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The Devotion: About six hundred years before the birth of Jesus, soldiers of the Babylonian King 
Nebuchadnezzar invaded the nation of Judea. This was in the time of the prophet Jeremiah. As a 
result of this invasion, the King of Judea, Jehoiachin, surrendered to King Nebuchadnezzar in order 
to save the city of Jerusalem. As a result of this surrender, approximately ten thousand Jews, 
including Jehoiachin, his family, his military leaders and the nobility of Judea were taken as 
captives to Babylon, with the Prophet Ezekiel taken a few years later.  All this occurred around 
the year 597 B.C.E.    
 
King Nebuchadnezzar appointed Zedekiah, Jehoiachin’s uncle. to be the King, ruling under 
Babylonian authority to ensure order was maintained in Judea. Approximately ten years after being 
appointed king, around the year 587 B.C.E., Zedekiah refused to continue to pay tribute to King 
Nebuchadnezzar in revolt. The Babylonian Army returned to Jerusalem; destroyed the city and the 
Temple of Solomon. Zedekiah and his family were captured. King Nebuchadnezzar ordered 
Zedekiah’s family murdered in Zedekiah’s presence.  With his family dead, Zedekiah’s eyes were 
put out and he, now blind, along with the members of the population who were of the ruling and 
elite class, were also taken to Babylon.  
 
It was in Babylon that the Jewish captives languished in exile for approximately seventy years. 
Following this period of captivity, the Jews were allowed to return to Judea by Cyrus, the King of 
Persia; one year after his army had defeated the Babylonians. King Cyrus also gave the Jew 
permission to rebuild the Temple. {This point in Jewish history marks the beginning of what is 
called the Second Temple Period. This was the Temple that would be remodeled and expanded 
greatly by Herod and would be destroyed by the Romans in 70 C.E.  This was also the temple 
where Jesus drove out the money changers, and in which he worshipped and taught the people 
before he was crucified, according to the Gospels.} 
 
During the years of their captivity in Babylon, the Jews struggled to understand what had happened 
to them.  They sought answers to the questions of: Why God would allow a foreign power to defeat 
them?  Why would God allow these foreigners to take the land God promised to give to the 
descendants of Abraham and Sarah?    And, perhaps most importantly, why would God allow the 
gods of Babylon such a victory? This defeat diminished God’s honor and majesty to the nations. 
For the people of Judea who were held as captives, strangers in this strange land, these questions 
seemed a burden too great to endure. To make matters worse, they now lived outside their native 
land in the knowledge that the Temple, which Solomon had built, was now destroyed.  This meant 
that even if they were able to return to Judah at some point in the future, it would no longer be 
their home. There was no longer a Temple. So, they could no longer worship God according to the 
sacred traditions of their Torah.   
 
In the context of the angst and overwhelming despair of these captives, a scribe, who had been 
associated with the Temple Priests, if not having been a priest himself, sought answers to these 
questions within the theological traditions, beliefs and rituals of the now destroyed Jerusalem 



temple. This scribe wrote a new liturgy that, as impossible as it may sound, addressed the situation 
of life, which confronted God’s people in their time of exile.  In spite of every indication to the 
contrary, this scribe wrote a liturgy that affirmed that God was and is the controlling power of the 
universe.  Although we know a good deal about this writer and his situation in Babylon, we do not 
know his name. For well over a century Biblical scholars have referred to him simply as the “P,” 
or priestly, source of the Pentateuch. 
 
As this scribe wrote, he did not address the captivity and defeat of God’s people in its immediate 
reality.  Instead, he wrote about God. He wrote about God in a way that spoke to the glory and 
majesty of God in a context that transcended the power of Babylon and the force of its military 
and economic power, which gave hope to his people.  This Scribe wrote of God who was above, 
beyond and before Babylon, the God who was, “In the beginning, creating the heavens and the 
earth.”   This scribe wrote the words of today’s lesson as a liturgy which the people used in worship 
in the context of their captivity, in order to keep alive their hope in the context of their covenantal 
relationship with their God. 
 
In the verses of today’s lesson from the “P” writer, we do not find a description of how God created 
the world/universe/cosmos. (These worlds are equivalent to the ancient Jews of the sixth century 
B.C.E.)   Rather than describe how God created, since that was not possible, these verses clearly 
share the theological reality that: “The Creator creates the creation.”  
 
In this lesson, we find the understanding that God does not make the universe as a watchmaker a 
watch, or a potter a clay jar. Instead, God speaks a word and this word becomes material, with 
form and function in accordance with God’s will.  These verses affirm the simple understanding 
that the Creation belongs to God and conforms itself to function as God wills it to function.  The 
creation, therefore, acts in a way that is a grateful response to God’s loving, creative action.  The 
writer of these verses asserts that although God and the material world are quite different, quite 
separate, the Creator and creation are joined in a relationship of mutual care and concern.  God 
does not create only to leave the creation to work out its own destiny; God creates and remains 
connected; calling to the creation to fulfill its purpose as determined by its creator’s word.  There 
is the understanding here, that without God the creation cannot be what it is meant to be, nor can 
it come to any positive outcome without its Creator. Without God, the creation can only spiral into 
chaos, into a lack of form and function that has no true value or meaning and no capacity for life.   
 
We find these theological meanings in the scribes use of the Hebrew word “Bara,” which translates 
to the English word: “create.”  This translation; however, fails to convey the fullness of this 
scribe’s understanding of the idea of God creating. The meaning that is attempted to be 
communicated here is that God alone creates.  The creation may make something new through a 
natural process such as evolution; however, the creation cannot create as God creates.  Creation is, 
therefore, an activity unique to God alone, which the creatures, being the result of God’s creation, 
can only poorly imitate.  In the Old Testament Scriptures, the word bara is used only in association 
with God!  
 
The creation liturgy of this first chapter of Genesis discloses a pattern in God’s creative activity. 
There is time, followed a word of being God says “…let there be,” which is a predicate, living 
state.  This in turn is followed by a completion: “And it was so” in which there is no other action 



than the action evoked by the divine word. There is no hesitation in the creation, no anxiety about 
the outcome of the command in the form of the word which God speaks.  There is only the absolute 
assurance, which comes in the reality of “And it was so.”  The completion is then followed by an 
evaluation in God seeing that with each completion, “it is good.”  
 
In the context of God’s spoken word, the idea that is communicated in the imagery used by this 
Scribe that God speaks in the nothing, to the nothing; however, something that is 
becomes.  Although verse two seems to suggest that there is preexistent matter, which God’s forms 
into the creation, this is not the case.  Sixth century Jews did not have a concept of nothing; 
however, an image is evoked here of bareness, of a vast waste land, which is as close to the 
understanding of nothing that was possible.  Here, the deeper meaning of the word Bara is 
found.  God speaks, matter is allowed to be and by the force of God’s care which is contained in 
God’s word, this matter becomes that which God intends.  Time, word, being and goodness.   
 
This pattern is repeated and continues until the liturgy comes to the creation of humankind.  Here 
something unique occurs. Unlike any other word of creation God has spoken, humanity is created 
from an already existing pattern.  Humanity is created in the image of God.  This creation is 
different; it is special; it is unique; for it is formed in the divine image.  This creation of humanity 
will have dominion, which will be like God’s dominion because it will be defined in service and 
responsibility. Humanity will be a steward of, and a partner in, God’s creation.  Like a shepherd, 
humanity will care for and serve the creation to ensure the creation will reach the fullness of God’s 
“letting it be,” the fullness of its being-ness within God’s created order. In so doing, humankind 
will, in turn, reach the fullness of its being-ness.   
 
Humans; however, cannot achieve this fullness in isolation; or as individuals separate from 
others.  The being-ness of the human takes place in the context of relationship; relationship to God 
and to one another.  There is no fulfillment of humanity’s function in the absence of relationship, 
which calls humans to the community of God’s creation.  Human beings are to beget and to be 
with one another in the context of God’s unique, creative activity. God shares this creation with 
us.  There are no divisions here, no levels of humanity in which some are seen as being good and 
some as being better.  Here, all are seen as good.  Male and female, being equally good, are each 
formed in God’s creative word, to share and make complete God’s image within each, yet this 
completion occurs, again, in the context of relationship.   
 
The ultimate point of creation comes on the seventh day.  It is on this day that the wholeness of 
the creation, the interrelationship of the creation is affirmed.  On this day God looks at the totality 
of the creation and, as with each part, and calls the related whole good.  
 
In the context of this rest, God calls the creation to join with its Creator in the enjoyment of all that 
has been created.  As we have seen, the writer of these verses of liturgy, have disclosed a context 
in both history and culture.  The writer has indeed borrowed ideas and images from foreign 
cultures, even the culture of those who have conquered and destroyed God’s people, God’s temple 
and the city of God’s temple.   
 
Although the Jews have been taken in captivity, they are the people of the God, who alone is the 
God of creation.  This is the God that has dominion, no matter what the situation of life in the 



current moment might suggest to the contrary. This is the God who has given form, function and 
meaningful purpose to the whole of creation and to the humanity that is a partner with God and 
with each other to ensure that God’s loving call is realized in the creation. Although the images 
and stories of other religions are used here, these are used only to build the understanding of the 
uniqueness of the God of the creation. These stories are used to point to a unique understanding of 
a unique God.   
 
In this creation story, the P writer uses imagery from religions of other cultures, Yet, at the same 
time, the liturgy provides a frame work for a completely new theology in regard to the divine-
human covenantal relationship. In the Babylonian story of creation, which is used as a guide to the 
order of creation in these verses, when the gods create human beings, it is so humanity can serve 
them as slaves.  Human kind is created in Babylonian thought, to be the slaves of the gods, which 
reside in the heavens. In these verse; however, God creates human kind both as the pinnacle of the 
created order and to live as a partner to God in the creation, to share in the joy and fulfillment of 
the creation with God. In this way God calls humanity to share the rest of the seventh day.  On this 
day the labor of the previous days is to be enjoyed and appreciated.  Humanity is to rest and is 
given time to reflect on the reality of creation and the God who called the creation into being. 
Human kind is created to share the rest that supports the creation in reaching its fulfilment.  We 
are to be not as slaves; but as those whom God calls into the fullness of being, reflecting the divine 
image in our being.  This understanding is not found in any of the cultures of that time. It is a 
radical thought to the nations, in some cases a scandalous thought, even for the Jews!   
 
A literal reading of these verses is often offered as an attempt to signify the power and glory of 
God against the perceived threat of scientific exploration of the world and, as we now understand 
it, the universe.  However, the irony in this attempt is that this literalism winds up promoting not 
only “bad science,” which is something of an oxymoron, of even more concern it offers bad 
theology! Literalism here moves us into a theological structure, which seems to lack an 
appreciation of the ideas actually communicated in these verses and the room these verses make 
to invite scientific exploration.  The liturgy of these verses invites us to freely consider the question 
of “How,” through scientific inquiry. Big Bang cosmological and evolutionary theories do not 
contradict the P writers' understanding. Instead they leave us free to consider the question of why, 
which may be the more profound consideration in a human point of view.     
 
At the end of the day, these verses convey to those who live in exile, and to all who experience a 
time of injustice or captivity, a vision of hope.  These verses of liturgy call to us to recognize the 
reality that, “The Creator creates the creation.”  It is the Creator that has the first word; therefore, 
it is the Creator that will have the last.  The creation belongs to the God who creates in love and 
calls the creation to the function for which it was created, in order to find that condition of life in 
which the creature is “let to be,” according to the word spoken by God.  This signifies the hope, 
the care and the relationship in which God created, according to this writer. Although held in the 
despair of exile two and one-half millennia ago and despite all indications to the contrary, this 
scribe finds cause to celebrate the creative activity of God.  This is the hope that this scribe’s words 
convey to us in our places of despair and exile as well. It is the hope by which we are lifted above 
our despair and allowed to find our peace, as we share the creation, the fulfillment, the goodness 
and the rest of our Creator!  Amen   
 



 
The following resources were used to prepare this sermon:   
The Interpretation Bile Commentary Series: Genesis, Walter Brueggmann; 1982, John Knox 
Press.  
Who Wrote the Bible, Richard E. Friedman; 1987 Simon & Schuster Press.   
Theology of the Old Testament, Volume II, Walter Eichrodt;1962 SCM Press Ltd.   
Babylonian Captivity – Wikipedia:  
 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Babylonian_captivity 
 
(This article contains a brief time-line of the exile, which may be helpful to those interested in this 
period of Old Testament History.)   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Addendum:  The lesson for today was not written by Moses, as Church Tradition held for many 
centuries. It was instead written by the source that Biblical Scholars call “P.”  This writer was a 
scribe of the first Temple who was taken into exile in Babylon.  
 
The idea that Moses did not write the first five books of what we call the Old Testament goes back 
to the era of Jesus and, perhaps, before that time. Early in the history of the church there were 
scholars of the Old Testament, who noted problems with the idea of Moses writing these books.  In 
later centuries, as scholarship improved, it became clear that there were at least four different 
sources  edited together, which made up these books of the law.  Today these sources are identified 
by the letters, “J,” “E,” “P” and “D.”  These letters designate characteristics of the writing of each 
of the theological sources, which are represented in the first five books of our Bible, as we have it 
today.    
 
In the late 19th century, a revered scholar of the Bible, Julius Wellhausen, put forth this theory 
concerning the authorship of the first Five Books of the Old Testament (called the Pentateuch, or 
the Torah). Using the work of biblical scholars dating back to the early centuries of the Christian 
Church, Wellhausen developed what is now known as the source theory, which is, today, accepted 
by almost all accredited Biblical scholars within the academy. 
 
 Examples of the differences in these sources in the context of the writing of the Pentateuch are 
the following:  J is the name given to the writer who used the name Yahweh for God.  E is the 
writer who used the name Elohim (which P also uses at times) for God, P is the Priestly writer and 
D is the author of Deuteronomy.  The J writer lived in Judah and E lived in Israel.  J emphasizes 
stories about the Patriarchs and E emphasizes Moses and the law.  
 
You can see differences in the writing of two of these authors, even in an English translation, in 
Genesis Chapter one, compared with Genesis Chapter two (which actually begins at 2:4b.)  In 



chapter one, written by P, there is reference to God in almost every verse.  In chapter two written 
by J, this changes to the use of Lord God.  Chapter one never uses “Lord God.” Chapter 2, never 
uses “God.” (There are many other differences, which I would be glad to share with you via printed 
material, which I can send via E, or snail, mail.  Please contact me if you would like additional 
information.)  
 
  
 
The Prayer: God of creation, we seem to be in a time when we move from crisis to crisis and with 
each new crisis the forces of chaos seem to gain. We look at those who protest, questioning and 
criticizing their methods and wondering about their loyalty and patriotism; yet, we have been deaf 
to their grief, as their children have died and we have been blind to the injustice and peril they face 
each day because of the evils of racism.  Hear us as we pray for those who seek to change things 
so that Black lives, which are in greater peril, and all lives will matter, regardless of color or class.    
 
God who speaks in words of creative power help us to build in love, even as Jesus taught his 
followers in scripture.  Help us to be clear about the values, ideals, beliefs and goals we share as a 
community and family of faith.  Help us not to be divided because we have not shared with one 
another in prayer and study. Help us each to build a community of genuine love that brings a caring 
discipline to all, that all may share in the unity of the fellowship of Christ.   
 
God of life, be with those who are ill. Help us to remember that in this time of a pandemic, when 
people are sick and dying in the tens of thousands, there are also those who suffer in other ways. 
Be with those who are ill, who face a time of surgery even though the risks are greater than 
normal.  Be with those who are more vulnerable, those who have pre-existing conditions, those 
who have been injured and those who have faced risk to themselves because they have labored to 
bring relief to suffering.  Be with those who grieve the death of a friend or family member 
today.  Strengthen those of us who try to help by remaining healthy, through observing social 
distancing and wearing masks; so that others will be protected in case we are ill without knowing 
it.  
 
Be with our local, state and national leaders that they may grow in wisdom and humility. 
Strengthen them in these times that they will look to those whose experience and knowledge are 
greater than their own, so that positive solutions may be found. Help us all to care for one another 
so that the present situations of crisis may become moments of opportunity. Help us all to employ 
reason and care, courage and love and to lend a helping hand when and where we are able.  
 
Bless the church family and the individuals and families that make this community a place of 
belonging.  Watch over and care for them all and in your grace shelter them in these times with 
your peace.  Bless our families, even as you bless all the families of the earth; through Jesus, our 
Christ.  Amen    
 
Blessings & peace - Joe  
 


