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(n.b. – this article is an edited version of the talk given by Dr Bimson at the JRI Environment Day 
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Introduction 
 
In the Bible, water – as rain, dew, springs, streams or rivers – is recognized as vital for life, 
both human and animal. And as God is seen as the creator and sustainer of all that exists, 
water is generally regarded as a blessing from God; its absence in a time of drought is often 
seen as God’s rebuke to his people. The Bible is rich in language about water, either the real 
thing, or water as a metaphor for spiritual sustenance.  
 
Before we look at a selection of biblical texts, it will be helpful to put them in their 
geographical and cultural context. The Bible’s interest in streams, rain, dew and so on is 
entirely understandable in a land of marginal rainfall. Rain had to come in the right amounts, 
and at the right time, for crops to grow and for people to thrive.  
 
In Israel/Palestine the rainy season begins in October and lasts until April, with the heaviest 
rainfall coming around the middle of that period. Southwesterly winds predominate during 
this season and as a consequence rainfall tends to be heaviest in the North and West, 
becoming lighter towards the South and East, with higher regions receiving more rain than 
lower ones. Jerusalem gets an annual average of 560mm (24 inches) – about the same as 
London’s! The big difference is that Jerusalem receives its rainfall in a total of about 50 days, 
most of those concentrated in December, January and February. 
 
Mid- or late-October brings the really effective rains, from the farmer’s point of view, referred 
to in the OT as the ‘former (or early) rains’ (e.g. Joel 2:23). The onset of the autumn rains 
can be dramatic; downpours over the hills can become flash floods on lower ground, 
sometimes strong enough to sweep people away. But in biblical times the early rains were 
vital to the success of the wheat and barley harvests, so their arrival was longed-for and 
celebrated (Ps 65:9-13). The last showers of the season, in April, are referred to as the ‘latter 
rains’ (Joel 2:23), and were equally vital; it was important that the rain persisted through to 
this time or the grain harvest, usually in April-May, would fail (Amos 4:7-8). The latter rains 
are followed by five or six months (usually May-October) when no rain falls at all. As the 
prophet Joel shows us, if the latter rains failed, this summer drought could be disastrous for 
crops and animals; 
 
‘The seed shrivels under the clods, the storehouses are desolate; 
The granaries are ruined because the grain has failed…. 
Even the wild animals cry to you because the watercourses are dried up….’  
(Joel 1:17 & 20, NRSV) 
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Failure of the grain harvest naturally meant the threat of famine when the previous year’s 
harvest ran out. A shortened rainy season also meant that many people could not collect 
enough water in their cisterns to get them through the long dry summer. 
 
Apart from human efforts at water-storage and irrigation, crops which grow during the 
summer months (e.g. olives, figs, grapes) are dependent on dew. Dew-fall in Israel/Palestine 
depends on moist air drawn in from the Mediterranean and is therefore heaviest near the 
coast and on the western side of the central hill-country. Dew and rain are often mentioned 
together in the Bible, because in the dry season dew is a very significant source of water; on 
the coastal plain it contributes up to 55mm annually. 
 
 
Water in Genesis 1 
 
We meet our first biblical reference to water in the opening verses of Genesis; 
 
‘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.’ (RSV; also KJV, NIV, JB) 
 
Or; 
 
‘…a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.’ (NRSV; JPS) 
 
‘Spirit of God’ is the widely-preferred translation, but even ‘a wind from God’ may be a 
metaphor for God’s action by his Spirit.  
 
The Spirit was over the primeval waters – but doing what? The verb rhp is difficult to 
translate because it only occurs three times in whole OT. Some commentators translate 
‘brooding’ (cf. Syriac), which, if correct, suggests the waters as the source of life, as in other 
ancient Near Eastern creation texts where everything, including deities, emerged from the 
primeval waters. In fact some biblical theologians (e.g. Brevard Childs) have suggested that 
the deep/the waters in this verse are an uncreated, primeval chaos, from which God brings 
order. But it’s probably better to understand Genesis 1 to mean that the waters, the deep, are 
simply part of ‘the heavens and the earth’ that God created; ‘the heavens and the earth’ in v. 
1 being an all-embracing phrase that means ‘everything that exists’. These waters by 
themselves can’t generate anything. Only when God says ‘Let the waters bring forth swarms 
of living creatures’ (v.20) do they become full of aquatic life. 
 
In any case, it’s more likely that the Hebrew verb refers to some kind of motion, and this is 
what the majority of translations express. Hence NIV& REB have the Spirit ‘hovering’ over 
the waters. This translation is supported chiefly by the use of rhp in Deuteronomy 32:11; 
 
‘As an eagle stirs up its nest, and hovers over its young…’ (NRSV) 
 
But as a bird-watcher I have problems with the idea of an eagle ‘hovering’ over its nest. 
Hovering is hardly characteristic of eagles (even less of vultures, an alternative translation of 
nesher, preferred by some in this verse), except for Short-toed Eagles which hover when 
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searching for prey. ‘Soaring’ is suggested for this verse by some commentators, which would 
make more ornithological sense.  
 
The image in Gen 1:2, says Terrence Fretheim, ‘suggests that which has an ever-changing 
velocity and direction…’ [1]. Since crossing the Drake Passage last year I can’t read this 
verse without thinking of an albatross gliding and careening, apparently without effort, as it 
quarters the ocean (not that the author of Genesis 1 is likely to have ever seen an 
albatross!).  
 
So the Spirit moved (in some sense) over the face of the waters, a guarantee of creation’s 
fruitful and ordered outcome. 
 
Gen 1:6-7: “And God said, ‘Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate 
the waters from the waters.’ So God made the dome and separated the waters that were 
under the dome from the waters that were above the dome. And it was so. God called the 
dome Sky.” (Genesis 1:6-7) 
 
In v.9 God commands the waters under the sky to be gathered together so that dry land can 
appear; ‘and the waters that were gathered together he called seas’. 
 
Here we’re a long way from modern conceptions of the universe. We are in the split-level 
universe of Gen 49:25, Ex 20:4 (= Deut 5:8) and Deut 33:13, in which there are waters above 
the sky-dome, waters on the earth and (apparently connected) waters under the earth (and 
cf. Ps 136:6, God ‘spread out the earth on the waters’). In Gen 49:25, ‘the deep’ (tehom, as 
in Gen 1) provides life-giving water for the earth.  
 
Biblical writers seemingly make no distinction between the sources of salt & fresh water in 
these passages.  
 
 
Rivers and Temples 
 
In Gen 2:10 we read of a river flowing out of Eden; 
  
‘A river flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides and becomes four 
branches’ – the Pishon, the Gihon, the Tigris and the Euphrates. 
 
There is little point trying to find the river that flowed out of Eden on a map, because the 
language here is symbolic, with Eden’s waters supplying the whole world. In fact, in recent 
years a growing number of scholars (e.g. Wenham, Barker, Walton, Middleton) have 
recognized that the description of Eden contains a lot of temple imagery. It seems that the 
writer is aiming to portray Eden as a temple, God’s earthly dwelling-place, in which case the 
river that flows out of Eden gets an interesting re-boot in Ezekiel 47, where water streaming 
from a future Jerusalem temple gives life wherever it flows; 
 
‘…Water was flowing from below the threshold of the temple toward the east…’ (47:1). 
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4000 cubits downstream it becomes ‘a river…deep enough to swim in, a river that could not 
be crossed’ (47:5). 
 
‘He said to me, “This water flows toward the eastern region and goes down into the Arabah; 
and when it enters the sea, the sea of stagnant waters [i.e. the Dead Sea], the water will 
become fresh. Wherever the river goes, every living creature that swarms will live, and there 
will be very many fish, once these waters reach there…. On the banks, on both sides of the 
river, there will grow all kinds of trees for food. Their leaves will not wither nor their fruit fail, 
but they will bear fresh fruit every month, because the water for them flows from the 
sanctuary. Their fruit will be for food, and their leaves for healing.”  
(47:8-12.) 
 
In Zech 14:8, ‘living waters shall flow out from Jerusalem’ both to the East and to the West. 
 
The same image is re-worked yet again in John’s vision of the new Jerusalem (Rev 22:1-5); 
 
‘Then he showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of 
God and of the Lamb…[NB ‘its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb’, 21:22]. 
On either side of the river is the tree of life with its twelve kinds of fruit, producing its fruit 
each month; and the leaves of the tree are for the healing of the nations.’ 
 
In short, we find the same temple and river imagery applied to both creation and new 
creation.  
 
And in John’s gospel, the gospel in which Jesus most explicitly claims to be the replacement 
temple (2:19-22), Jesus says he is also the source of the water of life; 
 
‘Those who drink of the water that I will give them will never be thirsty…’ (John 4:14). 
 
‘Let anyone who is thirsty come to me, and let the one who believes in me drink…’ (John 
7:37-8). 
 
 
Water as literally life-giving. This is a recurring theme in the OT; 
 
‘You make springs gush forth in the valleys; 
they flow between the hills, 
giving drink to every wild animal; 
the wild asses quench their thirst. 
By the streams the birds of the air have their habitation; 
they sing among the branches. 
From your lofty abode you water the mountains; 
the earth is satisfied with the fruit of your work.’ (Ps 104:10-13.) 
 
The psalmist here mentions ground water (springs), surface water (streams) and rain (‘from 
your lofty abode you water the mountains’). Together these ensure the fruitfulness of the 
earth, indeed the flourishing of a range of ecosystems and hence of biodiversity, celebrated 
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in the verses that follow: cedars, storks, wild goats, coneys, lions…; ‘O Lord, how manifold 
are your works!’ The order in which things get mentioned in this psalm underlines the primary 
importance of water if all these are to flourish. But water has to be correctly distributed, 
hence the earlier verses of this Psalm talk about God rebuking the waters to keep them 
within limits: ‘At your rebuke they flee…. You set a boundary that they may not pass’ (vv. 7 & 
9). 
 
All this contrasts sharply with Canaanite mythology, in which the god Baal had to defeat the 
sea-monster Lotan/Litanu in order to ensure fertility. In Psalm 104, all Yahweh has to do is to 
rebuke the deep and stability, regularity and fruitfulness follow. Here the sea-dragon Lotan, in 
Hebrew Leviathan, is demoted to the status of a mere creature in v. 26: ‘Yonder is the sea, 
great and wide…There go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it.’ 
 
Job 14:7-9, the mere ‘scent’ of water brings life to a felled tree. 
‘For there is hope for a tree, 
   if it is cut down, that it will sprout again…. 
Though its root grow old in the earth, 
   and its stump dies in the ground, 
yet at the scent of water it will bud, 
   and put forth branches like a young plant.’ (Job 14:7-9 NRSV) 
 
Job sees this in sharp contrast to the human condition; 
 
‘But a man dies and is laid low; 
   man breathes his last and where is he? 
…a man lies down and rises not again.’ (Job 14:10 & 12)  
 
The writer of Job is (characteristically) introducing a note of irony here, with an echo of Ps 1, 
where the righteous are ‘like trees planted by streams of water’; 
 
‘They are like trees planted by streams of water, 
which yield their fruit in its season, 
and their leaves do not wither.’ (Ps 1:3) 
 
Likewise Jeremiah: 
‘They shall be like a tree planted by water… 
It shall not fear when heat comes,  
and its leaves shall stay green….’ (Jer 17:7-8) 
 
Returning to the Book of Job, its author appears to have had a quite sophisticated 
understanding of the water-cycle. In words placed in the mouth of Elihu; 
 
‘For he [God] draws up the drops of water; 
he distills his mist in rain,  
which the skies pour down 
and drop upon humans abundantly.’ (Job 36:27-8) 
 

 

Encounters Mission Journal Issue 42 October 2012 5 of 9 
 
 www.redcliffe.org/encounters  
 



David Clines suggests (rightly, I think) that this passage concerns the changing of salt water 
in the sea to the fresh water which falls as rain; the cycle of rain formation ‘begins with God 
“drawing up”…“drops”, i.e. vapour, from the sea.’ [2]  
Elihu is concerned here with the provision of water for human beings, but when God speaks 
about the rain (Job 38:25-27) his emphasis is quite different – his provision of rain is 
extravagant, prodigal, and not just for human benefit; 
 
‘Who has cleft a channel for the rain, 
    and a way for the thunderbolt, 
to bring rain on a land where no one lives, 
    on the desert devoid of human life, 
to satisfy the waste and desolate land, 
    and to make the ground sprout with grass?’  
 
The quotation in my title (‘Has the rain a father?’) is from the next verse; 
 
‘Has the rain a father, 
   or who has begotten the drops of dew? 
From whose womb did the ice come forth, 
  and who has given birth to the hoarfrost of heaven?’ (Job 38:28-9.) 
 
These rhetorical questions are expecting the answer ‘No!’ or ‘Nobody!’ The point, as Clines 
puts it, is that ‘the rain, along with all the other forms of moisture, has no…father or 
mother…being nothing but the product of divine acts or, less probably, the operation of 
natural laws (cf. v 33).’ [3]  
 
In the New Testament Jesus says; 
 
‘Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of 
your Father in heaven; for he…sends his rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.’ 
(Matthew 5:45)  
 
Here in the UK we have to remind ourselves that in a land of marginal rainfall this refers to 
rain as blessing, not to God dealing out disappointing, miserable holidays to all & sundry! 
 
 
Water as life-threatening and destructive 
 
The Old Testament recognises that water can be life-threatening and destructive as well as 
life-giving. The classic illustration of this is, of course, Noah’s flood, sent by God as his 
judgment on a world ruined by violence. But the Psalms contain plenty of examples of water 
as a metaphor for life-threatening events from which the psalmist needs to be rescued; 
 
‘Save me, O God, for the waters have come up to my neck…. 
I have come into deep waters, and the flood sweeps over me.’ (Ps 69:1 & 3) 
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Here the waters are a metaphor for persecution by enemies, as is clear from the rest of the 
psalm. Likewise Ps 18:16 – ‘he drew me out of mighty waters’ – where the waters are a 
metaphor for the ‘strong enemy’ mentioned in the next verse. And in Ps 124; 
 
‘If it had not been the Lord who was on our side, 
   when our enemies attacked us… 
Then the flood would have swept us away, 
   the torrent would have gone over us.’ (Ps 124:2-4) 
 
Probably the image here is of a flash flood, which can suddenly fill a dry wadi, drowning 
anyone unlucky enough to be walking through it at the time. 
 
The seas/the deep are often seen as a potential threat to the divinely-ordained order, hence 
God’s rebuke to the waters in Ps 104, noted earlier. 
 
Job 38:8-11 also speaks to this theme; 
 
‘Who shut in the sea with doors  
   when it burst out from the womb,  
when I made the clouds its garment 
   and thick darkness its swaddling band… 
and prescribed limits for it, 
   and set bars and doors,  
and said, “Thus far shall you come and no farther,  
  and here shall your proud waves be stayed”?’ 
 
Indeed, God’s ultimate control of this element is never in doubt; 
 
‘The floods have lifted up, O Lord, 
   the floods have lifted up their voice; 
   the floods lift up their roaring. 
More majestic than the thunders of mighty waters, 
   more majestic than the waves of the sea, 
   majestic on high is the Lord!’ (Ps 93:3-4) 
 
There is a strong echo of these verses in the accounts of Jesus’ stilling of the storm when the 
waves on the Sea of Galilee threatened to overwhelm the boat he & the disciples were in 
(Mat 8:23-27; Mk 4:35-41; Lk 8:22-25). 
 
In Rev 21:1, in John’s vision of the new heavens and the new earth, ‘the sea was no more’ – 
which I personally hope is metaphorical! 
 
In fact the sea is not always portrayed as something hostile to God’s purposes or needing his 
control. In Ps 98:7-9 we have a picture of the sea praising God & welcoming his presence; 
 
‘Let the sea roar, and all that fills it,  
   the world and those who live in it; 
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Let the floods clap their hands; 
   let the hills sing together for joy 
at the presence of the Lord, for he is coming to judge the earth….’  
 
Finally, water does not have to be a threat to human life in order to be seen as destructive. 
The author of the book of Job, with characteristic irony, switches in a few verses from his 
image of water bringing life to a felled tree to this cheery observation; 
 
‘The waters wear away the stones; 
   the torrents wash away the soil of the earth; 
   so you destroy the hope of mortals.’ (Job 14:19) 
 
 
Our responsibility 
 
Surprisingly, perhaps, the Bible has little to say about our responsibility to manage water and 
use it wisely. This may be because its emphasis is on water as God’s generous provision, a 
gift that makes human flourishing – in fact all of life – possible. But we can certainly deduce 
that the right use of water, along with the right use of all natural resources, is part of our 
stewardship of the earth.  
 
Can we go further? Douglas Green [4] points out that in the Ancient Near East it was the 
mark of a good king to be able to make the land fruitful, and the creation of an irrigated 
pleasure-garden was often a symbol of this. So we find that in Ecclesiastes, ‘the son of 
David, king in Jerusalem’ lists among his great works;  
 
‘I built houses and planted vineyards for myself; I made myself gardens and parks, and 
planted in them all kinds of fruit trees. I made myself pools from which to water the forest of 
growing trees…’ (Ecc 1:1; 2:4-6).  
 
We read that good king Hezekiah, ‘made the pool and the conduit and brought water into the 
city’ (2 Kings 20:20; cf. 2 Chr 32:30). This was the kind of thing an Ancient Near Eastern 
monarch was expected to do. Hezekiah’s near-contemporary, king Amminadab of Ammon 
(7th Cent. BC), listed his accomplishments as ‘the vineyard and the garden and the irrigation 
channel and the reservoir’. [5]   
 
‘The botanical garden, filled with exotic trees and flowing streams, was the parade example 
of the king’s life-giving role as gardener, and visible proof that his wise rule brought fertility 
and fruitfulness to his whole land’ (Green, p. 273). 
 
As Green goes on to point out, all this has interesting implications for what God provides in 
the Garden of Eden, and for Adam’s royal role of working and keeping the garden (Gen 
2:15). If Ps 8 with all its royal imagery – crowned with glory and honour, with all things under 
our feet – is a portrait of humanity in the role of monarch (or at least viceroy) on the earth, 
then there is a further implication that management of its water, both for beauty and for 
fruitfulness, is one of our God-given responsibilities. 
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A concluding quotation from George MacDonald:  
 
‘There is no water in oxygen, no water in hydrogen: it comes bubbling fresh from the 
imagination of the living God, rushing from under the great white throne of the glacier. The 
very thought of it makes one gasp with an elemental joy no metaphysician can analyse. The 
water itself, that dances, and sings, and slakes the wonderful thirst – symbol and picture of 
that draught for which the woman of Samaria made her prayer to Jesus – this lovely thing 
itself, whose very wetness is a delight to every inch of the human body in its embrace – this 
live thing which, if I might, I would have running through my room, yea, babbling along my 
table – this water is its own self its own truth, and is therein a truth of God.’ [6]  
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