
THE CREATION ACCOUNT – ITS BEGINNINGS 

The book of Genesis ends with the death of Joseph and the seventy descendants of Jacob 
(also called Israel) living contentedly in the land of Goshen in Egypt.  The book of Exodus begins 
some 430 years later.  Now the Israelites number about 600,000 (Ex.12:37, 40) and a new king in 
Egypt is threatening to disturb their contented lives (Ex.1:8-10).  So, between the last page of 
Genesis and the first page of Exodus there lies an appreciable historical chasm.  And apart from 
what Eugene Peterson refers to as a ‘population explosion’ (in his version of the Bible called The 
Message), there is nothing to relieve the emptiness of that chasm.  We’re told not one thing about 
those 430 years. 

Many of us — and you can count me in — don’t like an emptiness like that.  Plenty of things 
must have happened during all those years, and we want to know about a few of them at least.  
We want to see some of the rocks that are undoubtedly in the bottom of the chasm.  There are at 
least two things that can be done to help in that search.  One is making reasonable inferences, the 
other is using one’s imagination. 

MAKING INFERENCES 
I can make inferences from a comparison of the situation the Israelites are in at the beginning of 

those 430 years with their situation at the end.  That would enable me to arrive at some justifiable 
assumptions about what was going on during this period of their history.  Here are my inferences: 

I think it’s fair to assume that the Israelites kept to themselves in Goshen, continuing their 
nomadic life of pasturing their animals and caring for them (although now over a more restricted 
area of land than previously).  They let the Egyptians do their own thing of being settled-down food 
growers and city dwellers.  Their sense of being Israelites seems to be just as strong at the end of 
the 430 years as it was at the beginning.  So I assume that even any condescending treatment by 
the Egyptians would have been taken in their stride.   

Because of their isolated living they would have been able to maintain their distinctive traditions 
and lifestyle.  It seems that their faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob was very important 
to them.  He had chosen them and blessed them by giving them a land and a promise that they 
would be a blessing for all nations.  This faith determined who they were, and was probably upheld 
right through those 430 years.  They were able to keep at arm’s length the Egyptian gods and 
beliefs (as they had, although maybe to a lesser degree, the Canaanite beliefs before their move 
to Egypt) and to hold to their unique faith in one God.  And they were still looking expectantly at 
becoming a great nation in the land that was given to them by God. 

Their isolated living would have lessened the impact that Egyptian ‘civilization’ might have had 
on them.  I assume that they would not have had any strong desire even to adopt, for example, the 
new craze of writing.  There would have been little need for this in the course of their nomadic life.  
However, the fact that the commandments, received through Moses after they left Egypt, were 
written down points to some acceptance of writing by the end of those 430 years. 

So during all those years one of the chief concerns — if not the major concern — of this isolated 
and growing clan of Israelites would have been the unity of their people and a growing 
understanding and expression of their faith in the One God. 

USING IMAGINATION 
Now to see how they may have grown in expressing this faith of theirs let me move from my 

inferences to my imagination.  Let’s assume they’ve been settled in Egypt for 150 years.  What 
was their religious life, their faith life, like 150 years after their arrival in Goshen? 

I imagine that by then the total number of people in their clan is appreciably more than seventy.  
So they have been forced to divide themselves into a number of smaller groups just to make sure 
their animals could be pastured efficiently.  And the picture my imagination paints for me of each of 
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those groups is something like this: 

THE CAMPFIRE 
Once the sun sets it is time to light the campfire.  The light and warmth of the fire is a beacon 

calling all the folk in the camp to gather for the evening meal and a time of interaction before 
bedtime. 

During the first few hours of this campfire time there is much movement.  Children are running 
around, women are preparing the meal, men are talking over the events of the day.  There is much 
interaction and laughter between young and old, parents and children, the busy and the relaxing.  
This time around the campfire, above all, provides family time, clan time.  It maintains the bonds 
that exist between every person in their community.  It’s the time for eating together, playing 
together, laughing together.  It’s the time for celebrating each other’s successes and failures, and 
celebrating the God whom they believe has chosen them.  These activities around the campfire 
gives the opportunity for them to appreciate what they have, to know and to revel in who they are, 
and to celebrate the place their clan holds within the wider circle of their other kindred clans. 

HISTORY IN STORIES 
The campfire is also the time for telling stories.  The story time is really enjoyed by the young, 

and seen as an indispensable activity by the adults.  The person with the best ability is chosen as 
the storyteller.  He makes sure that each of the clan’s stories is repeated regularly.  Tonight the 
children cry out: Tell us again the story of the tiny skyscraper!  The tiny skyscraper!  The 
youngsters love the image of a great tower reaching right up to the heavens — a tower so gigantic 
that God has to come down to the earth so he could see it!  By means of this story they come to 
understand something about the faith their clan shares.  That’s why after the story is told the clan 
leader asks such questions as: Why did God stop the building of the skyscraper?  And the children 
sing out together, as they had been taught: Because they were proud.  And how did God deal with 
their pride and stop their building?  By confusing their languages.  Why do we meet clans 
speaking languages we can’t understand?  Because God is trying to stop us from becoming a clan 
that thinks we are the best.  Next time they will hear a different story and recite together a different 
set of questions and answers about other aspects of their history and faith.  1

The clan places great importance on the retelling of the stories that have shaped their history.  
Through the continual retelling of these stories, they become etched into the memories of the 
young.  How else, in their non-literary, pre-writing society, could their children — or anyone — 
know about their history?  And know about beliefs that lie behind and within that history?  This 
memorization binds all members to the clan, so that the clan history becomes everyone’s 
individual history. 

PLAYING GAMES 
The campfire also includes the opportunity for playing games.  Tonight they play No, there’s a 

fourth!  It begins when someone calls out: There are three things that walk in a dignified way.  Now 
everyone tries to think of something that could be described that way.  Someone says, a lion; 
another, my rooster; and another, a billy-goat.  Then there was a pause as minds tick over.  What 
could be added to bring this list to a climax – something profound, something humourous, 
something unexpected?  And the suggestions come:  No, there’s a fourth – our clan leader!  No, 
there’s a fourth – a person caught doing something wrong!  No, there’s a fourth – my full-bearded 
granddad!  When no more suggestions come, someone shouts out a new category: There are 
three things that I really don’t understand.  And the game begins again.  In this process the clan 
cast their eyes at the world around them, trying to make some sense of the confusion in life, and 

 When writing was adopted a lot of these stories gained their final form for the whole clan.  Some even gained a place in their (and 1

our) Scriptures.  The story of the tiny skyscraper is in Genesis 11.
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seeing the contradictory and funny side of life.  2

CLAN BUSINESS 
After their meal and story-telling and game-time it’s bedtime for the children.  So the women 

take the children to their tents to settle the youngsters in bed and to prepare things for tomorrow.  
Tonight the men have been waiting for this to happen because there is ‘clan business’ to deal with.  
One matter has been hanging over their heads for some time now.  Their concerns centre on the 
warmth of the clan — the well-being, the inner life, of their nomadic community.  While the 
campfire is easily maintained and restored, the inner fire of their clan is a different matter.  What 
happens when those flames start to die down?  That, they admit, is what seems to be happening 
at the moment.  How do they refuel the spiritual life of their clan?  They need the calming subdued 
light and the gentle warmth of the campfire to provide an atmosphere that may help them arrive at 
the best solution.  It’s time now for further serious consideration of their clan’s spiritual life. 

The leader of the clan begins by summing up the position as he sees it following their last 
discussion around the campfire. 

‘So this is the situation. 
We, and especially our young people, are having more and more contact with the Egyptian 

culture and lifestyle around us.  For the last 50 years the Egyptians have treated us well, we are 
still regarded as welcome guests.  But our young folk are more and more intrigued and 
influenced by the new and strange customs they are seeing.  And whether we like it or not, this 
contact will probably increase in the future.  Of course this close contact with the Egyptians 
brings many advantages to us and our clan.  We are obtaining new tools and foodstuff, new 
animal breeds, new opportunities for bartering our goods, and new information about the world 
around us.  We need that contact. 

‘But there are disadvantages, too.  Our young people are hearing about idols, the strange 
false gods the Egyptians and other people worship.  That’s making them question the faith of 
our clan, and giving them all kinds of doubts about the One God, who has revealed himself to 
us and our fellow-clans – the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  They are hearing strange 
ideas about society life, moral standards, and worship. They are curious, intrigued, baffled and 
confused.  But what concerns us at the moment are theories and ideas they are hearing about 
the origins of this world, and about how it was created.  So we finished up last time thinking that 
it may help if we could put the teachings of our faith in story form.  Since we have stories to help 
us remember our history and keep it alive, why not add some stories about our teachings to 
help us remember the truths we have been told about our God?  If our young people had these 
stories in their memories maybe that would protect them from the weird beliefs they come 
across. 

‘Well, that’s about as far as our discussions went.  But in the meantime I’ve spoken further 
with our storyteller and asked him if he could come up with some ideas about the kind of story 
that could counter the beliefs about God and creation that our young people are hearing.  Have 
you made some progress with that?’ 

THE STORYTELLER 
All eyes are on their storyteller as he smiles and nods his head.  He’s happy with his progress 

so far.  First of all he explains what he wants to achieve by means of his story, and why he has a 
specific form and shape in mind for it.  

‘I want this story to counter the beliefs that are held by the Egyptians and other people living 
around us. 

- I want to counter the belief that things like the sun and moon, in fact anything in this world, 
is to be worshiped as gods.  I think our story needs to make clear that there is only one God 

 With the adoption of writing some of the most popular and thought provoking results of this game were refined and included in the 2

book of Proverbs, which eventually gained a place in their Scriptures.  A number of No, there’s a fourth! games are in chapter 30.  
Other proverbs may also have started out as other kinds of campfire games – some perhaps called How would you finish this 
(Prov. 21:9, 19, 27:15-16) and What would you do if (Prov. 26:4-5, 17:12).
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and everything in this world is result of his creative work. 

- I want to counter the belief that the world in which we live is a chaotic and disorderly place.  
I think our story needs to make clear that even though we can point to some disorder in this 
world, underneath it all God has created a world that is good and orderly and reliable. 

- I want to counter the belief that this world was created as a result of some kind of conflict or 
rivalry between supposed gods.  I think our story needs to make clear that the speaking of God, 
his words, brought this world into existence, and keeps it going. 

- I want to counter the belief that human beings can manipulate gods; that we can do things 
in our life or worship that will move the gods to bend nature for our benefit.  I think our story 
needs to make clear that God’s love and mercy is so great that there’s no need for any kind of 
manipulation. 

Then to make it easy for our youngster to memorize I’ve given this story a pattern of 
repetition, with something like the verse and chorus construction we use in our songs of praise.  
As well as serving the purpose of memorization this repetition, I hope, will also convey a sense 
of order, of progression, and of building up to a climax.  The ultimate climax I want to give is the 
creation of people, in God’s image, by his direct involvement, to care for the world he made.  
That’s the belief that distinguishes our clan from the other people around us.  I want our 
youngster to know and rejoice in that.’ 

The men around the campfire are nodding at each other.  They think highly of their storyteller.  
They enjoy the way in which he tells the stories of their history, they appreciate the way in which 
he couches their faith and belief within those stories.  Now they are waiting eagerly to hear his 
efforts to put their beliefs themselves into story form. 

THE STORY 
The storyteller clears his throat and begins: 

‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  For a start the earth was unformed 
and uninhabited, and in complete darkness and chaos.  But the Spirit of God was hovering over 
the muddy surface. 

Then one day God said, ‘Let there be light’.  And there it was.  God separated the light from 
the darkness.  He called the light ‘day’, and the darkness ‘night’.  At the end of the day he said, 
‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Let there be a separation between the water on the earth and the 
water above the earth’.  And there it was.  He called that separation ‘sky’.  At the end of the day 
he said, ‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered in one place so that dry 
ground appears’.  And there it was.  He called the dry ground ‘land’, and the gathered water 
‘seas’.  At the end of the day he said, ‘Ah, that’s good’. 

On the next day God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation’.  And there it was.  Vegetation 
producing seeds so it wouldn’t die out.  At the end of the day he said, ‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Let there be lights in the sky to separate the day from the night, to 
be pointers to seasons and years, and to give light to the earth.’  And there it was.  He placed in 
the sky a bigger light to rule over the day, and a smaller light to rule over the night.  He also 
placed the stars in the sky.  At the end of the day he said, ‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Let the waters bring forth all kinds of living creatures, and let birds 
fly across the sky’.  And there it was.  God created sea creatures, large and small, and birds 
galore.  He blessed them saying, ‘reproduce and grow in number’.  At the end of the day he 
said, ‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Let the land produce all kinds of animal life, domestic and wild, 
big and small, that will reproduce themselves.’  And there it was.  At the end of the day he said, 
‘Ah, that’s good.’ 

On the next day God said, ‘Now I’m going to get even more involved by making people, in my 
own image.  I’m going to let them rule over all other creatures for me’.  And there they were, 
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men and women in his image.  He blessed them saying, ‘Reproduce and grow in number, and 
rule over everything on the earth’.  At the end of the day he said, ‘Ah that’s good, that’s very 
good.’ 

On the next day, since his creation was complete, God rested.’ 

THE REACTION 
Well, reactions to this story are fast and furious. 
I think the repeated pattern for each day’s activities is great. 
It will certainly make it easy for the youngsters to memorize the story. 
Us old folk, too – I reckon that even after just one hearing I could repeat most of it. 
Yeah, but maybe there’s a bit too much repetition. 
It’s going to be great fun to learn this story, and to teach it to my kids.  I’ve got some actions in 

mind already. 
So, you’re saying that the earth was created in what? – nine or ten days? 
It’s brilliant the way you depict God bringing about order to his world. 
I agree.  And I like the idea of his separation to bring about this order. 
And also the gathering. 
AND God’s naming of things – I see that bringing about order and stability, too. 
You mean God created the earth in just nine or ten days? 
The story builds up slowly to a wonderful climax, doesn’t it? 
That’s what I think.  The creation of men and women is definitely the apex of creation. 
What a wonderful way to end the story. 
But in just nine or ten days? 
I thought the climax of the story was God finally resting. 
No, it’s the creation of human life – but especially their task of caring for the world. 
Yes, this story makes me feel honoured to be a part of the human race.  What a blessing to care 

for everything God created. 
In around nine days? 
And created in God’s image!   I think that picture describes our belief perfectly! 
Okay, nine is a good number – or ten. 

Above all, the men are thankful and appreciative for the storyteller’s efforts.  Slowly they tear 
themselves away from the stimulating discussion and make their way to their tents and families.  
But they do this only after they decide to use their next campfire to look more closely at their 
Creation Story.  They want their whole clan, their fellow-groups who meet around other campfires, 
to be happy with the general form for this story so that it takes its place with the rest of their clan 
stories. 

So that’s how I imagine the clan and faith life of the Israelites around 150 years after their move 
to Goshen.  And that trend would have continued during their stay. 

IMPLICATIONS OF BELIEF-STORIES 
Let me just add a couple of things: 
1.  Of course no one knows the exact wording of the first Creation Story.  But I imagine that as 

the years passed, changes were made.  These changes would reflect the further revelations they 
received from their God, and the impact those revelations had on their understanding of creation. 

For example: 
God’s laws given to Moses called for the seventh day of week, the Sabbath Day, to be a day of 

no work to remind them of God’s rest after creation (Ex. 20:8-11) and of God’s deliverance from 
their slavery (Deut. 5:12-15).  So the days mentioned in the Creation Story were reduced to just 
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seven to match up with the days of the week, the last being the Sabbath Day. 

I imagine that at some time ‘and there was evening and morning’ was added.  I find it significant 
that these words are not added, however, to the seventh day.   But I’m not sure why.  Does it 
reflect some belief that the whole history of the world is seen as part of that seventh day?  And that 
God’s day of creation-rest is continuing? 

And then the words ‘and there was evening and morning’ are in themselves intriguing.  I would 
expect to see and there was morning and evening.  Does the mention of evening first point back to 
the darkness of pre-creation and the breaking in of light as God set about his work of creation?  Or 
does it suggest that at the time this story was finally written down the day was seen as beginning 
with the darkness of sleep followed by the light of the working day?  In that view sleep is seen as 
preparation for the busy day ahead.  In contrast to this our present society sees the day starting 
with the morning, with work, and the night providing sleep as a means of getting over our daylight 
activities.  I don’t know whether this is important, but I do find it intriguing. 

2.  I see Israel’s attempts to add a story about the creation to their oral traditions as the 
beginning of their reflection on who God is and what he has done.  It’s also the beginning of their 
attempts to express their faith in a more defined and tangible form.  This opens up for me the 
fascinating way in which God may have worked to bring about the existence of his inspired Word.  
During their time in Goshen the Israelites certainly had no inspired Bible.  But the Spirit’s working 
through the life experiences of God’s chosen people — their pains and troubles, their leisure and 
ordinary living — led eventually to the formulation of the Bible. 

These people also confronted the beliefs in the world around them and formulated their own 
beliefs in the face of those other beliefs.  Eventually all this was written down and the best of their 
efforts were eventually included in the Bible.  This was part of the pre-history (if I can put it that 
way) of God’s inspired Word. 

However, we are living in the time after God’s inspired Word.  But maybe our situation is very 
similar to that of those who lived before the formation of the Bible.  In our life experiences, too, 
surrounded as we are by all kinds of beliefs about gods and the world and ethical living, God is 
guiding us as we wrestle to understand what faith in him means for our time.  Our task is to reach 
back to the great gift of God’s inspired Word and to work hard at relating its message to all our 
experiences in life, and in the process to understand that faith more deeply.   Then he guides us in 
the hard work of relating that message to the society in which we live, so we can meet people 
where they are with God’s grace. 

Perhaps the more we can learn about what living in faith was like before the time of God’s 
inspired Word, the better we can live in faith in the time following the gift of God’s inspired Word. 

Anyway, thanks for spending time with my inferences and imagination. 
Of course, my imagination is fairly fluid.  As I continue to listen to others and they share with me 

their inferences and imagination, the picture I have painted here is likely to change.  In the process 
we may all come to a better understanding of how God reveals himself to us. 
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I have used the information in this document to create the newspaper THE GOSHEN 
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