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CHAPTER		

1

essay: The FirsT Verse—a FirsT in human hisTory

1.1 In the beginning God created the Heavens and the Earth.1

The first verse of Genesis is, in some ways, the most important verse in the Bible.  

While many Torah verses influenced history, Genesis 1:1 changed history in 

monumental ways.

• First, the verse posits a Creator of the universe. That

means, among many other things, there is meaning to

existence. If there is no Creator, there is no ultimate

purpose to existence, including, of course, human

existence. We humans can make up a meaning because

we are the one species that cannot live without mean-

ing. But the fact remains that we made it up.

Of course, atheists argue that believers in God made 

up God; therefore, God does not really exist. But they 

don’t always apply this rule to the existence of what they 

acknowledge they made up: meaning. If what we make 

up (God) doesn’t exist, what atheists make up (meaning) 

doesn’t exist.

If there is no God, we know there is no ultimate 

meaning or purpose to life: that all existence—including, 

of course, our own—is the result of random chance. But 
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we do not know there is no Creator. So, unlike those who 

know they make up meaning, neither we who believe in 

God nor atheists know we made up God. On the con-

trary, there are very strong arguments for a Designer of 

the world, but there are no arguments for an ultimate 

purpose to life if there is no God.

• Second, the word “created” (bara) implies nothing 

preexisted Genesis 1:1. When bara is used in the 

Torah, it is used only with reference to God—because 

only God can create from nothing. Human beings 

cannot create; they can only “make,” like making 

something from something, such as wood and paper 

from trees.

• Third, everything—with the exception of God—has 

a beginning. Prior to God’s creating, there was noth-

ing. That includes time. Thanks to Einstein, we know 

that time, too, had a beginning. God, therefore, also 

created time, which means God exists not only out-

side of nature but outside of time. God precedes time 

and will outlive time.

• Fourth, for the first time, a creation story has but one 

Creator. The moral and intellectual consequences of 

the Torah’s monotheism have changed the world. They 

are listed in detail in the commentary to Exodus 8:6 

(and summarized in the commentary to Genesis 35:2).

• Fifth, unlike pre-Bible creation stories, there is com-

plete silence regarding a birth of the deity. The God 

of Genesis 1:1, the God of the Bible, is not born.

• Sixth, for the first time in history, we are presented 

with a god who is completely  separate from nature—

because God created nature. God, for the first time, 

is not part of nature.
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• Seventh, for the first time in history, the Creator and 

the act of creation are completely desexualized.

All of that is contained in this opening verse of the Bible.

on The QuesTion “Who CreaTed God?”

As noted above, Genesis 1:1 is completely silent with regard to God’s origins. 

All prior creation stories contained descriptions of how the gods came into 

existence (these are called “theogonies”). Therefore, Genesis 1:1 begins not 

with God’s origins—because He has none—but with God acting (creating 

the world).

For this reason, the question “Who created God?” while meaningful 

regarding pagan religion, is meaningless with regard to the God of the Bible. 

If God were created, God wouldn’t be 

God. God’s creator—we’ll call him God’s 

Dad—would be God. But the same people 

who ask “Who created God?” would then 

ask “Who created God’s Dad?” And after 

that, they would ask “Who created God’s 

Dad’s dad?” Ad infinitum. People who 

ask this question would feel intellectually 

at home in the pagan world where this 

question was meaningful.

The question is akin to asking, “What 

is the highest number?” and after being told “googolplex,” asking, “What about 

googolplex plus one?” It is playing with words, not serious thought. The God of 

Genesis—the God the Western world came to affirm—is the First Cause, Who 

always was and always will be. That cannot be said about any other ancient god. 

Skeptics will respond that just as the theist posits God always existed, the 

atheist posits the universe always existed. But this is untenable on both scientific 

and logical grounds. 

If God were created, 

God wouldn’t be God. 

God’s creator would 

be God. But the same 

people who ask “Who 

created God?” would 

then ask “Who created 

God’s Dad?”
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Regarding science, the predominant view at this time is the universe did 

indeed have a beginning, what is popularly known as the Big Bang. This has 

disturbed scientists committed to atheism. Some have therefore posited an 

infinite number of Big Bangs and/or the existence of the “multiverse,” an infinite 

number of universes. But this is truly a statement of faith because there is no 

possible way of finding another universe. Nor is there evidence for an infinite 

number of Big Bangs. 

The logical argument is this: How does the atheist explain existence? Why 

is there anything? To that, the atheist has no answer. The theist has a plausible—

not provable, but easily the most logically compelling—answer: A Creator. God.

essay: God’s exisTenCe

Given the supreme importance of Genesis 1:1—that is, of God’s existence—to 

life, to meaning, and to morality; and given the Bible rests on this verse and its 

premise of God’s existence, a brief review of the rational arguments for God’s 

existence is necessary.

The most compelling rational argument is, as noted, the question “Why is 

there anything?” Science and atheism have no answer 

to this question. Nor will either ever have an answer. It 

is outside the purview of science. Science explains what 

is. But it cannot explain why what is came about—why 

something, rather than nothing, exists. Only a Creator 

of that something can explain why there is something 

rather than nothing. 

It is true that the existence of a Creator cannot be scientifically proved. 

Given that a Creator is outside of nature and that science can prove only that 

which is within nature, the fact that science cannot prove God’s existence is 

not meaningful. 

Moreover, a Creator remains the only rational explanation for exis-

tence. And if only one thing can explain something, it is overwhelmingly 

likely that one thing is the explanation. The only alternatives are a) 

Science cannot explain 

why something, rather 

than nothing, exists.
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creation created itself from nothing or b) creation always existed. But 

each of these propositions is considerably less rational than a Creator, 

and neither can ever be proved.

Nor can science explain the emergence of life on earth. It is as mystified by 

the emergence of life from non-life as it is by the emergence of non-life from 

nothing. Again, only a Creator can explain that.

And science cannot explain consciousness. Why are human beings (and 

perhaps, to a much lesser degree, some animals) self-aware? To the best of our 

knowledge, nothing else in all the universe is self-aware. How did self-aware 

creatures emerge in a universe of non-awareness?

To be an atheist is to believe the universe came about by itself, life came 

from non-life by itself, and consciousness came about by itself.

On purely rational grounds—the grounds on which I believe in God—the 

argument for a God who created the world is far more intellectually compelling 

than atheism.

It is not belief in the existence of a Creator God that most troubles intel-

lectually honest people; it is the existence of unjust suffering—both natural 

(diseases, earthquakes) and man-made (murder, torture). In other words, the 

intellectually honest atheist should acknowledge that the existence of the uni-

verse, of life, and of consciousness argue for God; and the intellectually honest 

believer should acknowledge that the amount of unjust suffering challenges 

faith in a good God. 

However, I have never met a believer in God who has not acknowledged 

this challenge, whereas atheists, by definition, do not acknowledge the over-

whelming evidence for a Creator. If they did, they would no longer be atheists; 

they would be believers or agnostics. To paraphrase the American rabbi and 

theologian Milton Steinberg (1903-1950), the believer has to account for the 

existence of unjust suffering; the atheist has to account for the existence of 

everything else—for the world, life, consciousness, beauty, love, art, music. It 

would seem the believer has the upper hand.

So, then, how do believers in the good God of the Bible rationally affirm 

their faith?
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The primary rational arguments are these: 

It does not make rational sense that the Creator wouldn’t care about 

His creations. 

It does not seem likely that the Creator of beings who care about good and 

evil does not Himself care about good and evil. 

It does not seem likely caring beings were created by an uncaring Creator. 

I believe the most intellectually honest response to all the unjust suffering 

in the world is not to deny God exists, but to be occasionally angry with God. 

That is, in fact, one of the reasons I believe in the God 

of the Bible—because the name of God’s People is 

“Israel,” which means “Struggle with God” (see the 

commentary to Genesis 32:29). The very Book that 

introduced God to humanity invites us to fight with 

and even get angry with that God.

Finally, I believe God is good because this Book—

the Bible—makes such a compelling case for God’s 

goodness. If after reading this commentary, the reader 

is not persuaded the world is governed by a just and 

good God, I will have failed my primary task in writing this commentary. 

essay: do sCienCe and Genesis ConFliCT?

A major barrier to many modern men and women taking the Bible seriously is 

the belief that science and Genesis conflict and, consequently, that religion and 

science conflict.

Therefore, this subject needs to be addressed.

First, the notion that the Genesis Creation story must agree with science 

is itself untenable. If Genesis described exactly how the world was created, it 

would be unintelligible to us, let alone to all those who preceded us over the 

past three thousand years. It might not even be in intelligible language but in 

yet-to-be-discovered mathematical or physics equations.

If Genesis described 

exactly how the world 

was created, it would be 

unintelligible to us, let 

alone to all those who 

preceded us over the past 

three thousand years.
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The Torah must speak in language that is intelligible to human beings—in 

every past generation as well as in every future generation. Clearly, then, it cannot 

speak in scientific terms. At the same time, it should not violate essential scientific 

truths (for example, it accurately depicts human beings as the last creation).

Moreover, we have no idea what science will say about cosmology (the 

beginning of the universe) in a hundred 

years. In my lifetime alone, science went 

from positing a universe that always 

existed to positing a universe that had 

a beginning (the Big Bang). So, in just 

one generation, the Torah, in describing 

a beginning to the universe, went from 

conflicting with science to agreeing 

with science. But this is not necessarily a comment on the Torah because 

science—to its credit, I might add—is always changing.

Second, while Genesis 1 must accord with what is true, the purpose of 

Genesis 1 is not to teach science. It is to teach about God, man, and nature. 

That is why the Torah is eternal—and why few scientific claims are.

Among other things, Genesis 1 teaches: 

• God is beyond nature (all previous gods were gods of 

nature or part of nature). 

• Therefore, there is a reality outside of nature. And 

that has incomparably important ramifications for 

us humans. It means this physical world is not all 

there is.

• God is not a sexual being (all previous gods engaged 

in sex—with other gods and/or mortals).

• There is only one God of humanity (all pre-existing 

gods were attached to one tribe, religion, or nation—

there was no god of all humanity).

The believer has to account 

for the existence of unjust 

suffering; the atheist has to 

account for the existence of 

everything else.
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• God represents order versus the forces of disorder and 

chaos, which are the norm—both in nature and in 

human society.

• God has a special role for the human being.

• God is moral and has a moral will.

• Because of all of this, there is a transcendent purpose 

to life.

Science, on the other hand, teaches none of that. Science teaches science, 

which is no small thing—a vast number of people, myself included, are alive 

thanks to science. But science doesn’t teach right from wrong—or even that 

there is a right and wrong. Nor does it provide ultimate purpose: Science is 

the study of the physical universe, which, without God and religion, is bereft 

of ultimate purpose. If there is no God, we humans spend an infinitesimally 

tiny period of time between oblivion (before we are born) and extinction 

(after we die).

Genesis 1 does not seek to teach science. It seeks to teach wisdom. 

While the present generation knows more science than any generation in 

history, I believe it possesses less wisdom than many preceding generations. 

And the biggest single reason is that it has decided God, the Bible, and 

religion are not necessary and that only science is.

Finally, it is worth noting many scientists believe in God and the Bible.2 

In 2010, Oxford University published a book titled Science vs. Religion: What 

Scientists Really Think by Elaine Howard Ecklund, a 

Rice University professor of sociology. This was her 

finding: “After four years of research, at least one thing 

became clear: Much of what we believe about the faith 

lives of elite scientists is wrong. The ‘insurmountable 

hostility’ between science and religion is a caricature, 

a thought-cliché, perhaps useful as a satire on groupthink, but hardly repre-

sentative of reality.”

Science doesn’t teach right 

from wrong—or even that 

there is a right and wrong.
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essay: Why God is depiCTed in male Terms

The complete desexualization of God and of religion was a radical innovation 

of the Torah. In religions before the Torah and in its own time, gods were 

depicted as celestial men and women, and those gods engaged in sexual activ-

ity—with human beings and with other gods. In the Torah, God is never 

depicted either as a man or as a woman and is completely removed from any 

sexuality. 

Before the Torah, religion had never before been wholly removed from the 

sexual realm.

However, the Torah does depict God in the masculine. Hebrew is one of 

the few languages in the world in which verbs are masculine and feminine. 

They must, therefore, agree with the noun to which they refer in gender and in 

number. For example, the verb “created” in the first verse of the Torah is in the 

masculine and in the singular. So, we immediately know there is not more than 

one God and there is no goddess. 

Gender-wise, the Torah had three 

choices in depicting God: 

a) Masculine

b) Feminine

c) Neuter

We can readily rule out the third choice. First, a neutered depiction of God 

is simply impossible in Hebrew. Unlike English and most other languages, there 

are no neuter verbs or nouns in Hebrew.

Second, the biblical God is a personal God to whom we can and must 

relate. We cannot relate to, let alone obey or love, an “It.”

Moreover, if one wants to depict a genderless God, “he” is closer than 

“she.” When people hear the word “she,” they immediately imagine a female. 

But that is not always the case with “he,” which is often used to cover an entire 

population. For example, when people kill a fly, they say “I killed him,” 

because they have no idea—or interest in—whether the fly was male or female. 

The purpose of Genesis 

1 is not to teach science. 

It is to teach about God, 

man, and nature.
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And no one who heard “I killed him” would think 

about the fly’s gender. But if a person said, “I killed 

her,” everyone would immediately think of gender.

Nevertheless, it would be disingenuous to argue the 

Torah uses the masculine solely because using neuter 

was not possible. The depiction of God in masculine 

terms is deliberate because it is essential to the Torah’s 

fundamental moral purposes. 

To understand why, we have to acknowledge three premises: 

1. The Hebrew Bible’s primary concern is a good world.

2. A good world can be achieved only by making good 

people.

3. The primary perpetrators of evil (of a violent nature) 

are males. 

Given these premises, it is in both men’s and women’s best interests to depict 

God in the masculine. 

Boys Take rules From men 

When males are young, they need to feel accountable to a male authority figure. 

Without a father or some other male rule-giver, young men are likely to do great 

harm. If there is no male authority figure to give a growing boy rules, it is very 

difficult to control his wilder impulses.

In 2008, then-U.S. Senator Barack Obama told an audience, “Children who 

grow up without a father are five times more likely to live in poverty and com-

mit crime; nine times more likely to drop out of schools, and twenty times more 

likely to end up in prison.” Commenting on that speech, Dr. Alvin Poussaint, 

a psychiatrist with Harvard Medical School, confirmed Obama’s statistics: “The 

absence of fathers corresponds with a host of social ills, including dropping out 

of school and serving time in jail.”3

Any discomfort one feels 

with a masculine depic-

tion of God is not compa-

rable to the pain one will 

feel if boys are not civi-

lized into good men.
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The data are overwhelming:4 

A report released by the Minnesota Psychological Association, concluded:5

“The more opportunities a child has to interact with his or her biological 

[or adoptive] father, the less likely he or she is to commit a crime or have contact 

with the juvenile justice system.6 

“In a study of female inmates, more than half came from a father-absent home.7 

“Youths who never had a father living with them have the highest incar-

ceration rates.8 

“Youths in father-only households display no difference in the rate of incar-

ceration from that of children coming from 

two-parent households.” (Italics added.)9

In other words, if one’s primary goal 

is a good world—specifically, a world 

with far less murder, child abuse, theft, 

rape, and torture—a God depicted in 

masculine terms (a Father in Heaven), not 

a goddess (a Mother in Heaven), must be 

the source of moral and ethical command-

ments such as “Do not murder” and “Do 

not steal.”

If the father figure/rule-giver that 

boys need is not on Earth, a morally authoritative Father in Heaven can often 

serve as an effective substitute. 

Any discomfort one feels with a masculine depiction of God is not compa-

rable to the pain one will feel if boys are not civilized into good men.

males need Male role models 

To transform a wild boy into a good man, a male role model is as necessary as a 

male rule-giver. When the Bible depicts God as merciful, compassionate, and 

caring for the poor and the widow, it is not so much interested in describing God 

as in providing a model for humans, especially males, to emulate. If God were 

If one’s primary goal is 

a good world—specifi-

cally, a world with far less 

murder, child abuse, theft, 

rape, and torture—a God 

depicted in masculine 

terms, not a goddess, must 

be the source of moral 

commandments.
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depicted as female, young men would deem traits such as compassion, mercy, and 

care for the downtrodden as feminine and would not 

identify with them. But if God, their Father in Heaven, 

who is strong—on occasion even a warrior—cares for the 

poor and loves justice, mercy, and kindness, these traits 

are also masculine and to be emulated. The argument that 

girls equally need female role models to avoid violence is 

not true—because the problem of mayhem and violence 

is overwhelmingly a male one. Of course, girls need 

female role models, but not to avoid violence. Like boys, 

girls are also more likely to obey a male authority figure.

The male is more rule-orienTed

A third reason for depicting God in masculine terms is the indispensability of 

law to a just and humane society. “Law and order” can be code words for 

repression, but they are in fact the building blocks of a decent society. That is 

why the Torah identifies God with the gender that is more naturally disposed 

to rules and order—the male. Females are more naturally inclined toward feel-

ings and compassion, which are also essential qualities for a decent life. But a 

male depiction of God helps make a law-based society possible. And the Torah 

is nothing if not law-based. It is ironic that any women are attempting to render 

the God of Western religious morality less masculine. If their goal is achieved, 

it is women who will suffer most from lawless males. 

We have too many absent fathers on Earth to begin to even entertain the 

thought of having no Father in Heaven.

God is noT WiThin naTure. God CreaTed naTure.

Another completely new innovation of Genesis 1:1 is that, because the world 

was created by God, God exists independently of the world. God is therefore 

It is ironic that any 

women are attempting to 

render the God of West-

ern religious morality less 

masculine. If their goal 

is achieved, it is women 

who will suffer most from 

lawless males. 
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not part of nature. We do not worship trees—because trees are created, not 

creators. We worship the Creator of trees. Unlike the other religions of the 

ancient world, biblical religion never worshipped nature.

Another reason not to worship nature—if another is necessary—is that 

nature, unlike God and human beings, is amoral. That is why we think of 

a human being who commits murder as evil, but we don’t think of an earth-

quake or a hurricane, which may inflict far more suffering and destruction, 

as evil.

God is good. Man can be good and/or evil. Nature is neither good 

nor evil.

God’s name

The word used here for “God” is Elohim. It is a plural noun. But the word used 

for “created,” bara, is in the singular. The Torah says “Elohim created” using 

the singular of the Hebrew verb “create.” If Elohim were plural, it would utilize 

the plural of the verb. The verb therefore tells us God is a singular entity. Eng-

lish provides an example—the word “fish.” It can be used in both the singular 

and plural—and only the verb tells us whether “fish” is in the singular or 

plural: “The fish swim” means “fish” is plural; “the fish swims” means “fish” 

is in the singular.

Any number of theories have been offered to explain why God’s name is 

in the plural. The one that make the most sense to me is that “God” (Elohim) 

encompasses all gods.

The BiBle BeGins WiTh The God oF all The World,  
noT The sTory oF The JeWs

The Torah doesn’t begin with Jews, and God didn’t begin with Jews. Jews make 

no appearance in the Torah until Abraham, whose birth is related at the end of 

chapter 11 (verse 27). The Torah and God are preoccupied with all of humanity, 
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not just Jews. No other ancient national history began with the creation of the 

world (and I do not know of a modern national history that does so either).

disorder—The naTural sTaTe oF The World WiThouT God

1.2 The earth being unformed and void,

Genesis describes the original state of the earth as tohu and vohu, translated 

here as “unformed and void.” Robert Alter, professor of Hebrew and com-

parative literature at the University of California, Berkeley, writes in his com-

mentary on Genesis, “Tohu by itself means emptiness or futility, and in some 

contexts is associated with the trackless vacancy of the desert.” The King James 

Version translates the terms as “without form and void.” University of Georgia 

Professor Richard Elliott Friedman, who has translated the Torah into English, 

uses “shapeless and formless.”

One may infer from this description that God’s work was not only creating 

and making, but composing order out of chaos. Genesis 1 is about Divine Order 

as much as it is about Creation. God is the Maker of Order and Distinctions. 

Order and distinctions are fundamental characteristics of the Torah’s worldview. 

As we shall see in Genesis 1, God distinguishes between light and dark, day 

and night, land and water, and humans and animals; and, as we will see else-

where in the Torah, God distinguishes between man and 

God, good and evil, man and woman, the holy and the 

profane, parent and child, the beautiful and the ugly, 

and life and death.

Preserving God’s order and distinctions is one of 

man’s primary tasks. But, like the unformed chaos of 

this verse, undoing God’s order and distinctions is the 

natural state of man. The battle for higher civilization 

may be characterized as the battle between biblical distinctions and the human 

desire to undo many of those distinctions. As Western society abandons the 

Bible and the God of the Bible, it is also abandoning these distinctions. I fear 

for its future because Western civilization rests on these distinctions.

Genesis 1 is about Divine 

Order as much as it is 

about Creation. God is 

the Maker of Order and 

Distinctions.
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1.2 (cont.) with darkness over the surface of the deep 

Theories about the earth’s earliest atmosphere are in flux. Some scientists con-

jecture that earth’s early atmosphere was much thicker than our present-day 

atmosphere; other scientists have theorized it was much thinner than today’s.10 

But there is a consensus that the young earth was bombarded by collisions with 

other celestial bodies; a dense mixture of gases, dust, and debris enveloped the 

early earth; and the sun was a considerably dimmer star than it is today. All 

that rendered the earth’s atmosphere essentially opaque—the “darkness” 

described in this verse. “You would not have been able to see much, just clouds 

covering everything,” is how the early earth was described by Dave Stevenson, 

a Caltech professor of planetary science.11 

It is also generally believed the earth was nearly or completely covered 

with water from a very early point. “Early earth was covered in a global 

ocean and had no mountains” reads a headline from the British science 

magazine New Scientist.12 This is the “surface of the deep” described in this 

verse. And that raises an interesting question: how did Genesis know, more 

than three thousand years ago, that the nascent planet was submerged in 

darkness and water? 

1.2 (cont.) and a wind from God sweeping over the water.

With these words, a subtle—so subtle almost all readers miss it (including me 

until writing this commentary)—but extremely significant transition occurs: 

The perspective has shifted from outside the world—the level of the cosmos or 

God’s perspective, as it were—to Earth’s surface. Why this is important will 

be made clear in the commentary on the next verse.

The Hebrew word translated here as “wind” (ruach) is the same word as 

“spirit,” which is the word most other translations use. The King James Version 

and, among modern translations, the previous JPS translation (1917) and 

Richard Elliott Friedman use “spirit.” The more common translation therefore 

reads, “and the spirit of God hovered over the face of the waters.”

Many scholars, including Leeor Gottlieb, professor of Bible at Bar-

Ilan University in Israel, understand elohim here as meaning “powerful” 
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or “mighty.” This accords with the present translation—“a mighty wind.” 

In the Hebrew Bible, Elohim almost always refers to God. But on occa-

sion, it means “mighty” or “great” (see, for example, Genesis 30:8 and 

Jonah 3:3).

God speaks and his Will is done

1.3 God said, “Let there be light” and there was light.

This verse is another radical innovation in history: God’s will alone is all that 

is needed for something to happen. There are no cosmic battles, no mating with 

humans, no consultation with other deities.

Throughout history, people have understood “Let there be light” to mean 

“God created light.” And that is an entirely legitimate translation—“Let there 

be” (yihee) can mean “Come into being.” But there is no verb here meaning 

“create,” “make,” or “form.” And that may strongly suggest another meaning. 

There are scientists who believe in the Bible who understand “Let there be light” 

to mean that God did not create or make light in this verse; He made light 

appear. These scientists focus on the shift in perspective from God’s view at the 

level of the cosmos in verse 1 to the view from the surface of the earth in verse 

2 (as noted, many translations render the last part of verse 2: “and the Spirit of 

God hovered over the surface of the waters”). 

No light had yet appeared on earth because in earth’s earliest period, the 

earth’s atmosphere was opaque, either from clouds or cosmological dust and 

debris, or both. In the words of former MIT physicist and member of the United 

States Atomic Energy Commission Gerald Schroeder: “There was light, but no 

sources of light were visible from the earth due to the cloud cover over the still-

warm earth. Warm earth = high vapor pressure = clouds.”13 Now, as God 

hovered over the waters, with His words “let there be light,” the atmosphere 

began to clear, and the light of the sun (but not the sun itself) became visible 

from the surface of the earth—just as it is visible to us when the skies are over-

cast: we see the light, but not its source. Thus, in the opinion of Schroeder, Ross 
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and other scientists who reconcile science with Genesis, the sun already exists 

(but is not seen until Day Four).

Why does God deClare his CreaTion “Good”?

1.4 God saw it was good

This is the first of seven occasions in the opening chapter of Genesis that states 

God saw what He created was good (the others are verses 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 

and 31). Such repetition of this phrase “God saw that it was good” can only 

mean the Torah considers it very important.

It means the world God created was good. In addition to meaning Cre-

ation and Order are good, it may be expressing an inherent optimism to life 

and existence. That the world God created is good gives all of us who believe 

in the Bible a reason for optimism, even when our life is troubled. Ulti-

mately, this world is good, and good will eventually prevail (here or in an 

afterlife).

God took pleasure in seeing how well His work had turned out. This is 

also a human teaching moment. God’s expressing admiration for, and taking 

pleasure in, His work teaches the meaning of humility. If you do good work—

meaning the work was good and it was done to achieve good—you are allowed 

to say you have done good. We are not to be falsely humble by minimizing, let 

alone denying, our good accomplishments. Humility means knowing your 

strengths but not allowing them to make you arrogant.14

1.4 (cont.) and God separated the light from the darkness.

As explained above, in verse 2, distinctions are central to the biblical worldview.

Separating is the first thing God does after creating the world. God is now in 

the process of shaping tohu and vohu—chaos—into order. 

1.5 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and there 

was morning, a first day.
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Evening precedes morning for the simple and even obvious reason that darkness 

preceded light. Prior to the universe, all was dark. Light needed to be created, not 

darkness. Darkness is the absence of light. Light is not the absence of darkness.

The description of each day—“there was evening and there was morning”—is 

why days in the Hebrew calendar begin at sunset (not midnight). The weekly 

Sabbath, for example, commences on Friday evening.

In Professor Gottlieb’s view, there is another important meaning to “dark-

ness” and “light” and to “night” and “day.” God works during the day, not at 

night. This is so significant because there will be only one “day” when God 

does not work: the Sabbath. The Sabbath is central to creation. It is so impor-

tant, it is the only ritual commandment in the Ten Commandments.

essay: WhaT does “day” mean in Genesis 1?

Nothing in Genesis appears to present as irreconcilable a conflict between 

science and the Bible as the claim in Genesis that the world was created in six 

days and the scientific claim that the universe is 13.8 billion years old.

This seems to present those of us who believe in both the Bible and science 

with this dilemma: If “day” in Genesis 1 is a twenty-four-hour period, six days 

of creation cannot be reconciled with science.

Can one reconcile science, which dates the universe at about fourteen bil-

lion years, with six twenty-four-hour days? Dr. Gerald Schroeder, who taught 

physics at MIT and the Weizmann Institute in Israel, reconciles science and 

“day” in Genesis 1 in this way:

“We look back and measure fourteen billion years from today back to 

the creation. The Bible looks forward and sees six days from the beginning 

looking forward to Adam. . . . Two views of one reality and both are true: 

six days and fourteen billion years. In an expanding universe they both are 

mathematically true.”15

I respect the views of religious scientists such as Schroeder and Hugh Ross 

(Ph.D. in astrophysics and a postdoctoral research fellow at Caltech), and I also 
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recognize most readers throughout history understood these days as literal days 

and that a substantial number of believers today continue to do so. I will explain 

why “day” in the Hebrew Bible does not necessarily mean a twenty-four-hour 

period, but I do not disparage those who do believe it means a twenty-four-hour 

period. Despite their rejection of science regarding creation, these people should 

not be dismissed as “anti-science.” I know some of these people, and they are 

highly respectful of science; some of them study science (and all of them go to 

doctors). People who truly reject science would forego modern medicine. I know 

no one who does. They go to doctors when ill, they vaccinate themselves and 

their children, esteem physicians and other scientists, and build hospitals.

Nevertheless, “day” (yom) does not always mean “twenty-four hours.” In 

the very next chapter of Genesis, the Torah states: “These are the generations 

of the heavens and the earth when they were created, on the day God made the 

earth and the heavens” (Genesis 2:4—italics added). Clearly “day” in that verse 

alludes to the entirety of God’s creating the world, so in that verse yom cannot 

mean one twenty-four-hour period. “Day” in the Bible can mean an indefinite 

period of time just as it can when we use the word in English: “In that day and 

age. . . .” “in our day. . . .” etc. And the Bible itself later asserts, “A thousand years 

in your sight are like a day that has just gone by, or like a watch in the night” 

(Psalm 90:4).

I find those examples persuasive. But I do not ascribe great importance to 

this particular debate for another reason: What matters is not how long it took 

God to create the world; what matters is that God created it. What matters is 

that, if there were no God, there would be no world. All existence, not to men-

tion all life, and intelligent life in particular, is a miracle. When I look at the 

world and recite the words of Psalm 92:5—“How great are your works, Lord, 

how profound your thoughts”—it does not occur to me think how long it took 

God to make His great works. Genesis 1 teaches God created the world, not 

chance. That is what matters.

1.6 God said, “Let there be expanse in the midst of the water that it may separate water from water.”
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The Hebrew word rakiya—translated here as “expanse”—is found only here in 

the Bible. Whatever rakiya literally means, it is the “expanse” between the waters 

on earth and the waters above—such as cloud cover. The waters below are 

mayim (the Hebrew word for “water”), and waters above are sham-mayim—

which some, but by no means all, scholars believe means “water there” (sham is 

Hebrew for “there”). It is ultimately referred to—as verse 8 states—as the “sky.”

1.7 God made the expanse, and it separated the water which was below the expanse from the water 

which was above the expanse. And it was so.

1.8 God called the expanse Sky. And there was evening 

and there was morning, a second day.

On the second day, God engaged in separating—the 

waters above from the waters below, making order—

and life on earth possible. Separations and distinctions 

are essential elements in Genesis 1, the building blocks of the divine order.

1.9 God said, “Let the water below the sky be gathered into one area, that the dry land may appear.” 

And it was so.

According to Schroeder, this coincides with the scientific record: “When the 

molten earth formed, as it cooled from its initial molten state, it was relatively 

smooth, not like a billiard ball, but also without the deep ocean trenches of 

today. The water was distributed over the entire earth. The amount of water in 

the oceans today would cover such a ‘smooth’ earth by one and half miles. Only 

as the earth cooled and the continents formed did dry land appear.”

When the earth’s tectonic plates moved, the trenches of the ocean were 

formed, enabling the waters that had covered the earth to recede—thereby 

enabling land to appear.

1.10 God called the dry land Earth, and the gathering of waters He called Seas. And God saw that 

this was good.

Genesis 1 teaches God 

created the world, not 

chance. That is what  

matters.
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1.11 God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation: seed-bearing plants, fruit trees of every kind on 

earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so.

planTs BeFore The sun?

1.12 The earth brought forth vegetation: seed-bearing plants of every kind, and trees of every kind 

on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And God saw that it was good.

Schroeder says this: “People constantly ask me, ’How can we have plants when 

the sun doesn’t appear until the next day?’ There were the sun, moon, and 

stars—but they were not visible from the earth’s surface. The earth was still 

hot at this time and therefore high vapor pressure enveloped it in thick clouds. 

“I have personally measured photosynthesis, the growth of plants and the 

production of oxygen from that photosynthesis on days when the overcast was 

so heavy no sun or even hints of a sun could be seen through the clouds, but there 

was plenty of light and the plants were doing fine with their photosynthesis. By 

the time of Day Four, the earth had cooled; the clouds were opened and the sun, 

moon, and stars could be visible from the earth. Obviously there were no humans, 

but the Bible’s view is from the earth: We know this because the sun and moon 

are called ‘great bodies’ (verse 16), and the only location in the universe where 

the sun and moon seem the same size is earth. That is because the sun’s diameter 

is 400 times greater than the moon’s diameter but the moon is 400 times closer 

to the earth than the sun. Parallax gives the visual impression of equal sizes.”

To summarize Professor Schroeder’s response to the question “How can 

there be vegetation before there was a sun?”—there was a sun (plausibly the 

light referred to in verse 3), but it was not visible from Earth until Day Four. 

And vegetation can take place when the sun is covered (by clouds, for example). 

Again, the narrative’s perspective is from earth, not from above, as most people 

understandably assume. And verse 16 will make this earth-perspective clear: 

It calls both the sun and the moon “great bodies” even though the sun is four 

hundred times larger than the moon—because from the earth they appear of 

equal size.
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1.13 And there was evening, and there was morning, a third day.

1.14 God said, “Let there be lights in the expanse of the sky to divide the day from the night and to 

be signs for seasons, for days and years.

1.15 and they shall serve as lights in the expanse of the sky to shine upon the earth.” And it was so.

The Hebrew word for “lights” here is not the same as the word for light on Day 

One (verse 3). There, the word is ohr; here it is mi-ohrot, meaning illuminators, 

“bodies that give light.” According to scientists who believe in the biblical nar-

rative, this does not mean new celestial bodies were made in this verse; what 

was new was the clearing of the earth’s formerly opaque atmosphere enabling 

the bodies giving light—the sun, moon, and stars, which had been previously 

created—to be visible from earth. 

The sun and The moon deThroned as Gods

1.16 God made the two great lights, the greater light to dominate the day and the lesser light to 

dominate the night, and the stars.

This verse does not describe the making of something new; it offers further 

details regarding verse 14. More important, it provides a superb illustration 

of the primary purposes of Genesis 1—to teach humanity about God and 

man. Regarding God, the purpose of verse 16 is to teach humanity that the 

sun and moon are not deities. The sun and the moon, which were worshipped 

throughout the ancient world, are not even mentioned here by name. This 

served to dethrone these two gods while reemphasizing God is the only god. 

In fact, the sun is not even mentioned by name until Genesis 15:12; and 

Deuteronomy 4:19 explicitly forbids the Israelites from worshipping the sun, 

moon, and stars.

The other purpose of the verse is to explain why the two luminaries were 

made; not that they were made. They were made for man—“the greater light 

to dominate the day and the lesser light to dominate the night.” The world 

was made for the human being.



Chapter 1      |     23   

Changing the way humanity saw 

the universe is what Genesis 1 is about. 

It succeeded.

1.17 And God set them in the expanse of the sky to shine 

upon the earth,

1.18 to dominate the day and the night, and to separate 

light from darkness. And God saw that this was good.

This is another debunking of all beliefs 

contemporaneous with the Torah. The 

pagan worldview regarded the lights in 

the sky as astrological signs governing the fate of the world. In contrast, the 

Torah describes these lights as celestial bodies that separate night from day (and 

delineate time cycles—verse 14). In other words, God made them—to serve 

His (and man’s) purposes.

1.19 And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.

1.20 God said, “Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and birds that fly above the 

earth across the expanse of the sky.”

Why “sea monsTers” are menTioned

1.21 God created the great sea monsters and all the living creatures of every kind that creep, 

which the waters brought forth in swarms, and all the winged birds of every kind.

The Hebrew taninim, translated here as “great sea monsters,” refers to a sea 

creature worshipped by other nations in biblical times. The Torah singles out 

this creature to emphasize that these animals, which were worshipped as gods, 

are not gods but were created by the One True God. As biblical scholar Nahum 

Sarna puts it, “By emphasizing that ‘God created the great sea monsters’ . . . the 

narrative at once strips them of divinity.”16

The purpose of verse 16 

is to teach humanity that 

the sun and moon are 

not deities. The sun and 

the moon, which were 

worshipped throughout 

the ancient world, are 

not even mentioned here 

by name.
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This verse contains the second use of the word “created” (bara). Some-

thing new was created—the animals, the “living nephesh” (“soul”) creatures. 

Again, there are three things created in this chapter: The world, the animals, 

the human being.

1.21 (cont.) And God saw that this was good.

1.22 God blessed them, saying, “Be fertile and increase, fill the waters in the seas, and let the 

birds increase on the earth.”

1.23 And there was evening, and there was morning, a fifth day.

1.24 God said, “Let the earth bring forth every kind of living creature: cattle, creeping things, and 

wild beasts of every kind.” And it was so.

1.25 God made wild beasts of every kind and cattle of every kind, and all kinds of creeping things 

of the earth. And God saw that this was good.

The CreaTion oF “man” 

1.26 Then God said, “Let us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness.

Genesis 1 describes the human being—Adam—in two ways: Adam and Ha-

Adam, “man” and “the man.”

In this verse, the word is man (Adam). In the next verse it is the man (ha-

Adam). Man may be understood to denote man-like creatures that lacked a 

human soul. This man is physiologically both animal-like and man-like. But it 

is not necessarily  Ha-Adam, The Man, the human being with a human soul, 

which is a different creation, as we shall see in the next verse.

Regarding the question “To whom is the verse referring when it says ‘Let 

us . . . in Our image’?” there are Jewish and Christian faith answers, but there 

is no definitive one. It may be the “royal we” that has been used historically 

by kings in referring to themselves (and by popes to this day). Indeed, one 
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doesn’t have to be royalty; I have used this term for decades on my radio show: 

“We’ll be back right after this break.” It may connote celestial bodies such 

as angels. And it may refer to the animals—an explanation that comports 

with the creature “man” referred to here—as opposed to “the man” referred 

to in the next verse.

“For some medieval commentators,” writes Orthodox Jewish writer Scott 

A. Shay, “[man] is both a creature descended from animals and different from 

them. . . . Rambam and Abarbanel explain that man originally resembled an 

animal and was created along with the rest of creation before the sixth day.”17

Whether or not one accepts this last explanation—which I first heard 

from an Orthodox rabbi—the human being could indeed be regarded as part 

animal and part divine because human life is a constant battle between the 

animal and the divine.

1.26 (cont.) They shall rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the cattle, the whole earth, and 

all the creeping things that creep on earth.”

The CreaTion oF “The man” 

1.27 And God created man in His image, in the image of God He created him; 

This verse seems to describe precisely what the previous verse described—the 

creation of man in God’s image. But it does not. 

There are four differences—each of which is highly significant:

1. In the previous verse, God “makes.” In this verse, 

God “creates.” “Makes” implies something preexist-

ing; “creates” implies something new is made.

2. In the previous verse, God makes man (Adam). In 

this verse, God creates the man (ha-Adam). (This 

translation does not note this.)

3. In the previous verse, man is made in “Our image.” In 

this verse, the man is created only in “God’s image.”
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4. In the previous verse, no mention is made of the cre-

ation of male and female. This verse says, “male and 

female He created them.”

The male-Female disTinCTion is parT oF God’s order

1.27 (cont.) male and female He created them.

“The man” is described as having been “created” as “male and female.” This 

is an example of the Divine Order in Creation. The male-female distinction is 

part of God’s order. It is that important. (This is discussed in detail in the com-

mentary to Deuteronomy 22:5.)

There are ancient and modern readers who believe this statement suggests 

the human being (Adam) was created androgynous (both male and female). 

Such a reading cannot be reconciled with the plain text. If Adam were created 

as a male and female being, the last word of the verse would not be the plural 

“them”—“male and female He created them.” It would read “him” or “it.”

1.28 God blessed them and God said to them, “Be fertile and increase, fill the earth and master it, 

To have children is the first commandment in the Torah. One obvious reason 

is the world’s continuity depends on people having children. Today, young 

people in many European countries and Japan are having so few children that 

the continued existence of some of those nations is at risk. This phenomenon is 

almost exclusive to highly secular societies. See the essay “On Having Many 

Children” at Genesis 9:1.

eiTher man Will rule oVer naTure, or naTure Will rule 
oVer man

1.28 (cont.) and rule the fish of the sea and the birds of the sky, and all the living things that creep 

on earth.”

God grants man dominion over the animals and all of nature (“the whole 

earth”) because man is a higher being. He alone is created in God’s image; and, 
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though obviously a physical being, he is, like God, outside of nature. Nature is 

not sacred; human life is.

God intended for man to dominate the natural world (“they shall rule”). This 

does not mean humans have the right to abuse nature—or to inflict unnecessary 

suffering on animals—but it does mean the world was created for human use.18

That man is depicted as ruler over the animal kingdom and the “whole 

earth” means he is to rule over nature, which is in stark contrast to the pagan 

worldview, according to which nature ruled over man and man worshipped 

nature. All the pagans could do in the face of nature’s great power was offer 

sacrifices and perform incantations.

This biblical instruction to rule over nature has profoundly influenced 

those societies touched by the Bible. Among other things, it opened the 

way to finding cures for diseases. It is no coincidence that the Western 

world essentially developed modern medicine. In order to develop medi-

cine, the first requirement is to understand human beings must learn how 

to conquer nature—conquer, not pray to natural forces (like rain gods) or 

try to propitiate them.

That is one reason diseases like smallpox and polio were eliminated in 

those parts of the world influenced by the Bible.

Human progress is not possible unless 

humans rule over nature. Many secular 

people in our time romanticize nature, 

perhaps not realizing—or not wanting to 

realize—that either humans rule over nature or nature will destroy humans. 

Either we conquer natural diseases, or they conquer us. Either we rule over (not 

abuse) the animal kingdom, or it rules over us. Until the very modern age, 

people everywhere feared being eaten by animals. Most of us no longer give 

this a moment’s thought because most of the human race has come to success-

fully rule over the animal kingdom. 

1.29 God said, “See, I give you every seed-bearing plant that is upon all the earth, and every tree 

that has seed-bearing fruit; they shall be yours for food,

Nature is not sacred;  

human life is.
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God’s original intention was for both human beings and, as the next verse 

makes clear, animals, too, to be vegetarian. The theme of universal vegetari-

anism is returned to again by the prophet Isaiah: “The wolf and the lamb shall 

graze together, and the lion shall eat straw like the ox, and the serpent’s food 

shall be earth. In all My sacred mount nothing evil or vile shall be done, said 

the Lord” (Isaiah 65:25; see also Isaiah 11:6-9). For reasons explained in the 

commentary to Genesis 9:3, human beings were subsequently permitted to 

eat meat.

For a much fuller discussion of this subject, see the essay “Does the Torah 

Advocate Vegetarianism?” in Genesis 2:16.

1.30 And to all the animals on land, to all the birds of the sky, and to everything that creeps on 

earth, in which there is the breath of life, [I give] all the green plants for food.” And it was so.

1.31 And God saw all that He had made, and found it very good. And there was evening and there 

was morning, the sixth day. 



„    ‚

29

2.1 The heavens and the earth were finished in all their array.

From CreaTinG To makinG

2.2 On the seventh day God finished the work that He had been doing. He ceased on the seventh 

day from all the work that He had done.

The Hebrew, as well as the English, is complicated. The last words, “that He 

had done,” seem to be superfluous. The verse should have read, “He ceased on 

the seventh day from all His work.” Why are the words “that He had done” 

appended?

To understand why, it is necessary to understand the literal Hebrew. It is 

not “that He had done” but “to make.” The end of the verse reads: “. . . because 

He ceased from all His work to make.”

This sounds awkward in English, but it is equally awkward in the Hebrew, 

which is why it is usually translated “that He had done.”

What then does “that God created to make” mean? The most likely mean-

ing is that creation in and of itself is not necessarily meaningful. Something 

must be “made” of what God created.

To put it another way, creation was only the beginning. “To make” some-

thing of creation is our task as human beings. This is in fact the normative 

Jewish view: Human beings are “partners” with God in “making” the world. 

We live in the “Eighth Day,” the post-Creation world, which is ours to make of 

what God created in the first Six Days.

CHAPTER		

2
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holy Time—uniQue To The Torah

2.3 God blessed the seventh day and made it holy

Of all the days, only the Sabbath is called “holy.”

In making the seventh day holy, God announced time could be sanctified. 

This was another unique Torah innovation. Throughout the ancient world, 

physical things—people, animals, buildings—were deemed holy. Never time. 

As Nahum Sarna writes, “This first use of the key biblical concept of holiness 

relates to time. This is in striking contrast to the Babylonian cosmology, which 

culminates in the erection of a temple to Marduk by the gods, thereby asserting 

the sanctification of space.”

In creating the Sabbath, God, in the words of theologian Abraham Joshua 

Heschel, made the seventh day into a “cathedral in time.”

Anyone who has experienced Yom Kippur, “the Sabbath of Sabbaths” 

(Leviticus 16:31), in Israel, with its almost complete suspension of technology—

there is almost no traffic; theaters, restaurants, and stores close; radio and 

television stations do not broadcast—can appreciate what it means to have 

society experience sacred time. 

2.3 (cont.) because He ceased from all the work

The Hebrew word for “ceased” is shavat, spelled with the same three letters that 

spell Shabbat, the Hebrew word for Sabbath. The Sabbath thus has both its 

etymological and religious origin in God ceasing work on the seventh day of 

Creation. Every Friday night to Saturday night for more than three thousand 

years, Jews have attested to God’s creation of the world by observing the Sabbath.

TWo Words For “Work”

This verse uses the Hebrew word milacha to refer to work instead of the more 

common word avoda. Milacha is not truly translatable; it is best understood as 

creative work—work that produces something. 
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On the Sabbath, we are prohibited from milacha, to affirm there is more 

to our life than work: human beings have value even when not producing. 

Even if one engages in the work voluntarily, working seven days a week 

violates this principle. Most important, it violates the primary reason for 

Shabbat—to imitate God and thereby affirm there is a Creator. (For more 

on the Sabbath—the only ritual commanded in the Ten Commandments—

and the central place it plays in the biblical worldview, see the commentary 

on Exodus 20:8-11.)

God worked for six days to create the world and then stopped to reflect on 

what He had done. The Sabbath induces us to ask: “What am I alive for? “What 

did I produce all of these things for?” And, most importantly, “What am I doing 

of value the other six days of the week?”

2.3 (cont.) that He had done.

As explained above, the Hebrew is literally “to make.”

a seCond desCripTion oF CreaTion— 
deTails aBouT man’s CreaTion

2.4 Such is the story of heaven and earth when they were created. When the Lord God made earth 

and heaven.

The second half of the verse does not say “when” but “on the day the Lord God 

made earth and heaven.” This is another example (see commentary to Genesis 

1:5) of the Creation story using the word “day” (yom) to signify more than a 

24-hour period. Since creation took six “days,” the word yom here cannot mean 

a 24-hour day or any other specific period of time, but rather an indeterminate 

period of time.

Many modern Bible scholars regard this verse as the beginning of “the 

second creation story,” which they believe often contradicts the “first” creation 

story in Genesis 1. But there are contradictions only if one views this is as a 

“second creation story,” rather than as something else entirely—providing 
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further insights into creation and most importantly, to offer a much more 

detailed description of the creation of the human being.

The only Time (BuT one) The Torah ConJoins  
BoTh oF God’s names

This story contains the first and only times (except for one instance in Exodus) 

the Torah conjoins both names of God—YHVH and Elohim (“Lord God”).

YHVH is frequently pronounced “Jehovah” or “Yahweh” (we do not know 

exactly how it was pronounced). Sarna explains: 

“This combination of the personal divine name YHVH with the general 

term elohim appears twenty times in the present literary unit, but only once 

again in the Torah, in Exodus 9:30. It is also exceedingly rare in the rest of the 

Bible. The repeated use here establishes that the absolutely transcendent God 

of the Creation (elohim) is the same immanent, personal God (YHVH) who 

shows concern for the needs of human beings.”

The World needs BoTh merCy and JusTiCe

The ancient Rabbis associated the names Adonai and Elohim with two char-

acteristics: mercy (Adonai) and justice (Elohim). Their reasoning was that 

both are necessary for the world to function. If the world were ruled solely by 

justice, it would be destroyed, as it almost was during the time of Noah (Gen-

esis 6:11-22)—where only Elohim is used to describe God. However, if the 

world were ruled solely by mercy, there would be no room for justice, and 

such a world, too, would cease to function. An overabundance of mercy means 

an increase in injustice. If, for example, mercy were extended to all murderers, 

their victims and the victims’ loved ones would suffer a terrible injustice (hence 

the Midrashic teaching, “those who show mercy to the cruel end up being 

cruel to those who deserve mercy”). And, of course, if everyone knew they 

would receive only mercy, not justice, no matter what crime they committed, 

the amount of crime in society would increase exponentially.
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An ancient proverb teaches, “To spare the ravening leopard is an act of 

injustice to the sheep.” That is why the Rabbis spoke of mercy and justice as 

the two necessary attributes of God—and therefore of a decent society.

As described above, this is not a “second creation story.” It is another way 

of expressing what occurred—like looking at a sporting event filmed with a 

camera from another vantage point. Robert Alter, professor of Hebrew and 

comparative literature at the University of California, Berkeley, describes the 

two accounts as one account: “[First] is a harmonious cosmic overview of 

creation and then a plunge into the technological nitty-gritty and moral ambi-

guities of human origins.”1

This is most likely another reason the term “Lord God” is, with one 

exception in the Torah, used only here: to make clear that the two creation 

stories—the first using the universal Elohim and this one using both of God’s 

names—comprise one story.

2.5 When no shrub of the field was yet on earth, and no grasses of the field had yet sprouted, 

because the Lord God had not sent rain upon the earth. And there was no man to till the soil.

According to some scholars, this verse and verse 7 constitute one of the “con-

tradictions” that seem to exist between the “first” and “second” creation 

accounts. This verse says there were no shrubs or grasses—because there was 

no rain, and there was no rain because there was no man—and then verse 7 

describes the creation of man. Yet, Genesis 1 tells us vegetation preexisted man, 

and there is no mention here of the creation of vegetation before man’s creation 

in verse 7.

But this second creation narrative gives very few of the details contained 

in Genesis 1. The Torah sees no need to restate when God created vegetation—

because this second narrative is ultimately about the creation of man (and 

woman), not about vegetation or anything else.

The point here is to explain that rain was created for man. With no human 

beings—and therefore no need for crop cultivation—there was no need for rain. 

Even the ancient Jewish commentators saw this verse as indicating rain is a gift 

to man. It cannot be emphasized too often that the Torah regards nature—that 
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is, the world—as having been created for man. Nature does not have intrinsic 

worth beyond man’s use. The Torah is first and foremost theocentric (God-

centered); beyond that, it is anthropocentric (man-centered). This contrasts with 

widespread contemporary secular views of nature as inherently purposeful. In 

the words of a well-known Midrash: “When God created Adam, He led him 

around the Garden of Eden and said to him: ‘Behold My works! See how beau-

tiful they are, how excellent! All that I have created, for your sake did I create 

it. See to it that you do not spoil and destroy my world; for if you do, there will 

be no one to repair it after you.’”2

Physicist Gerald Schroeder writes, “The sequence in Chapter 2 is correct: 

world created; no plant life yet; mist goes up from the earth as the earth cools; 

rain comes—water being the prerequisite for plant life; then Adam and Eve.”

2.6 but a flow would well up from the ground and water the whole surface of the earth.

This verse answers an obvious problem raised in the previous verse. Though 

rain was not yet provided, water necessary for nature’s sustenance was provided.

Schroeder says, “The mist going up from the earth is literally true. The current 

theory is that water was brought to the earth by rocks and comets that combined 

to form the earth approximately 4.6 billion years ago. The forces of the forma-

tion caused the earth to melt. Water, as disassociated molecules, dissolves in 

molten rock (magma, lava) by about 3% by weight. As the earth cooled and the 

lava solidified, the water that was dissolved in it was forced out and indeed a 

mist would have gone up from the earth as the earth cooled and returned as 

rain to water the earth.”

2.7 And the Lord God formed man from the dust of the earth

We have already read an account of the creation of Adam in 1:27. This second 

account does not contradict the first; instead, it offers additional insight into 

the human being.

The literal meaning of Adam is earthling. Adam derives from the word for 

earth, adama. The similarities between the name Adam and adama reflect our 
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origins, rooted in the earth from which we were formed (“for dust you are and 

to dust you shall return”—Genesis 3:19).

2.7 (cont.) and He blew into his nostrils the breath of life and man became a living being

The Hebrew words translated here as “the breath of life” (nishmat chayyim) 

can also mean “soul of life.” This term is used only for human beings, not 

animals. When the animals are created, they are called a living being, nefesh 

chaya, but they are not given what God breathes into Adam—the “soul of life,” 

nishmat chayyim (Genesis 7:22 does describe all land creatures as having 

something similar, but not the same: nishmat ruach chayyim). The human-

animal distinction is one of the many distinctions the Torah makes and upon 

which higher civilization is based. The contemporary age, in its rejection of the 

Bible and its values, is undoing distinctions. Examples, as noted in Genesis 1:2, 

include good and evil, male and female, 

God and man, holy and profane.

2.8 The Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east, and 

placed there the man whom He had formed.

2.9 And from the ground the Lord God caused to grow every tree that was pleasing to the sight 

and good for food, with the tree of life in the middle of the garden, and the tree of knowledge of 

good and bad. 

This does not describe the creation of trees, only the specific trees of the Garden 

of Eden.

The Torah explicitly states that all the trees of the garden were both beauti-

ful to look at and good to eat. God did not make the Tree of Knowledge of Good 

and Evil uniquely tempting. (Unlike this translation, I use the more frequently 

used term for this tree—“Good and Evil”—because “evil” is the opposite of 

good more so than “bad.” Unlike English, Hebrew has only one word to describe 

what is not good.)

The Tree of Life represents the innocence that preceded mortality (and, 

with it, sexuality as we know it). So long as Adam and Eve kept eating from 

The contemporary age, in 

its rejection of the Bible 

and its values, is undoing 

distinctions.
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the Tree of Life and not from the other tree, they understood they would 

live forever.

2.10 A river issues from Eden to water the garden, and it then divides and becomes four branches.

2.11 The name of the first is Pishon, the one that winds through the whole land of Havilah, where 

the gold is.

2.12 The gold of that land is good; bdellium is there, and lapis lazuli.

2.13 The name of the second river is Gihon, the one that winds through the whole land of Cush.

2.14 The name of the third river is Tigris, the one that flows east of Asshur. And the fourth river is 

the Euphrates.

2.15 The Lord God took the man and placed him in the Garden of Eden, to till it and to tend it.

essay: does The Torah adVoCaTe VeGeTarianism?

2.16 And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “Of every tree of the garden, you are free to eat.

Both Adam and the animals were created vegetarian. After the flood, God permits 

humans to eat animals—but prohibits eating animal blood (Genesis 9:3-5). Later, 

in laws specific to Jews, the Torah curtails, but does not completely prohibit, meat 

eating: certain animals under certain conditions may be eaten. Many years later, 

the prophet Isaiah prophesied of the future Kingdom of God on earth in which 

all creatures would again be vegetarians (“the wolf shall dwell with the lamb . . .  

and the lion, like the ox, shall eat straw”—Isaiah 11:6-9).

Does the vegetarianism of the Garden of Eden and Isaiah’s end-of-days 

prophecy mean that that the Torah regards vegetarianism as the human ideal?

Many argue it does.

Vegetarianism for moral reasons is certainly praiseworthy. But using the 

Garden of Eden as the reason to be vegetarian is not necessarily valid. The 
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Garden did not represent life as we know it, and the Torah’s aim is to teach us 

how to live in this—the post-Garden of Eden—world. (As to why God permit-

ted meat-eating after the flood, see commentary to Genesis 9:3.) Therefore, it 

is concerned not with vegetarianism but with humane treatment of animals. It 

repeatedly legislates kind treatment of animals—another first for the Torah. 

Indeed, proper treatment of animals is legislated in the central moral document 

of the Torah—the Ten Commandments—which mandates that animals rest 

one day a week. The Torah also prohibits muzzling an animal (which would 

prevent it from eating or drinking) when it labors in the fields (Deuteronomy 

25:4) and yoking two animals of different sizes to the same plow (Deuteronomy 

22:10). And, according to Jewish teaching, the ban on blood consumption 

specifically banned tearing off the limb of a live animal. This practice was used 

in the ancient world to avoid killing an animal and losing some of its meat to 

decay. This practice kept the animal alive—and its meat fresh—for a few more 

days, but it resulted in terrible suffering to the animal. As this ban is written 

before Jews existed, it is considered a universal ban—one of the “Seven Noa-

hide Laws” incumbent upon all of humanity.

In a nutshell, the Torah is not preoccupied with preventing animal death; 

it is preoccupied with limiting animal suffering.

With regard to human beings, however, the Torah is preoccupied with both 

preventing death (unjust death, to be precise) and suffering.

Thus, for example, the Torah would allow experimenting on animals 

(providing animal suffering is, to the extent possible, avoided) to discover cures 

to human diseases and to directly save human life (as in killing a pig to use its 

heart valves in a human being).

Moreover, as praiseworthy as vegetarianism is, I have not been able to find 

a direct link between vegetarianism and moral behavior. While cruelty to ani-

mals almost always leads to cruelty to human beings, kindness to animals does 

not necessarily lead to kindness to human beings. (See the commentary on 

treatment of animals in Genesis 6:21.) Indeed, the most sadistic regime in his-

tory, the Nazi regime, banned animal experimentation (and allowed hideous 

experiments on non-sedated human beings).



38     |     The R ational Bible: Genesis

2.17 but as for the tree of knowledge of good and bad, you 

must not eat of it,

Ian Pear, an American-Israeli rabbi, has noted that if you 

ask people, including those familiar with the Bible, what 

the first biblical injunction related to eating is, they will 

generally answer, “Not to eat from the Tree of Knowl-

edge.” But that is incorrect. The first directive regarding 

food is the commandment in the preceding verse to eat 

from all the other trees in the garden. Pear makes the point that the vast major-

ity of people remember the negative command rather than its predecessor, the 

positive command; that is like a parent taking a child to a supermarket and 

telling the child to take anything he or she wants . . .  but then adding that one 

item, and only one item, is off limits. Human nature is such that most children—

and adults as well—would focus on the negative prohibition. But God wants us 

to partake of the world’s pleasures. The Talmud is quite emphatic about this: 

“In the future world, a man will be required to give an accounting for every 

permitted pleasure he could have experienced but refused to.”3

In permitting Adam to eat from the Tree of Life but prohibiting him from 

eating from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, God gives man a choice 

between two mutually exclusive ways of living. Either he can eat from the Tree 

of Life and live forever without knowing good and evil or he can eat from the 

Tree of Knowledge, know the difference between right and wrong—and be 

mortal.

As we will see, the point of the Adam and Eve story is that, if given the 

choice, we humans want a life of knowledge and choice more than a life of 

innocence.

2.17 (cont.) for as soon as you eat of it, you shall die.

God does not say that He will “punish” Adam if he eats from the Tree of Knowl-

edge of Good and Bad. God simply states the consequence that will ensue.

The Hebrew says, “on the day you eat from it, you will die.”

While cruelty to animals 

almost always leads to 

cruelty to human beings, 

kindness to animals does 

not necessarily lead to 

kindness to human beings.
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Once again, the word yom, “day,” does not mean a twenty-four-hour day 

(see comment on 2:4), since Adam and Eve did not die on the day they ate the 

fruit. The late twentieth-century Etz Hayim commentary explains it this way: 

“You will have to live with the knowledge that one day you will die, a burden 

of awareness that no other creature bears.”

essay: iT is noT Good For man To Be alone

2.18 The Lord God said, “It is not good for man to be alone.

Until this verse, the only adjective God used to describe what He created was 

“good.” Now, for the first time, God declares something “not good.” In the 

words of the great seventeenth-century writer John Milton (Paradise Lost): 

“Loneliness is the first thing which God’s eye named not good.”

It is important to note that it is not Adam who said this; it was God who 

made this observation. Men do not independently know that it is not good 

for them to be alone. They know they need sex, but sex alone does not end 

loneliness.

As this verse is followed by the creation of a woman, with whom Adam is 

to bond (i.e., marry—see verse 24), it is clear God wants men to marry. Mar-

riage is a prescription, a moral and social value, more than it is a male instinct. 

The dramatic decrease in marriage rates 

at this time attests to this (with regard to 

women as well), as does the fact that more 

people in the West and other developed 

societies are living by themselves than at any time in recorded history. So, while 

more and more men and women choose not to marry, loneliness has become a 

major social pathology. In the words of the National Institutes of Health, 

“Loneliness is a painful universal phenomenon.”4

Such reports are legion. Here’s one other example: 

“Researchers say loneliness is now a major public health issue and rep-

resents a greater health risk than obesity and is as destructive to your health 

God wants us to partake 

of the world’s pleasures.



40     |     The R ational Bible: Genesis

as smoking 15 cigarettes a day. The study, published 

in the journal ‘Perspectives on Psychological Science’, 

was a meta-analysis that looked at 70 studies covering 

over 3 million people. The results: social isolation, 

loneliness and living alone can increase mortality risk 

by 29%, 26%, and 32% respectively, after adjusting 

for age, gender, socio-economic status and pre-existing 

health conditions.”5

Of course, no one should be so naïve as to assume 

marriage always solves the problem of loneliness. There are lonely married 

people. But, by ending Adam’s alone-state by making one woman—not more 

than one woman, not another man, not children, and not a community of 

people—God is declaring the human ideal is that a single man bond with a 

single woman.

Because the statement “it is not good for man to be alone” occurs just before 

the creation of woman, people understand this verse as primarily referring to a 

man’s need for a woman. But even independent of the male-female relationship, 

it is not good for a person to be alone—people need friends, children, and com-

munities to assuage loneliness. 

In Harvard professor Robert Putnam’s 2000 book Bowling Alone, the 

author famously noted that in recent years fewer Americans were joining 

bowling leagues; more were “bowling alone” and leading lives unconnected 

to others. A decade later, Putnam revised his thesis, pointing out that what 

sociologists designate as “social capital” (the network of personal relationships 

that enable a society to function effectively) were still to be found—in churches 

and synagogues. And such people not only benefitted personally, they did 

more good for society. In other words, it is not good—for society as well as 

for the individual—that man be alone.

Jonathan Sacks, Jewish theologian and former chief rabbi of the United 

Kingdom, summarized this aspect of Putnam’s findings:

“Regular attendees at a place of worship were more likely than others to 

give money to charity, engage in volunteer work, donate blood, spend time with 

In the words of the great 

seventeenth-century writer 

John Milton (Paradise 

Lost): “Loneliness is the 

first thing which God’s 

eye named not good.”
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someone who is depressed, offer a seat to a stranger, help someone find a 

job . . . Regular attendance at a house of worship is the most accurate predictor 

of altruism, more so than any other factor, including gender, education, income, 

race, region, marital status, ideology and age. Most fascinating of his [Putnam’s] 

findings is that the key factor is being part of a religious community . . . an athe-

ist who goes regularly to a house of worship (perhaps to accompany a spouse 

or a child) is more likely to volunteer in a soup kitchen than a fervent believer 

who prays alone. The key factor again is community.”6

A Protestant pastor whose name I unfortunately do not recall made 

another telling point regarding this verse. 

God, the pastor pointed out, declared 

Adam “alone” despite the fact that Adam 

had a relationship with God. The lesson? 

God declares that even He, God, does not 

fully assuage our aloneness. God is essen-

tial, but we also need people.

“It is not good for man to be alone” 

even if the individual devotes himself to 

spiritual or intellectual pursuits. In a 

memoir entitled Meetings, the philosopher 

Martin Buber (I and Thou) wrote:

“Imagine yourself in a situation where you are alone, wholly alone on earth, 

and you are offered one of the two, books or men. I often hear men prizing 

their solitude but that is only because there are still men somewhere on earth, 

even though in the far distance. I knew nothing of books when I came forth 

from the womb of my mother, and I shall die without books, with another 

human hand in my own. I do, indeed close my door at times and surrender 

myself to a book, but only because I can open the door again and see a human 

being looking at me.”7

2.18 (cont.) I will make a fitting helper for him.”

A literal translation is “a helper who is his equal.”

Marriage is a prescrip-

tion, a moral and social 

value, more than it is a 

male instinct. The dra-

matic decrease in mar-

riage rates at this time at-

tests to this (with regard 

to women as well).
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There is a brilliant tension in this description of the woman’s relationship 

to her man: She is both his helper and his equal. The Hebrew is clear, since 

k’negdo—even in modern Hebrew—means “equal to him.”

This description flies in the face of many traditional as well as modern views 

of a woman’s relationship to a man. The former reject the equality and the lat-

ter reject the helper aspect. But this is the Torah’s view of the ideal husband-wife 

relationship. She is both his equal and his helper (assuming, of course, he is a 

man worthy of her help).

Furthermore, if we dissect the word literally, k’negdo means “as opposed 

to him.” This implies that the woman helps her man in part by challenging 

him (to be better). Every man in a good marriage knows how true that is. As 

my longtime friend, former presidential speech writer Bruce Herschensohn, 

once put it to me, “In the beginning God created man and critic.”

Finally, the word “helper” (ezer) in no way implies an inferior role. God 

Himself is called an ezer more than a dozen times in the Hebrew Bible (see, 

for example, Deuteronomy 33:29, Psalms 121:1-2, and Psalms 33:20).

animals CannoT replaCe humans

2.19 And the Lord God formed out of the earth all the wild beasts and all the birds of the sky, and 

brought them to the man to see what he would call them; and whatever the man called each living 

creature, that would be its name.

This is another alleged contradiction some scholars and others find in this 

second creation narrative. To be fair, it does sounds like God made animals 

after making man. But, again, the purpose of mentioning the animals here, like 

the vegetation in verse 5, is to teach something significant about man. This verse 

is not necessarily a chronological account about when animals were created—

explaining chronology is not the purpose of the second creation narrative. 

These verses concern man’s inability to find a suitable companion among ani-

mals—not when all animals were created.

Sarna writes: “The dominant theme of this section, to which all else is 

subordinated, is man and the human condition. The narrative now focuses 
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on humankind’s mastery over the animals. Mention of their creation is there-

fore made incidentally, not for its own sake, and is no indication of sequential 

order in regard to the creation of man.”

Also, it is possible to translate “the Lord God formed” as “the Lord 

God had formed,” because the past tense of a Hebrew verb can be perfect 

(“formed”) or pluperfect (“had formed”). Only context can explain which 

form of the past tense it is.

2.20 And the man gave names to all the cattle and to the birds of the sky and to all the wild beasts, 

but for Adam no fitting helper was found.

In a certain sense, this end of this verse seems to be a non-sequitur since we just 

read that God was going to create a helper who is man’s equal. Perhaps God 

wants Adam to first attempt to find a partner from among the animals and to 

come to his own understanding about why he can’t achieve such a relationship 

with an animal. This is not farfetched. More and more people in our time 

regard an animal as their best friend. A friend of mine told me he heard a father 

say he was getting a dog for his young son to guarantee the boy “would always 

have a best friend.” While it surely is a blessing to have a loving animal in one’s 

life, the ideal closest relationship is with another human being.

The Torah does not say Adam couldn’t find a helper; animals could be and 

are helpers. It says Adam could not find a helper “who is his equal.” But an 

animal cannot be any person’s equal. And any companion that is not a true 

equal, even a human being, cannot fully alleviate loneliness.

That is why, when God finally makes the helper who is Adam’s equal, it is 

a peer, not, for example, a child. Children are a unique blessing, and love for 

one’s children is a unique love. But children are not our peers and therefore 

cannot alleviate loneliness in the way an adult companion can.

My parents had an extraordinarily close relationship of seventy-three years’ 

duration. When my mother died shortly before her ninetieth birthday, my 

father, Max Prager, was devastated. Before he died at the age of ninety-six, he 

opened up to me on this subject. “I have been truly blessed,” he said, “with two 

wonderful sons and extremely loving grandchildren and great-grandchildren, 
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all of whom I deeply love. But no one can replace your mother. No child, grand-

child, or great-grandchild can fill that hole.”

2.21 So the Lord God cast a deep sleep upon the man; and while he slept, He took one of his ribs 

and closed up the flesh at that spot.

Most contemporary scholars agree that the Hebrew tzela does not mean, as it 

is often translated, “rib.” Therefore, this might be better translated “and God 

took from one of Adam’s sides and then he closed the skin over it.”

2.22 And the Lord God fashioned the rib that He had taken from the man into a woman, and He 

brought her to the man.

Since creation in Genesis develops progressively, with each creation on a higher 

level than the creation preceding it (for example, fish are created on the fifth 

day, while land animals, followed by mankind, are created on the sixth), woman 

may be considered to be the culmination of creation.

Also, whereas man was created in just one verse, it 

takes six verses (2:18-2:23) to describe the creation of a 

woman, suggesting that God took more care, time, and 

effort to bring her into existence (Sarna).

“We have no other example in the ancient Near East 

of a creation story of a woman” (Sarna). The creation 

story is one of many examples of the high value placed on women in the Torah.

2.23 Then the man said, “This one at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh. This one shall 

be called Woman for from man was she taken.”

Adam awakened and realized he needed a woman. Most men who, in their 

youth, think it is good to be alone and carefree eventually come to a similar 

conclusion. We humans often do not know what is best for us.

essay: marry and BeCome a man

2.24 Hence a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, so that they become one flesh.

“We have no other  

example in the ancient 

Near East of a creation 

story of a woman.”
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If we read these words descriptively, they are a natural consequence of 

the previous verses. Since woman was originally a part of man, when the 

man leaves his parents to marry, he can rejoin her so they again become 

one flesh.

But we should read these words prescriptively. The biblical narrative is 

interrupted to present a vital psychological and moral insight: In order to grow 

up and become a man, a man must leave his parents and bond with a wife. 

Only after abandoning dependence on his parents is he ready to marry. And 

he should marry.

This is a good example of the continuing relevance of the Torah (and the 

rest of the Bible). At the time of this writing, the percentage of single adult men 

in their twenties and thirties in Europe, America, Japan, and elsewhere living 

in their parents’ home is unprecedentedly high. One reason, according to Brit-

ish professor Frank Furedi of the University of Kent, is “young adults are being 

‘treated childishly . . . parents are allowing young people to remain in extended 

adolescence’ instead of forcing them to make their own way in life.”8

Ask any man whether marriage matured him, and in virtually every 

instance—including when his marriage ended in divorce—a man will say it 

did. Of course, there are some exceptions, but exceptions do not invalidate 

rules. Occasionally, wearing a seat belt in a car crash causes a person to die. 

But that in no way invalidates the rule that seat belts save lives. So, too, the 

existence of mature and responsible men 

who have never married in no way inval-

idates the rule that marriage makes men.

Of course, this matters only in a soci-

ety in which males wish to grow up and 

become men.

This is also an important verse for parents to internalize. When their son 

becomes involved in a serious relationship with a woman (or vice versa), par-

ents should not feel that the child is in some way deserting or rejecting them. 

Rather, this is the way of the world as God made it; and this is what God wants 

to see happen.

In order to grow up and 

become a man, a man 

must leave his parents and 

bond with a wife.
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Although the Bible, in keeping with the mores of the time in which it was 

written, permitted polygamy, the very phrasing of this verse makes it clear 

monogamy is the ideal because it alone allows for relationships of equality and 

reciprocity. God ordains here that one husband should cleave to one wife, sug-

gesting that loneliness is best assuaged by a monogamous union of two people 

who can give their all to each other. Polygamous marriages in the Torah and 

later books of the Hebrew Bible are almost always described as unhappy.

Rabbi Nahum Rabinovich, the former dean of the London-based rabbinical 

school, Jews College, and the holder of a Ph.D. in statistics and probability, 

notes that God arranged the world so that the population in all societies is 

approximately half male and half female. This makes it clear “the desirable state 

is the permanent pairing of one man with one woman and that such pairing is 

divinely intended.”9

2.25 The two of them were naked, the man and his wife, yet they felt no shame.

Adam and Eve were as innocent as children who are not aware of their nudity 

and therefore not embarrassed by it. One might even say they were similar to 

animals in this way—they, too, have no shame regarding their lack of clothing.
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