First Presbyterian Church
Genesis 1:1-2:3, “Order from Chaos”
by Pastor Matt Johnson, 9/14/2025

Review from Last week —

« The Bible is not written to us but for us.

. As I mentioned last week, Dr. John Walton is an ancient near east expert
who taught a group of pastors about these things, and Chris Dolson is a
pastor and expert communicator who helped thinks about how to preach it.

« Dr. Walton said that if we bring things from our history backpack and try to
impose them on the text, we will not learn about what the Bible is trying to
teach us.

« This creation story is not about scientific accounts of creating, and therefore
it is not in conflict with scientific accounts of how old the earth is or how
evolutionary processes resulted in life.

« To create something doesn’t mean that you bring it into material existence; it
means that you bring it into existence by ordering it.

SLIDES:
Befo desk / After desk

/ After room

These situations were chaos, and when you organized that chaos
for a functioning purpose, a person in the ancient near east
could say that you were creating.

And now get this: When you finally brought things to order...
you were able to rest.



Is chaos evil or sinful? No.
It was simply the universe before God had finished creating.
In the Hebrew way of looking at the world,
God has given direction and purpose to the creation.
The heavens and the earth are not things that simply work
according to their own mechanism, they are given order by God.

When we are making order out of chaos we are doing a God-thing.

With that as a foundation, I have a big job to do today.
Here’s what I need to share with you:

» Pattern of the Days

o Temple — where God rules. (That’s what Rest means).
» Image of God

o Implications

We start out with the pattern of the days.
Now, when I’ve read through this chapter, I’ve noticed some odd things —
maybe you have, too.

« Why does God call the light day in vs. 5?

« What’s that “vault” between the waters in vs. 67 (NIV)

« Did God really create the plants on day 3 and then the sun on day 4?

« How could we have “evening and morning” on days 1-3 without the sun that
arrives on day 4? That’s just weird.

« And what is that business about God resting from work (2:2)? Does God get
worn out and tired? That doesn’t sound right.

Typically, the response to these observations is either:

1) These are ancient people who didn’t realize that their story made no sense.
OR

2) This is the Bible, it shall not be questioned, adjust your cosmology
to fit the 24 hour chronological periods as described.

But there’s another option: We haven’t grasped the literary and artistic design
of the passage which reveals how God brings order and symmetry
out of chaos (vv.1-2).
To help us understand that, I will use some images
from our recent Genesis 1 exhibit by Shirley Cunningham.



SLIDE USING GENESIS TAPESTRY

Cosmic Spaces f Inhabitants
1. Time (vv. 3-5) | 4. Luminaries (vv. 14-19)
 -- Day / Night -- Sun/ Moon

2. Dome Ceiling (vv. 6-8) | 5. Inhabitants (vv.20-23)
— Sky (vv. 6-7a) — Fish in the Seas
— Seas (v. 7b) — Birds in the Sky

3. Dry Land (vv. 9-10) 6. Land Animals (vv. 24-25)
Vegetation (vv. 11-12) Humans (vv. 26-31)

[Talk about the relationships of the days and the actors that inhabit each space.]

We can conclude from all of this that God is a Presbyterian...
because we do everything “decently and in order.”

What would creation be if nothing was separated?
What would it be if nothing were bound together?

Commenting on this, Miroslav Volf says that
“The account of creation as ‘separating and binding’
suggests that we are who we are not because
we are separate from the others who are next to us,
but because we are both separate and connected, both distinct and related.”

Some people want to reject the separation of humanity
from the rest of creation.

They say that we are entirely of one piece with the natural order,
and therefore we play no unique role in the world.
But we are different from the created order
in that we are the only piece of creation
made in the image of God.
That’s a God given distinction that we must maintain
or we lose our ethical foundation for the sanctity of human life.

On the flip side, people want to reject
the binding of humanity to the rest of creation.



These people say that we are so separate from the world
that it can be our trash pile,
that the created world is of no intrinsic value.

But God says we are deeply dependent on our fellow creatures
and have been given the task of caring for the creation
as God’s representatives.

Both of these things have to be maintained for God’s purpose to be realized.
And we could carry this out into any area of life.

I am who I am both because I am distinct from my wife Sonja Soderlund,
and because for the last 20 years
I have been shaped by a relationship with her.

In order for that relationship to flourish,
we have to maintain both the distinction between us
(so we can each grow and learn without being codependent)
and the ways in which we are bound together.
That’s how God has ordered things.

Chaos is on display when these systems
of distinction and interconnection break down.
When we reject the diverse yet interdependent world God has made,
then we move back toward the disorder of the world
before creation, and life ceases to flourish.

SLIDE: Seventh Day Tapestry
But there’s a final day we haven’t covered yet: the seventh day.
The day in which God rested.
Why does God rest? Genuine lack of energy? As a good example?
Ancient people saying silly things they don’t understand?

No...again, it is we who do not understand.
God’s “Rest” = ‘beginning to rule.’

Rest in this context is about God sitting on the throne
and ruling from the cosmic temple.



Think back to the examples of cleaning the desk or cleaning the room.
Once you have created your room, and it is good, you are able to rest.

One of the most surprising things I learned from John Walton
is that resting, for the ancient Hebrew / Egyptian / Babylonian person
doesn’t mean not using the room.
It means you get to sit in the room and manage the activities
that happen in there.

So when God rests, it means that God is now on the throne,
fully present and engaged, with everything ordered and operating as planned.

If we can see that point,
then maybe we can also see how
Genesis 1 is about the creation of a cosmic temple.

1. In the ancient world, gods rest in temples and temples are constructed for deity to rest in

2. The seven-day structure mirrors ancient Near Eastern temple inauguration
ceremonies, which typically lasted seven days

3. In ancient Near Eastern thinking, temples were command centers of the
cosmos from which order radiates

4. The moment God "rests" is when he takes control and begins ruling over the
ordered system he has created

5. Temples always feature an image of the God who is worshipped there. And
humanity is created ... in the image of God.

6. Every Israelite hearing this text would immediately think "temple" when
hearing about divine rest, even though the word "temple" isn't explicitly
used

7. The creation account is about God creating a space to dwell and rule,
establishing order and inviting humans to be co-laborers in maintaining that

order

I recently saw Nicholas Kristof posted some pictures of he and his wife
hiking out on mountain trails in Oregon.
He described it as entering “the cathedral of nature.” That’s exactly it.
That’s what Genesis 1 describes:
an intentionally patterned cathedral of nature.



What we can take from all of this,
is that Genesis 1 is not about creating material, but ordering chaos.
It is not chronological, but intentionally patterned.
If this passage of scripture is not material, sequential, or chronological,
it offers no information about the age of the earth.

But the passage does offer information about humanity’s purpose and vocation:
We are made in the image of God.

Being created in the image of God
isn’t an identity any one person can claim all by themselves.
It’s a reality we all participate in together as humanity.
It's about humanity's collective role as "order-bringers" working alongside God
This means that a person’s individual mental, physical capacities,
or particular characteristics do not matter—and no one is excluded.
We are made in the image of God because all together we have a shared task:
to represent God to creation, and to represent creation before God.

It's more accurate to say "we are the image of God"
rather than "I am the image of God," similar to how people might say
"we are the body of Christ" instead of "I am the body of Christ.”

Say this with me:
We are the image of God.
Women are the image of God.
Men are the image of God.
Queer and transgender people are the image of God.
Republicans are the image of God.
Democrats are the image of God.
Global neighbors are the image of God.
We are all the image of God.

Now look, I wish I could end the sermon there.
But I know the world you came out of
and I know the world you will be returning to.
So I would not be doing you a favor to avoid the political violence
that has dominated our national conversation recently.



SLIDE:

Date
9/2025 -
6/2025 -
4/2025 -
9/2024 -
7/2024 -
10/2022 -
2/2022 -
1/2021 -
6/2017 -
1/2011 -

Target of Political Violence (Party)
Charlie Kirk (R)

Melissa Hortman, John Hoffman, spouses (D)
Josh Shapiro (D)

Donald Trump (R)

Donald Trump (R)

Paul Pelosi (D)

Craig Greenberg (D)

Legislators certifying the election (R & D)
Steve Scalise (R), others (R)

Gabby Giffords (D)

What do you call this? Is there a pattern?
Not a pattern of bringing order.

The only patting is increasing frequency of political violence.

Not listed is the political violence of
genocide in Gaza, genocide in Sudan, etc.

Is it chaos? Worse than mere chaos, it’s evil.

This is what happens when humanity rejects the calling of God in creation,
rejects that we all share in God’s image together,

and decides to enforce their own idea of order through violence.

We’ll get to that in more detail with chapters 3 and 4 ...
and basically the rest of the Bible after that.

The people on this list are all the image of God.
It doesn’t matter how well or how poorly they express it.

Having “dominion” over creation
doesn’t mean we get to do whatever we want with it —

it means we share as stewards of God’s creative activity.

As Christians of any political persuasion,
we express the image of God when we share in creating order

for the flourishing of creation.



We don’t bring order as good stewards when we
dehumanize those we disagree with — calling people Nazis, MAGALts,
DemoRATS, animals, monsters, vermin, infections, infestations.
None of that leads to stewarding creation.

SLIDE: Basic Sermon Info
The clearest example we have of how to move forward
through a chaotic / evil mess like this is Jesus Christ.

He said that loving people who are like you and love you — that’s no great wonder.
Love those who persecute you, who spitefully mistreat you,
who say evil things about you because you are associated with Jesus,
that is love that brings about God’s ordering of the world.

When Jesus was here, and he loved his enemies, something miraculous happened.
The chaos of the world around him got straightened out, and a new thing
appeared here on earth: it was the Kingdom of God.

I’m here to say that this is not just a Bible story.
God is still making a new creation today.
God is still calling us to be image bearers
in the cathedral of nature today.
God lives within us, the body of Christ,
so that we might move in the enemy-loving way of Jesus
and witness a new creation in our own day.

What would that look like for you?
What action can you take to move away from anger, resentment, and hate?

Call up a friend or family member who is hurting and bitter?
Try to understand someone who thinks differently rather than belittle them?
Refuse to use dehumanizing language about others
even when it feels satisfying or appropriate?

The seventh day continues.
We are always living within the sabbath rest of our Lord
who (despite all the chaos we see around us)
still sits on the throne, is fully present and engaged.



