a feeling of spirituality. Rather, the knowledge of God is defined 

throughout as obedience to his will which has a content.” 3

 The contrast of thought in the Hebraic view of creation over against the 

Ancient Near East theodicy is incredibly significant. Not only does the Hebraic 

view present God as a God of reason and order, but the image of God inherent 

in man is associated with that order. Humanity is created in order to benefit 

from God, not to benefit god as in other Ancient Near East accounts. 

Among the many things that the image of God may signify and 
imply, one of them, and probably the main one, is that people are 
delegated a godlike role (function) in the world where he places 
them. It has already been mentioned that whereas in the rest of 
the ancient world creation was set up to serve the gods, a 
theocentric view, in Genesis, creation is not set up for the benefit 
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of God but for the benefit of humanity-an anthropocentric view. 
Thus we can say that humanity is the climax of the creation 
account. 4

 However, this does not indicate humans are gods or have no limits to the 

role of dominion God has given them. Dominion must be understood in relation 

to God and the order God establishes at creation. The Biblical view of creation is 

that humans were intentionally made to live with God, one another, and the 

earth, in specific ways that result in harmony, peace, and provision for the 

whole world. This is a concept that Skip Moen explains in his book about the 

Genesis account, Guardian Angel, when he expounds on the meaning of 

dominion (radah).

When men and women exercise radah, they act as God’s regents. 
They act on His behalf and, consequently, become paths that lead 
to His order. This verb does not describe rule or authority only 
after the first sin. It is a verb that describes God’s prime directive 
of human beings regardless of their spiritual condition. Fulfilling 
this task is what human beings do. How they fulfill this task is the 
question of the Bible. When you and I fulfill God’s command to be 
fruitful, multiply, subdue the earth and take dominion over it 
(stewardship), our actions point toward the One who grants us the 
ability to do this. 5

 The limits of dominion assigned to the function of humans in creation 

has implications for creation care in modern times in regard to the treatment of 

animals in food production, the use of the land, and the affects of pollution 

from our modern industries. These are all beyond the scope of the Genesis 
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account, because these issues did not yet exist. But this is a case in which the 

theology of creation has current implications when we see creation as an 

ongoing activity in which we are to exercise dominion, and not just as an 

account of primordial material beginnings. This approach to theology of 

creation has implications in the modern world when the biblical concept of 

dominion is not set in the proper context and creation is only seen as a 

scientific account of material creation. The scientific interpretation leaves little 

room for a theology of creation in which human dominion and activity has 

consequences in creation now and in which human dominion has limits defined 

by God’s order and will. In Theology of the Pentateuch, Norbert Lohfink notes 

that “in its original meaning Genesis 1:28 is anything but a justification of the 

belief that human beings are all-powerful and possess a brain that possesses 

not only the ability, but also the right to exploit all other creatures and 

everything the world has to offer, without regard for the consequences.” 6

 When humanity ceases to function within the order that God created, then 

we cease to be exercising dominion by maintaining order and we engage in sin 

which leads the world back into chaos. Skip Moen points out that in order to be 

truly human by a Hebraic standard, we must look beyond our modern Greek 

scientific concepts of material and substance in how we evaluate our humanity, 

and understand that being human is directly correlated to what we do. “Human 
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being is manifest by acting as God would  act,  being  the  reflected  image  of  

the  God  who  creates, sustains and brings about order.”  7

 Bernhard W. Anderson speaks to the human dominion aspect of creation 

theology in his book Contours of Old Testament Theology. He explains that the 

image of God in human beings is connected to an ongoing creative process in 

which order and chaos are always held in tension.

Genesis 1:2 refers to primeval disorder, which persists even after 
God’s creative work wrought order and harmony…One should 
note that at no point does the biblical narrator equate chaos with 
evil. Rather, chaos is primeval disorder symbolized by turbulent 
waters and uncreated darkness. Order and chaos belong to the 
creation that, as a whole, the Creator perceives to be “very 
good” (Gen. 1:31). Since chaos persists, it is proper to say that 
God continues to create, inviting human beings, made in the 
divine image, into the ongoing creative process. The Genesis 
portrayal is compatible with a new revolution in science in which 
the Newtonian view of a static, ordered cosmos is superseded by 
that of a complex, dynamic universe in which order and chaos 
belong together. 8

 An understanding of Sabbath also sheds light on the concept of ongoing 

creation. In his book Theological Themes of the Old Testament, Marty Stevens 

notes that in regard to creation “The climax is not the creation of humanity, as 

is often asserted, but rather the creation of the Sabbath on day seven.”  He also 9

advocates a theology of creation that sees creation as continuing and ongoing, 
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and without end. “God does not cease being Creator in Genesis 3, as if God’s 

creative work is finished once the cosmic elements are set in place and all the 

flora and fauna are initially generated. The biblical witness is that God is 

Creator not only at the beginning of things but throughout history and even 

beyond.” 10

  While a common modern interpretation of Sabbath is to rest from 

activity, Walton outlines an understanding of sabbath not as a rest from labor, 

but within the context of Ancient Near East temple mythology, as ongoing 

activity. Within this framework, by which he argues that the original hearers of 

Genesis would have understood the narrative, the indication is that the God has 

indwelled the created temple, order has been established, and all things are 

functioning as they should without any hindrance. 

What did God do on the eighth day? In the view being presented 
here, on the eighth day, and on 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. When we thought of Genesis 1 as 
an account of material origins, creation became an action in the 
past that is over and done with. God made objects and now the 
cosmos exists (materially). Viewing Genesis 1 as an account of 
functional origins offers more opportunity for understanding that 
God's creative work continues. 11

 When Adam and Eve chose to sin based on the free will that God 

designed into them at their creation, the created order was disrupted. The 
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human responsibility to have dominion in the earth, sustaining order as 

outlined by God’s creation was always given boundaries by God in a revelation 

of God’s own will. Early in the Genesis account, this revelation of God’s will 

occurs when instructions were specifically given to Adam in regard to eating 

from a certain tree. Again, other Ancient Near Eastern cultures embraced a 

theodicy that held that God’s order and will were an unknown. But, not so in 

Hebraic thinking. Skip Moen refers to the freedom of choice inherent in humans 

as created in the image of God and to the active role of humanity in creation, 

which can result in order or chaos. He notes that humans are to act according 

to the order God has established if we want to fulfill our role as God’s image-

bearers with dominion in the earth.

Human beings are not miniature gods, but they are capable of 
acting in ways  similar to God when they walk according to the 
pathway that secures  life…Being human means acting 
according to God’s path to life. It means standing  against  
chaos…It means knowing what is permitted and what is not, and 
acting accordingly. Any behavior that 
denies, negates or rejects these goals is not human behavior and 
the creatures that exhibit non-human behavior are  
not creatures that exhibit God’s image. Before sin entered the 
world, God made human beings 
as perfect representatives of His image and likeness. Now we 
discover that this is an active and dynamic 
condition. In the perfect creation,  nothing prevents human beings 
from taking on the image and likeness of 
God. They are human because they act as God’s  representatives. 
It is a process  of  dynamic interaction with roles, responsibilities 
and a relationship with Him. But when sin entered the 
picture, something tragic occurred. Human beings  began to move 
in another direction. Over time, those who were designed to  
become human rejected walking this path. They eventually arrive 
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at a  destination not intended for human beings. Human beings 
are intended to arrive at the full expression of “our image and 
likeness.” But it is also possible to arrive at another destination, as 
we will see.  46-47

 Chaos results when humans fail to fulfill the responsibility of dominion. 

And the creation itself is intimately connected to humanity as it displays the 

consequences of human sin. As Stevens notes in regard to the plagues of 

Exodus, creation is dynamic and chaos is always a possible consequence of 

human sin. “Creation has lost its structure and content so carefully ordered in 

the beginning, and the earth is on its way to becoming once again a formless 

void.” 12

 Skip Moen points out that one hindrance to understanding the 

relationship between human sin and the emergence of its consequences is 

rooted in modern thinking which is founded Greek philosophies. “Our 

contemporary judicial thinking is based on a Greek model where the  

guilty act is separated from the subsequent result. Our courts distinguish 

between verdict and  punishment. But this is not Hebrew thinking. In the 

Hebrew world, a sinful act brings about its  natural, 

inevitable consequences. The two are inseparable.”   One could say that the 13

punishment for sin is inherent in the sin itself. If humanity sins when it does 
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not fulfill the function of dominion and acts in disorder, the act itself is an act 

of chaos, which is the consequence of sin and the opposite of creation.

 Robin Routledge also expresses a theology of creation that is active and 

ongoing. He notes that creation and chaos are opposites held in tension in the 

book Old Testament Theology: A Thematic Approach.

The chaos of Genesis 1:2 points to a world without God’s 
transforming power. The rest of the chapter shows that power at 
work: transforming what is formless and void and empty into 
something God can declare to be very good. This portrays chaos, 
rather than “unbeing”, as the opposite of creation, and allows the 
possibility that sin and the rejection of God’s purposes for the 
world can open the way for the world to revert to chaos once 
again. 14

 Creation theology allows that human functioning can lead to chaos, but 

also that human participation in creation has redemptive power. Says 

Routledge, “The close link between creation and redemption, however, allows 

us not only to see Israel’s redemption as a creative act but also to view the act 

of creation itself as a salvific act in which God releases the cosmos from 

chaos.” 15

 As humans given dominion in the earth to participate in the ongoing 

work of creation, the implications of our role go beyond the initial setting of the 

Genesis account in the Garden of Eden. According to Skip Moen, 
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“Adam and Havvah are order-making image bearers. They are to extend God’s 

order to the rest of creation. The point is clear: Man was never intended to 

remain in the Garden. He was designed to bring heavenly rule to the entire 

earth.”  16

 If we recall Walton’s comments on Sabbath rest, he noted that rest 

happens when the God of the temple is present and all is functioning in order 

without hindrance. As co-creators with God, called to bring God’s order to all of 

creation, even now outside of the garden, we work within a dynamic of crisis 

and stability that it always in tension. As Walton notes, “in the ancient world 

rest is what results when a crisis has been resolved or when stability has been 

achieved, when things have "settled down.” 17

 This ongoing tension is referred to by Lohfink as well in describing the 

worldview of Hebraic scripture. “The priestly writing envisions the world not as 

something thrusting dynamically forward, but as a system that moves from 

dynamism to stability.”  The movement between the poles of chaos and 18

creation, dynamism and stability, and sin and dominion is also noted by Walter 

Brueggeman in regard to a foundation of old testament theology. His 

discussion about the importance of embracing pain as a motif of Old Testament 
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theology implies that when humans do not function according to God’s order, 

eventually a recognition of the painful consequences result. This pain helps to 

drive Israel back into God’s order and rest.

Old Testament theology must be bipolar. It is not only about 
structure legitimacy but also about the embrace of pain that 
changes the calculus. My argument, therefore, in this second of 
two chapters is that Old Testament theology must attend to the 
embrace of pain as a posture of both Yahweh and Israel. By 
embrace of pain is meant the full acknowledgment of and 
experience of pain and the capacity and willingness to make that 
pain a substantive part of Israel’s faith-conversation with its God. 
Such an act of embrace means to articulate the pain fully, to insist 
on God’s reception of the speech and the pain, and to wait 
hopefully for God’s resolution.  19

 To conclude, it is clear that when a theology of creation is secured within 

the framework of the context of the Ancient Near East and Hebraic thinking, 

creation is understood as functional as opposed to material and human 

dominion is integral to the functional order established by God. Because 

creation is ongoing, the role of humanity also persists as our actions result in a 

world moving toward two poles, creation or chaos.  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