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Introduction
To Moses and those for whom he wrote, the process of creation and the scientific nature of things were shrouded in
mystery too deep for man to comprehend. It was the fact that God created everything, and that He made man in His
image, that was important. How He went about doing it was His business, as Job was to discover (see Job 38-39).
If we approach Genesis 1 as though it is God's revelation of scientific truth, we stumble immediately upon
difficulties: How was there "evening and … morning, one day" (vs. 5) when the sun had yet to be created? How
did the fruit trees grow and bear fruit before there were days and nights or seasons? And how do we reconcile
creation in six literal, 24-hour days with modern geological science?
Approach Genesis 1 as divine revelation of spiritual truth, and these troubles evaporate. Genesis is more like a
hymn than a treatise. It uses poetic language, with symbols and images, to relate the history of the created universe.
As such it concerns itself not with how created beings developed over time, but how they came to exist to begin
with, by whose decree and to what purpose. As the Catechism of the Catholic Church tells us, "…the first three
chapters of Genesis…express in their solemn language the truths of creation-its origin and its end in God, its order
and goodness, the vocation of man, and finally the drama of sin and the hope of salvation" (CCC 289).
Like all good poetry, the language of Genesis is packed with layers of meaning. Only a slow, careful reading will
reveal the depths and riches of truth it has to offer. We are therefore going to approach chapter 1 (and chapters 2
and 3) differently from the way we approach later chapters. We will take it very slowly, soaking in the chapter as
a whole and observing as much as we can about who God is, what and why He created, who we are and our purpose
on earth.

Genesis 1:1-31
1 In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 The earth was without form and void, and
darkness was upon the face of the deep; and the Spirit of God was moving over the face of the waters. 3 And
God said, "Let there be light"; and there was light. 4 And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the
light from the darkness. 5 God called the light Day, and the darkness he called Night. And there was evening and
there was morning, one day.
6 And God said, "Let there be a firmament in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the
waters." 7 And God made the firmament and separated the waters which were under the firmament from the
waters which were above the firmament. And it was so. 8 And God called the firmament Heaven. And there was
evening and there was morning, a second day.
9 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. 10 God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together he called
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Genesis 1:1-31 (cont.)
Seas. And God saw that it was good. 11 And God said, "Let the earth put forth vegetation, plants yielding seed,
and fruit trees bearing fruit in which is their seed, each according to its kind, upon the earth." And it was so.
12 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. 13 And there was evening and
there was morning, a third day.
10 And God said, "Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to separate the day from the night; and let
them be for signs and for seasons and for days and years, 15 and let them be lights in the firmament of the
heavens to give light upon the earth." And it was so. 16 And God made the two great lights, the greater light to
rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night; he made the stars also. 17 And God set them in the firmament
of the heavens to give light upon the earth, 18 to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light
from the darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19 And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.
20 And God said, "Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across
the firmament of the heavens." 21 So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves,
with which the waters swarm, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God
saw that it was good. 22 And God blessed them, saying, "Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas,
and let birds multiply on the earth." 23 And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day.
24 And God said, "Let the earth bring forth living creatures according to their kinds: cattle and creeping things
and beasts of the earth according to their kinds." And it was so. 25 And God made the beasts of the earth
according to their kinds and the cattle according to their kinds, and everything that creeps upon the ground
according to its kind. And God saw that it was good.
26 Then God said, "Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish
of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing
that creeps upon the earth." 27 So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male
and female he created them. 28 And God blessed them, and God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every
living thing that moves upon the earth." 29 And God said, "Behold, I have given you every plant yielding seed
which is upon the face of all the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. 30 And
to every beast of the earth, and to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that
has the breath of life, I have given every green plant for food." And it was so. 31 And God saw everything that
he had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, a sixth day.
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Questions on the Text
Revelation About God
1. Genesis 1 may be very familiar to you, but do not skip this step. Read the whole chapter again out loud,
noticing its poetic structure and rhythm. Go back and underline phrases that are repeated throughout the chapter.
What are they? What do these phrases and the rhythm of the passage add to your understanding of God?
2. In vs. 26, God says "let us make man in our image." What does this use of the plural suggest about God?
3. Read John 1:1-5, Colossians 1:15-18, and Hebrews 1:1-3. How do these New Testament references to the
creation of the world expand the picture that we get from Genesis 1?
4. Read Genesis 1:2. Who else was present in the beginning, and how?
5. If God created time and space, as we see here in Genesis 1, He lives outside of them. It is a difficult concept to
comprehend, isn't it? And yet Catholic life can be said to be pervaded with an element of "timelessness." Can you
describe why that is true?
Revelation About the Universe
6. Now go back to vs. 1. What two realms of existence does God create, and of what does He make them?
(See 2 Mac 7:28 and Heb. 11:3 for help with the second part.)
7. The rest of the chapter tells how God transformed formless, empty chaos into an ordered universe. What did
God create the first three days? The second three? How are they related?
8. Who or what does God put in positions of dominion, and over what two realms are they to rule?
9. Note that the very first thing God does for the living creatures (vs. 22) and for man and woman (vs. 28) after
creating them is to bless them. In the context of this chapter, what does it mean for man and beast to have
God's blessing?
Revelation About Man
10. Describe God based on what you have seen of Him in this chapter. Given this, what will it mean for man that
he is made "in God's image" (vs. 26)? In other words, what characteristics of God would you expect to show up in
man, that will set him apart from the rest of Creation?
11. What additional information does vs. 27 shed on the nature of God and His image in man? What does this tell
us about the essential dignity of the sexes?
12. What charge is included in God's blessing (vs. 28)? How does the charge given to man differ from that given
to the animals?
13. In what way do the two responsibilities God gives to man reflect the nature or image of God?
14. After blessing man and the animals and giving them their responsibilities, what gifts does God give them
(vss. 29-30)? What kind of relationship between God and His creation does this provision establish?
15. God, perfect in Himself, needs nothing to make Him complete or happy. Why then do you think He would
create us and the universe? Does anything in vs. 31 help us understand why we are here?
3
© copyright 2001 Gayle Somers and Sarah Christmyer • Distributed by www.catholicexchange.com

Lesson 1 • Genesis

Questions for Reflection
One of the best ways to meditate on God's Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization. The
suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text in the lesson. Or you may choose one of your own. For
further reflection, consider these questions:
1. From the dawn of human history, men have marveled over the beauty and majesty of the creation and the God
from Whom it comes. Read, as a prayer, Psalm 104. Join your voice to the ceaseless praise of the power and
greatness of God which rises up from the work of His hands.
2. To "subdue the earth" for some of us means washing a pile of dirty dishes or changing the oil on a car. Think
of what you will do this day to "subdue" the earth. How will knowing that you are living out your God-given
calling make a difference in the way you do that work?
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Opportunities for Additional Study
Points to Ponder
Reading the first chapter of Genesis is an experience different from reading any other passage of Scripture. Think
about the significance of the fact that the beginning of our human story is told in poetic language. As Cardinal
Joseph Ratzinger has written, "These words, with which Holy Scripture begins, always have the effect on me of the
solemn tolling of a great old bell, which stirs the heart from afar with its beauty and dignity and gives it an inkling
of the mystery of eternity" (In the Beginning…, Our Sunday Visitor, p. 11). Just as human poetry seeks to take the
reader beyond the limits of ordinary language to a place of exquisite meaning, so this account in Genesis
communicates to us something far more than science or chronological historical narrative could ever do. By the
time we've read it all the way through, we find ourselves in a kind of beatitude. We are surrounded by the goodness
of God in His creation, reflected in His careful ordering of all its elements and represented most clearly in His
blessing of that which breathes the breath of life. The universe exists today through the imagination, power, and
love of God. Genesis 1 convinces us that no other explanation fits all the data.
Yet the details of this chapter go beyond even that. They give us our first clues about the unique relationship that
exists between God and man, the "crown of creation," as the Psalmist calls him. We recognize in the action of the
Blessed Trinity during creation an intimation of a splendid communion within God. And as the verses in the chapter
continue in their cadence, we discover that man is to be included in this communion. We see that he is to be in the
image and likeness of God, reproducing in his earthly life Who God is in His essence. By sharing His image with
man and imparting to him His goodness, God makes clear that this communion is one of lovers. Only love can
explain the condescension of God to man. Only love will qualify as the appropriate response to it.
Catechism Connection
Excerpted from the Catechism of the Catholic Church:
On why God created - "We believe that God created the world according to his wisdom. It is not the product of any
necessity whatever, nor of blind fate or chance. We believe that it proceeds from God's free will; he wanted to
make his creatures share in his being, wisdom, and goodness…." (295)
On Gen. 1:26 - "Being the image of God the human individual possesses the dignity of a person, who is not just
something, but someone. He is capable of self-knowledge, of self-possession and of freely giving himself and
entering into communion with other persons. And he is called by grace to a covenant with his Creator, to offer him
a response of faith and love that no other creature can give in his stead." (357)
On Gen. 1:28 - "…man's dominion over inanimate and other living beings granted by the Creator is not absolute; it
is limited by concern for the quality of life of his neighbor, including generations to come; it requires a religious
respect for the integrity of creation." (2415)
On man's cooperation in God's work - "God is the sovereign master of his plan. But to carry it out he also makes
use of his creatures' cooperation. This use is not a sign of weakness, but rather a token of almighty God's greatness
and goodness. For God grants his creatures not only their existence, but also the dignity of acting on their own, of
being causes and principles for each other, and thus of cooperating in the accomplishment of his plan." (306; see
also 307)
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Summary Summary
In this lesson, we observed that:

1. Genesis 1 is far more than an account of our beginnings. It is the introduction to God's written revelation of
Himself, and as such it introduces us to God, the awesome, powerful creator of the universe. It illustrates the
power of His Word, the goodness of all of His works, and the deliberate, orderly intent behind His creative work.
It shows Him to be the only, eternal, omnipresent source of life and of all that is needed to sustain it. Together
with His Word and Spirit He creates and sustains all by His will and by His love.
2. God's created universe is altogether good and perfect and well-ordered. In its beauty and splendor, goodness,
order and infinite variety it reflects the One who made it, each piece reflecting a different aspect of the Creator
and together gloriously reflecting the whole. The universe is designed as a great household, a habitation for an
enormous variety of life ruled over by God's crowning creature, mankind.
3. Man and woman were created in God's image and endowed with His very life. Mankind is thus set apart in
a unique way from the rest of creation. The image of God in man means that he has a will and can act freely.
He is able to reason, to create, and to appreciate goodness. He has a capacity for eternal life, since the God
Whom he reflects dwells outside of time. In his vocation, which is to be fruitful and exercise dominion over the
earth, he carries on the work of God begun in creation. God's delight, satisfaction, and pleasure in man is
verified by His blessing. Every single human being can look at Genesis 1 to comprehend his place and meaning
in the universe.

A Message from the Authors
Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that
Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain
both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study. So please make an on-line donation with your
credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to:
Catholic Exchange
P.O. Box 231820
Encinitas, CA 92023
Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world.
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