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Genesis 1:3-2:3 “God Created the Heavens and the Earth” February 8, 2009 

Psalm 104 

Revelation 21 

 

You see in the book of Revelation the same tripartite division  

of the heavens, the earth and the sea. 

Only, in Revelation 21, there is no more sea – 

 only the heavens and the earth. 

 

Why is there no more sea in the new creation? 

 Throughout the scriptures, the “seas” represent the forces of chaos and disorder. 

 The seas represent the Assyrian armies coming like a tidal wave against Jerusalem, 

  the flood of the nations that surround and besiege God’s people. 

 Earlier in Revelation, the beast came out of the sea. 

 

 Does this mean that there will be no oceans in the new creation? 

 Or is this a figurative way of saying there will be nothing chaotic and disordered? 

 

So the sea is a picture of the underworld. 

 But did Moses think this way? 

 Well, in the book of Exodus we are told that Israel crossed the Red Sea  

to get out of Egypt. 

 In Hebrew, they don’t call it the Red Sea. 

 Many have said that they call it the Sea of Reeds (Yam Suph). 

 But Yam Suph has another meaning as well! 

 

 The Sea of the End. 

  The Red Sea is like the Sea at the End of the World. 

  Egypt is like the Underworld – the place of the dead. 

 

 Certainly the prophets will speak of it in this way – 

  encouraged by Moses designation of the Yam Suph. 

 God brought his people out of the land of slavery and death 

  back into the land of life, 

  by bringing them across the Sea at the End of the World – 

   indeed, by leading them across that Sea by the same Spirit 

   that had hovered over the waters in the Beginning. 

 

But we are getting ahead of ourselves! 

 We are still back at the beginning! 

But I want you to see that the picture painted in Genesis 1 

 is the template – the canvas – the backdrop for the rest of our story, 

 from Genesis through Revelation. 

 

And what I want to do over the next two weeks is walk through the days of creation  

and show you the picture that Moses is painting. 
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Today we will look at the formation of three realms – 

 the heavens, the earth, and the seas; 

and next week we will look at the filling of the three realms. 

 

It is imperative that you allow the Word of God to speak for itself. 

 You will be tempted to insert your own picture of how the world began. 

 You will be tempted to think in terms of planets, outer space,  

and all that modern science tells us. 

 But we need to hear what God is saying to Israel – 

  and indeed, what God is saying to us. 

 If any “science” should influence us,  

it should be the science that Moses knew in his day. 

 

Too often the church has assumed that Moses is teaching the science of our day. 

 Just think of the arrogance! 

 The early church claimed that Moses taught the science of their day: 

  for over 1500 years commentators assured their readers 

  that there were in fact four elements: earth, water, air, and fire – 

  and if you have any doubt, just look at the first three days of creation! 

 

 We sometimes laugh at those “silly” people  

who said that the earth was the center of the universe, 

but for millennia that was the received science that everyone believed – 

 and that both scripture and observation supported! 

 

We need to be careful to let scripture speak on its own terms. 

We must not force the Word of God into our scientific language. 

 

I, for one, do not have enough confidence that modern science has everything figured out! 

 

But the opposite danger is to say that Genesis is “prescientific.” 

 The problem is that “prescientific” implies 

  that “scientific” is somehow a higher standard. 

 “These poor Hebrews were not scientific,  

so we need to give them a pass for their quaint ways of speaking!” 

 

It would be better to say that Genesis 1 is a theological narrative – 

 just like the rest of biblical history 

 (though with a bit more literary artistry than most passages of OT history). 

 

Redemptive historical writing is different from modern historical writing  

in one very significant way: 

  The authors of biblical history were prophets. 

 

I’m a historian. 

 As I write history, I may occasionally guess at what God was doing in history. 
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But a prophetic historian is inspired by God and can declare authoritatively 

 what God was doing in history! 

 

 I cannot tell you what God said or did during the French Revolution. 

 

But the biblical historians do (at times) draw back the curtain and tell us  

  what God said and did in history. 

 

And no passage of biblical history is more utterly dependent upon divine revelation 

 than Genesis 1-2. 

Because no one was there to witness what God said and did. 

 

So we need to be careful of making assumptions about what “actually happened” 

 and remain faithful to the text. 

 

I mentioned the literary artistry of Genesis 1. 

 In this passage you will find a lot of threes, sevens, and tens. 

 

 There are three “namings” – verses 5, 8, and 10” 

  In days 1, 2 and 3, God names the light, Day, and the darkness, Night. 

   God names the firmament, Heaven. 

   God names the dry land, Earth, and the waters, Seas. 

 The rest of creation (days 4-6) he leaves for Adam, his vicegerent, to name. 

 

There are seven days. 

Seven times we hear “and it was so.” 

And seven times we hear “God saw that it was good.” 

 

 The word “heaven” occurs 21 times (3x7)  

  so also the word “earth” occurs 21 times – 

  which is all the more remarkable  

because they are not used together very often! 

 Elohim – the name of God – occurs 35 times (5x7). 

 

 Ten times we hear “and God said…” 

 Ten times we hear that things were made “according to their kind” 

 And ten times we hear the word “made” (asah) 

 

We saw last time that Genesis 1 begins  

 with the earth “tohu vbohu” – formless and void, 

  barren and empty. 

 And the “earth” consisted simply of the “deep” –  

  a watery abyss – 

  and darkness. 

 

So all of creation consists of “the deep” and “darkness.” 
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I. The Creation of the Realms: the Heavens, the Seas, and the Earth 

1. Let There Be Light (1:3-5) 
And God said, “Let there be light,” 

 and there was light. 

And God saw that the light was good. 

And God separated the light from the darkness. 

 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. 

 

This is perhaps one of the strangest moments in all of the creation narrative. 

 God says “Let there be light” and there is light. 

 

 Where did the light come from? 

 

The ancients knew full well that light must have a source. 

 In all of the ancient creation myths the gods form the sun, moon and stars  

  as divine signs of the gods. 

 And so all the nations around Israel worshiped the sun, moon and stars. 

 

But in Genesis the sun, moon and stars are not created until the fourth day. 

 God creates light without forming the sun, moon and stars. 

 What was the source of this light? 

  Some have said that it was God himself – 

   but if you think about, that cannot be, 

   because this is created light. 

  It is light that is separated from darkness. 

   

 So once again in our quest to know “how,” we are stymied! 

 

 There are all sorts of scientific theories that people have advanced here: 

  but all of these theories err in assuming that Moses is starting  

from a modern scientific perspective!  

 

The point that Genesis is making is that light is not dependent on the heavenly bodies. 

 It is dependent upon the word of God. 

 

 Some have said that God created the sun and moon –  

but that clouds covered the earth,  

and so no one on earth could have seen them. 

 Others have said that this describes the Big Bang. 

 Others have said that God created some sort of plasma that gave off light. 

 

 What all these theories do is destroy the point that Genesis is making! 

 Genesis is saying that God can create light without all these! 

 

There will be a time when God himself will be the light: 
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 Revelation 22:5 tells us 

 “And night will be no more. 

  They will need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God will be their light, 

   and they will reign forever and ever.” 

 

 In the beginning God created light without the need of the heavenly bodies. 

 In the end God himself will be our light. 

 

The end is better than the beginning! 

 But in the beginning 

God called the light “day,” and the darkness he called “night.” 

  

So what do we have? 

 We still have the tehom – the deep – that watery abyss. 

 And we have light separated from darkness. 

 

And there was evening and there was morning, day one. 

 

2. Let There Be a Firmament (1:6-8) 
And God said, “Let there be an expanse in the midst of the waters, 

 and let it separate the waters from the waters.” 

And God made the expanse and separated the waters that were under the expanse 

 from the waters that were above the expanse. 

And it was so. 

And God called the expanse Heaven. 

 

Expanse is an okay translation. 

 But the old translation, “firmament,” was better. 

 Why? 

  Because “expanse” is too vague. 

 Firmament is certainly a strange word – 

  but at least it has a definite meaning! 

 It means the “vault or arch of the sky.” 

 

The Hebrew word here “raqia” comes from the word “to burnish,” 

 and God makes this raqia – this vault – to separate the waters below 

  from the waters above. 

 

The first thing to note is that this raqia separates the waters from the waters. 

 So whatever this raqia is – this firmament, this vault,  

is a boundary between the waters above from the waters below. 

 

 The word is used eight times outside of Genesis: 

  In Ezekiel 1:22-26 it is used four times to refer to a firmament,  

“shining like awe-inspiring crystal,  

spread out over the heads” of the cherubim. (1:22) 
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  Ezekiel says that “above the expanse [raqia] over their heads  

there was the likeness of a throne.” 

  Ezekiel refers again to this expanse (or firmament/vault) in 10:1. 

 

 So the picture in Ezekiel is that there is this crystal-like dome, 

  with God’s throne at the pinnacle of the dome. 

 

 The word is used twice in the Psalms: 

  19:1 – “The heavens declare the glory of God,  

and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.” 

  150:1 – “Praise the LORD! Praise God in his sanctuary; 

   praise him in his mighty firmament.” 

 

 Psalm 150 in particular compares the firmament to the sanctuary. 

 The firmament – the vault of heaven – is like the dome of the temple. 

 

 Because the earth was created as a place where God would dwell with man. 

 “Heaven is my throne, and the earth is my footstool;  

what is the house that you would build for me?” (Isaiah 66:1) 

 

 God built a house where he would dwell. 

 

The picture that scripture universally draws, 

 is that the raqia (the firmament) is a dome that holds back the waters above. 

 

 Jewish and early Christian expositors all agreed on this – 

  though they debated through the 16
th

 century what it was made of! 

 But everyone agreed that whatever it was made of, 

  it was strong enough to hold back the waters above. 

 

Some modern commentators have suggested that there was an ice shield above the earth  

 that melted during the flood  

(and that this accounts for why we cannot find any water up there today). 

 

 The problem with this view is Psalm 148:4. 

  Psalm 148 calls upon the waters above the heavens to praise the LORD. 

  This means that long after the flood – indeed, after the time of David – 

the waters above the heavens were still there. 

 

 And so some have suggested that the waters above the heavens are the clouds. 

  But the clouds are not “above” the heavens. 

  The firmament – the raqia – refers to what we call the sky: 

   that blue thing up there. 

  God names it “heaven” – 

   and everyone has always known  

that the clouds are not above the heavens. 



 7

 Furthermore Psalm 148:8 explains that fire and hail, snow and mist” 

  are all “earthly” things. 

 The sky – the firmament – that blue thing up there – 

  is the boundary between the heavenly things and the earthly things. 

 

So to a certain extent, the real question is not what is the raqia – the firmament. 

 The raqia is that blue thing up there – what we call the sky. 

 

The real question is, what are these waters above the heavens? 

 This is where we need to remember what God is doing here. 

 God is not revealing all the details of how he created the world. 

  And he is certainly not addressing modern scientific questions. 

 

 Rather, God is revealing his creative work to Israel – 

  in language that they would have understood. 

 

 Think of the language of the sun rising and the sun setting. 

  This is not modern scientific language. 

  Rather it is the language of everyday observation. 

 

And the “waters above the heavens” are likewise the language of everyday observation. 

 Practically everyone in the ancient world believed that there was water up there. 

 Why? 

  Because the sky is blue! 

  And the seas are blue. 

  So there must be a cosmic ocean up there. 

 

 Genesis 1 talks about the created order  

in terms that everyone would have understood – 

at least, everyone in Moses’ day! 

-- everyone in the ancient world  

(it’s only the moderns who have struggled with it!) 

 

So, what do we do with this? 

 We take it as God has given it to us! 

 When you look up at that blue dome over your heads, 

  you need to see it as God created it: 

   that blue dome is a boundary to protect you from the waters above. 

  And if you are inclined to laugh at that, 

   keep reading Genesis – 

   because only a few chapters later, the windows of heaven will open 

    and the waters above the earth will deluge the earth. 

 But also, when you look up at that blue dome over your heads, 

  you need to think in terms of Ezekiel 1 and Psalm 150: 

  you need to see with the eyes of faith  

the throne of God at the peak of that blue dome. 



 8

 

 Not that God literally dwells at the peak of that dome 

  (that was the error of Babel in Genesis 11 – 

  they thought that they could build a tower with its top in the heavens – 

   that they could take over God’s throne.) 

  But our God sits in the heavens  

and he laughs at the foolish pretensions of men! 

  He rules over all the heavens and the earth. 

   He is sovereign over all things. 

 

 But also when you look at the blue dome over your heads, 

  you need to see the nearness of God. 

 No, you cannot reach God by building a tower (or a spaceship), 

  but he can ride a piece of the heavens down 

   (as he did in Exodus 24 or Ezekiel 1), 

  and he has built this firmament – this vault of the sky – 

  as the dome of the temple where he dwells with his people. 

 

 Think of how Psalm 104 describes this: 

  You are clothed with splendor and majesty, 

   covering yourself with light as with a garment, 

   stretching out the heavens like a tent. 

  He lays the beams of his chambers on the waters. (104:1-3) 

 

  What on earth does that refer to? 

  Quite frankly, it refers to nothing on earth! 

 

  It refers to the heavenly waters – the waters above the heavens. 

  Psalm 104 reflects on Genesis 1 

   and speaks of how God stretched out the heavens (the raqia) 

   like a tent, 

   and laid the beams of his chambers on the waters. 

 

 Obviously, God did not build a literal temple above the waters. 

  But Psalm 104 communicates the same point as Genesis 1: 

   Up there at the peak of that blue dome – 

    that vault that keeps back the waters above – 

    that is where God dwells. 

 

  (Again, not literally – Israel always understood that the visible heavens  

   is a picture of the “heaven of heavens” – the invisible heavens 

   where God dwells in unapproachable light!) 

 

But the danger with thinking “scientifically” about the firmament  

 is that you wind up missing the main point – 

 you wind up missing the glory of God revealed in the created order! 
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So at the end of the second day, 

 you have the “deep” – the waters –  

divided into the waters above, and the waters beneath.  

 And in between the waters above and the waters beneath, 

  you have a dome – a vault; 

 with darkness separated from the light— 

 And there was evening and there was morning, a second day. 

 

3. Let the Dry Land Appear and Let the Earth Sprout (1:9-13) 
And God said, “Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, 

 and let the dry land appear.” 

And it was so. 

 God called the dry land Earth,  

and the waters that were gathered together he called Seas. 

And God saw that it was good. 

 

Here God separates the dry land from the waters. 

 God has now established the three realms – 

  the heavens, the earth, and the seas. 

 

And so for the second time we hear that “God saw that it was good.” 

 

We now have dry land separated from the seas  

 under this vault of the heavens – 

 with darkness and light. 

 

But the third day is not yet over! 

 

On the first day as well as on the second day there is only one act of creation. 

This is also true on the fourth day and on the fifth day. 

 

But on the third day there is a second creative act – as also on the sixth day. 

 

This is part of the reason why commentators  

ever since Basil of Caesarea in the fourth century 

 have seen the parallel between the first three days 

 and the second three days. 

In the first three days God forms the heavens, the earth, and the seas. 

In the second three days God fills the heavens, the earth, and the seas. 

 

But the formation of the earth includes vegetation. 

 Plants are not “living creatures” – 

  so plants are brought forth in the formation of the three realms. 

 

And God said, “Let the earth sprout vegetation, plants yielding seed, 

 and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed,  
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  each according to their kind, on the earth. 

And it was so. 

The earth brought forth vegetation, plants yielding seed according to their own kinds,  

 and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind. 

And God saw that it was good. 

 

 When God said “Let the earth sprout…” what happened? 

  We know one thing: the earth obeyed. 

 

  But we do not know how. 

  How did the earth bring forth vegetation? 

   Genesis 1 does not say. 

  Was it like time-lapse photography with plants immediately springing up? 

   That is possible, but Genesis does not say. 

  Was it a gradual, evolutionary process? 

   That is possible, but Genesis does not say. 

 

And dear brothers and sisters, 

 if we get caught up in that debate we will miss the point again. 

The point is that when God commanded the earth to bring forth vegetation, 

 the earth obeyed. 

 

 The earth obeys the voice the LORD. 

 We sang the first part of Psalm 104 earlier. 

  Psalm 104 reflects on the days of creation and all the works of God. 

 When God speaks the earth brings forth its bounty. 

 

The church has generally distinguished between immediate creation and mediate creation. 

 Immediate creation is found in verse 3: 

  God said “let there be light” 

   and there was light. 

  God’s speech brought forth “light” immediately (without mediation). 

 But verse 11 speaks of mediate creation – 

  in other words, God creates by commanding something to do something. 

 Here, God commands the earth: 

  Let the earth sprout vegetation… 

 God did not say “let there be vegetation” – 

  but he commanded the earth to sprout! 

 

And we are told in verse 12 that the earth responded to God’s command  

by bringing forth vegetation! 

 

How could the earth do this? 

 Only if God so created it to have the power to fulfill his commands! 

 Again, we are wondering about the “how”? 

 But the answer draws us back to the who! 
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And in obedience to God’s command, 

 the earth brings forth plants yielding seed according to their own kinds, 

 and trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind. 

 

“Each according to its kind” is not a statement of the modern system of classification: 

 rather, it is a statement that God has taken the tohu vbohu, the barren wasteland, 

 and he has established a fruitful and ordered world. 

 

That which was barren and empty has now taken shape –  

and is becoming a habitable world. 

 

And God saw that it was good. 

 And there was evening and there was morning, a third day. 

 

I rather hate to end there, 

 because we have only reached the middle of the sermon, 

 but next week we will, Lord willing, finish chapter 1. 

 

But at least let us finish Psalm 104:24-35, 

 as we sing praise to God for the splendor and glory  

that he has revealed in creation! 


