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PREACHING CHRIST FROM THE
CREATION NARRATIVE™

Sidney Greidanus

The first difficulty is how to preach Christ from that chapter.

Genesis 1 tells of a perfectly good creation in which there was
no need for Jesus the Savior. Genesis 1 gives no promise of the
coming Christ and it has no type of Christ. How then can a person
preach Christ from that chapter?

A second, more troubling difficulty is that one can easily be
drawn into the controversies of what has been called “the conflict
between Genesis 1 and science.” What is the age of the earth? Is
the earth six thousand years young or some four billion years old?
Are the days of Genesis 1 twenty-four-hour days or long periods of
time? If we say they were long periods of time, we face some seri-
ous problems. For the text clearly says, “And there was evening,
and there was morning—the first day,” and so on.! In Hebrew eve-
ning and morning indicates a twenty-four-hour day, which began
at sunset. Moreover, if plants and trees were created in the third
eon of time, how could they survive without the sun, which was not
created until the fourth eon? On the other hand, if we say the days
were twenty-four hours in length, we face several other problems.
For example scientists claim that dinosaurs roamed the earth two
hundred million years ago and that humans appeared two hundred
thousand years ago, but Genesis 1 states that land animals as well
as humans were created on the sixth day, that is, within a twenty-
four-hour period. How could there be light on day one when the sun
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was not created until day four? Or how could there be evening and
morning on days one, two, and three before the creation of the sun
on day four?

Unfortunately because of these difficulties many preachers
avoid preaching on Genesis 1. But this is a tragic omission, for
Genesis 1 lays the foundation of our Christian faith. The very first
article of the Apostles’ Creed states, “I believe in God the Father
almighty, Maker of heaven and earth.” If we fail to preach the mes-
sage of Genesis 1 because of some modern problems, we undermine
the faith of the church. For the well-being of the church and its
members, we simply must preach the message of Genesis 1 in this
modern age. So how should we preach Genesis 1? We must first
study the narrative to determine its theme and goal for Israel.

NARRATIVE FEATURES

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

As to the apparent conflict between Genesis 1 and science, our first
basic step of interpretation offers preachers another option. As
preachers, we must first hear the text as Israel would have heard
it. Now it seems obvious that Israel was not concerned about the
age of the earth or precisely how God created the world. These are
modern issues which may or may not be answered by the text. If
we wish to do justice to the author of Genesis, we must begin by
carefully listening to the text. Instead of imposing our modern
questions on the text, we must hear it as ancient Israel would have
originally heard this creation narrative.

A major consideration therefore becomes, What was Israel’s
situation when the message of Genesis 1 was communicated to
her? What did Israel need to hear? What was the question behind
the text? Here preachers are confronted with another obstacle. On
the one hand the traditional answer is that Moses wrote Genesis 1
for Israel after the Exodus from Egypt and just before Israel en-
tered the land of Canaan. On the other hand some modern scholars
suggest that Genesis 1 was addressed to Israel when she was in
exile in Babylon. This is another reason why some preachers are
hesitant to preach Genesis 1. But again, expositors should not allow
this issue to keep them from preaching the message of this chapter.

As background for understanding Genesis 1 it is sufficient to
see how fearful Israel was of the power of foreign gods, whether
Egyptian, Canaanite, or Babylonian. For four hundred years Israel
had lived in slavery in Egypt, under the domination not only of
harsh Egyptian masters but also under the domination of Egypt’s
powerful gods. Then the Lord revealed Himself to Moses and told
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him He would lead His people Israel out of slavery in Egypt and
bring them into the land promised to their father Abraham. By
sending ten powerful plagues on Egypt and Pharaoh, the Lord
showed that He is more powerful than Pharaoh and the gods of
Egypt. In fact the ninth plague shut out Egypt’s most powerful god,
the Sun. And the tenth plague killed even the firstborn of Pharaoh,
the ruling god of Egypt. Showing His power, the Lord led Israel out
of slavery and miraculously kept them alive in the desert with the
miracle food called manna. This should have taught Israel that
their sovereign Lord would take care of them, no matter what hap-
pened. But when Israel came to the borders of Canaan, they were
terrified by Canaan’s gods. In Canaan people worshiped Baal, As-
tarte, the sun, the moon, and the stars, and a host of other gods.
Israel feared the Canaanites and their gods so much that they re-
fused to enter the Promised Land.

A similar situation existed later when Israel was in exile in
Babylon. The powerful Babylonian armies had overrun their little
country, killed many of them, and taken others away into exile. It
seemed that the Babylonians had defeated Judah’s God, Yahweh.
They had burned His temple, destroyed His city Jerusalem, and
enslaved His people in Babylon. Judah’s God seemed to be no
match for the powerful Babylonian gods. In fact according to the
Babylonians their head god, Marduk, was the creator of heaven
and earth. According to the Babylonian story of creation, Marduk
had a major battle with a powerful goddess named Tiamat. Mar-
duk killed Tiamat by cutting her into two parts, and from one part
of her body he formed the heavens and from another part the
earth. From her blood he made human beings as slaves to serve the
gods. Marduk then placed in the heavens other powerful gods who
controlled the destiny of human belngs the sun, the moon, and the
stars.

TEXTUAL THEME AND GOAL

Listening carefully to the text as Israel would have heard it, we can
discern the theme (the big idea) of the text and the author’s goal for
Israel. We can formulate the heart of the message of Genesis 1
somewhat as follows: With His word the King of the universe cre-
ated His good kingdom on earth.

The author may have had several goals in mind for Israel. His
most obvious goal was to teach Israel that her God is the Sovereign
King who in the beginning created His good kingdom on earth.
Subsidiary goals might be to correct Israel’s worldview and to op-
pose the influence of pagan mythologies. At a deeper level the
author proclaims this message of God’s sovereignty in order to con-
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vince the Israelites that they need not fear the evil forces ahead of
them and around them, but that they can trust God to lead them
safely into the Promised Land. In short the goal of this message for
Israel is to give hope to God’s people that their good God is sover-
eign over all and will take care of them.

Having formulated the theme and goal for Israel, we are now
ready to investigate how this theme is carried forward to Jesus in
the New Testament.

WAYS TO PREACH CHRIST

In preaching Christ from the creation story it is tempting to move
from God’s good creation to the fall into sin and God’s curse of the
earth (Gen. 3), in order to show that Christ came to redeem the
groaning creation (Rom. 8:22) as we now know it and to restore it
completely (Rev. 21-22). But it is better to save this move for a
sermon on Genesis 3 and to keep the focus here on the theme,
“With His word the King of the universe created His good kingdom
on earth.”

With this theme one can still move to Christ in the New Tes-
tament in several ways. Redemptive-historical progression is not an
option since the message is about the world before the Fall. Prom-
ise-fulfillment is not an option, since there is no promise of Christ
in Genesis 1. Typology is not an option either, since there is no type
of Christ in Genesis 1. And contrast is not an option, since the mes-
sage of the text is confirmed by the New Testament. This leaves
three ways of preaching Christ from the creation narrative.

ANALOGY

One can use analogy with the work of Jesus. As God created His
good kingdom on earth, so Jesus brings God’s kingdom on earth in
His first coming and will complete it in His second coming. One can
support this analogy with several New Testament references. For
example, Jesus preached, “The kingdom of God is near” (Mark
1:15). Jesus’ miracles were signs of the presence of God’s kingdom.
Jesus said, “If I drive out demons by the finger of God, then the
kingdom of God has come to you” (Luke 11:20). And when Jesus
comes again, He will bring the kingdom in perfection (Rev. 21).

One can also use analogy with the teaching of Jesus. As Gene-
sis 1 teaches Israel that God, with a mere word, created His good
kingdom on earth and can be trusted to take care of His people, so
Jesus teaches that His Father sovereignly created His good king-
dom on earth and can be trusted to take care of us. This bridge, of
course, would have to be bolstered with some New Testament ref-
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erences. For example in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus taught
that His Father is sovereign (Matt. 6:9-10) and will take care of us.
He encourages us, “Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or
reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds
them. Are you not much more valuable than they?” (v. 26).

LONGITUDINAL THEMES

One can also trace through the Old Testament to Jesus in the New
Testament the longitudinal theme of the kingdom of God, or the
theme of the powerful word of God that creates, or the theme of the
goodness of God’s creation. All of these “super highways” in the
Scriptures lead to Jesus Christ who ushers in the kingdom of God,
who is the powerful Word of God, and who affirms the goodness of
God’s creation.

NEW TESTAMENT REFERENCES

New Testament references offer another option. The appendix to
the Greek New Testament lists twenty-three New Testament pas-
sages that quote or allude to Genesis 1. Since these passages refer
to the verses of the narrative rather than its theme, many will not
be helpful for preachers. But when a verse in the narrative comes
close to expressing the theme, some of the New Testament pas-
sages may be useful not only in supporting the theme but in car-
rying it over into New Testament times. For example Hebrews 11:3
and John 1:1 confirm the truth of Genesis 1:1, “In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth.” Second Peter 3:5, “Long
ago by God’s word the heavens existed” relates to Genesis 1:3, 6,
and 9, “God said.” First Timothy 4:4, “Everything God created is
good, and nothing is to be rejected if it is received with thanksgiv-
ing,” recalls Genesis 1:31, “all that he had made . . . was very good.”
However, except for John 1:1 these passages do not establish a di-
rect link between Genesis 1 and Jesus Christ.

The best New Testament reference seems to be John 1. Here
John calls Jesus “the Word,” and he also quotes Genesis 1:1, “In
the beginning,” and states that “through him all things were made”
(John 1:3). Moreover John 1 adds several allusions to other con-
cepts in Genesis 1, such as light, darkness, and life. This bridge to
preaching Christ can be reinforced by other passages such as John
3:16; 1 Corinthians 8:6; Colossians 1:15-17; Ephesians 1:10; and
Hebrews 1:2.

SERMON THEME, GOAL, AND FORM

Since the context of canon and redemptive history does not change
the message and goal for Israel in major ways, we can today re-
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proclaim to the church the same message God had for Israel.. The
sermon theme is, With His word the King of the universe created
His good kingdom on earth. The goal of the sermon is to give hope
to God’s fearful people that our good God is sovereign over all and
will take care of us.

As to the form of the sermon, contrary to most commentators I
think that Genesis 1:1-2:3, though highly stylized, still exhibits the
contours of Hebrew narrative. It has a setting (“In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth”), a conflict (“Now the earth
was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the
deep”), a gradual resolution to the conflict (“the Spirit of God was
hovering over the waters,” followed by ten words of God pushing
back the chaos and gaining order, cosmos), and outcome (“on the
seventh day he rested from all his work . . . and . . . blessed the
seventh day”). In preaching a narrative text it is usually best to use
a narrative form that follows the story line. But in the case of
Genesis 1 a sermon may get bogged down in the details of the
seven days or the ten occurrences of “God said.” Therefore I would
opt instead for a three-point sermon, each point highlighting an
aspect of the passage that supports the theme. The main points of
the sermon would be:

I. The King of the universe created His good kingdom
on earth with His word.

II. The King of the universe completed His work in
seven days.

III. The King of the universe created His kingdom good.

SERMON EXPOSITION

I would begin the sermon by placing the congregation in the situa-
tion Israel faced: the powerful foreign gods, the fear of the un-
known, the fear of unpredictable powers (whether asteroids on a
collision course with the earth or weapons of mass destruction in
the hands of terrorists). Then I would invite the congregation to
hear the comfort of the message of Genesis 1.

First, the King of the universe created His good kingdom on
earth with his word. Genesis 1 begins, “In the beginning God cre-
ated the heavens and the earth,” that is, the entire universe. The
Bible begins with this powerful message: In the beginning Israel’s
God created everything.

Verse 2 shifts the focus to this earth: “Now the earth was
formless and empty.” It was an uninhabitable wasteland. Nothing
could live on the earth. And “darkness was over the surface of the
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deep." It was pitch black, with no light at all. No creatures could
grow and develop on this earth. It was utter chaos.

But there was a ray of hope: " The Spirit of God was hovering
over the waters." The Spirit of God was not part of the chaos; it
hovered above the chaos like a mighty eagle hovering above its
nest, concerned about its young. And this Spirit of God is about to
bring order out of chaos. God begins to speak. "And God said, 'Let
there be light," and there was light" (v. 3). God pushed back that
awful darkness with radiant light—light that would make life on
earth possible. But still therewas that formless watery mass.

Again God spoke. "And God said, 'Let there be an expanse be-
tween the waters to separate water from water." So God made the
expanse and separated the water under the expanse from the wa-
ter aboveit. And it was 0" (w. 6-7). Now the earth was starting to
take on form, with water below and water above. But still life as
God intended was not possible.

So again God spoke. "And God said, 'Let the water under the
sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.’ And it
was 0" (v. 9). The waters collected in the oceans, and land ap-
peared. Now the earth had a definite form: there was the sky, the
atmosphere, but there were also land and oceans. Now the earth
was able to sustain life. Therewas light, air, water, and land.

Ten times Genesis 1 repeats the words, "God said." Ten is the
number of fullness. The I sraelites would have been reminded of the
ten words of God's covenant at Mount Sinai, the ten command-
ments, God's law for Israel. And in ten words Genesis 1 sets forth
God'slaw for His creation.

Psalm 33:6, 9 has caught the significance of God's ten words
for His creation. "By the word of the LORD wer e the heavens made,
their starry host by the breath of his mouth. . . . For he spoke, and
it came to be; he commanded, and it soodfirm" (italics added).

In ancient times kings were the law of the land. When a king
spoke, it was done. Genesis 1 portrays our God as the Sovereign
King of the universe. Our Gaod is the law of the universe. His word
is powerful. He speaks and it is done; He commands and it hap-
pens, He wills it and it comes to pass. Nothing on earth happens
without Hiswill. Thereis no such thing as chance happenings. Our
King is sovereign and in control of His universe. With His powerful
word He brought order out of chaos. And with His powerful word
He controls the univer se.

When the apostle John writes the Fourth Gospel, he intention-
ally echoes the majestic words of Genesis 1. “In the beginning was
the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He
was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made;



