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Why should anyone bother studying the Bible? Wouldn’t it be
better just to read it devotionally, leaving aside all so-called

“helps” to Bible study? Aren’t these helps limited in their usefulness
by the limited knowledge and preconceived notions of their authors?
Isn’t the Bible alone a sufficient guide in matters of faith, doctrine,
and Christian ethics?

I certainly would not want to detract from the importance of the
devotional reading of the Bible. For those who take their faith seri-
ously, there can be no substitute. Regular Bible reading undertaken
in a context of prayer and meditation yields a rich harvest of spiri-
tual benefits. In fact, this was the only way I knew how to read the
Bible until I graduated from high school. What I learned in this way
was sufficient to enable me to experience salvation through Jesus
Christ and to begin to walk in the path of Christian discipleship.

Then, at the age of eighteen, my situation changed. Having
responded to a call to the ministry, I enrolled in a Baptist college. I
thus began what eventually proved to be a ten-year program of
preparation including both college and seminary. Entering upon this
new phase of my life caused me to examine the adequacy of my
concept of the Bible and my approach to its study. At first I was
somewhat hesitant to experiment with other approaches. I feared
that perhaps I might lose more than I would gain in the process.

I soon discovered, however, that my fears were largely un-
founded. I did not have to give up my devotional reading of the Bible.
On the contrary, I found that it became more meaningful when
supplemented and enriched by other approaches. The end result was
that the Bible began to communicate with me on a much deeper
level. That was more than a half century ago and the study of the
Bible continues to be one of the top priorities of my life. I feel I can
never learn enough from devoted scholars who have made it their
life’s business to open up the meaning of the Scriptures to others.

Importance
The first five books of the Bible are commonly referred to as the
Pentateuch, a term indicating a scroll made up of five books. Jewish
scholars, however, refer to these books by the Hebrew term “Torah.”
Torah has been traditionally translated as “Law,” but this translation

The Pentateuch
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is only partially correct. While the Pentateuch does include large
blocks of legal materials, it also contains a wide variety of other mate-
rials such as stories, genealogical lists, poetry, visions, dreams, and so
on. Genesis, for example, is made up entirely of nonlegal materials.
Even the book of Exodus, which records the giving of the Torah at
Sinai, contains very little legal material before chapter 20. The only
book composed almost entirely of legal matters is Leviticus.

A more accurate translation of Torah as a description of the
contents of the Pentateuch, therefore, would be “teaching,”
“guidance,” “instruction,” or “revelation.”

It would be difficult to overemphasize the importance of the
Pentateuch for the rest of the Bible. Jewish scholars have long assigned
a place of preeminence among the books of the Hebrew Scriptures to
the Pentateuch. Ancient rabbis were fond of saying that it was the
heart and soul of the Hebrew Bible and that all the rest was merely
commentary.

The New Testament is no less dependent upon the Pentateuch.
Think of the revisions the New Testament would have to undergo if
the world had never heard of such persons as Adam and Eve, Noah,
Abraham and Sarah, or Moses and Aaron. What if the Hebrew
Scriptures made no mention of the garden of Eden, the flood, or the
exodus out of Egypt? Much of the Bible would be unintelligible
without this inspired beginning.

Contents
The Pentateuch opens with a brief account of events from Adam to
Abraham. It tells how God created the heavens and the earth and all
living creatures upon the earth. It recounts how the first human beings
rebelled against their Creator and were cast out of the garden of Eden.
It tells how the continuing rebellion of their offspring produced a
world so corrupt that God resolved to send a flood to wipe it out,
sparing only Noah and his family. The human race did no better after
the flood. Each new beginning led to more rebellion and disaster. This
time it happened on the plains of Shinar. The attempt of the people to
build a city and a tower whose top would reach to heaven caused them
to be scattered over the face of the earth and to be unable to communi-
cate with each other due to the confusion of their languages.

Instead of abandoning the scattered nations to their fate, however,
God called Abraham to father a new nation and to become a kind of
“pilot project” in the redemption of all other nations. The remainder
of Genesis traces the wanderings of Abraham and his descendants,
who throughout their lifetime continued to be little more than
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“sojourners in the land of promise.” In the end, famine forced them to
abandon the promised land and to seek food and shelter in Egypt.

In time they experienced an accelerated birth rate in their host
country, and their numbers began to multiply. This led the Egyptians
to fear them and eventually to enslave them. Their enslavement set the
stage for the call of Moses and the miraculous exodus of the Israelites
out of Egypt. Israel’s Creator thus became its Liberator. The account of
the exodus highlights God’s dual control over the events of history and
over the forces of nature.

The sequel to Israel’s escape from Egypt was the covenant-making
ceremony at Sinai (also known as Horeb, or the Mountain of God).
Moses played a leading role in all these events. Shuttling up and down
the mountain, he served as mediator between the people and God and
brought down the tablets of the Law for their guidance.

The rest of the Pentateuch involves the building of the tabernacle,
the further revelation of the Law to Moses, and the long and tortuous
journey from Sinai to the borders of the promised land. Having finally
arrived opposite the land, the people assembled to hear Moses reinter-
pret the Law and speak words of farewell before his death. The
generation that heard the Law at Sinai had died in the wilderness, and
a new generation, born in the wilderness, needed to be instructed in
the ways of the Lord. Deuteronomy became the new message for a new
day and continued to function in this role throughout Israelite history.

The overall sweep of the materials included in the Pentateuch can
be seen in the following outline:

I.  From Creation to Abraham (Gen 1–11)
II.  Abraham’s Pilgrimage of Faith (Gen 12–25)
III.  Heirs of the Promise: Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph (Gen 26–50)
IV.  From Egypt to Sinai (Exod 1–18)

V.  Covenant and Law at Sinai (Exod 19–40)
VI.  Laws Concerning Worship and Priesthood (Lev 1:1–Num 10:10)
VII.  Wanderings in the Wilderness (Num 10:11–36:13)
VIII.  The Law Reinterpreted (Deut 1–34)

Date, Unity, and Authorship
It remains for us to look briefly at the questions surrounding the date,
unity, and authorship of the Pentateuch. There are two major schools
of thought regarding these questions. The traditional view has been
that Moses himself wrote these books in substantially their present
form sometime during Israel’s forty years in the wilderness.

T H E P E N TAT E U C H
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The evidence cited in support of this position includes a number of
items. First, Moses is said to have written several specific passages
found in the Pentateuch (see Exod 17:14; 24:4-8; 34:4-8; Num 33:1-2;
Deut 31:9-13, 16-22). Second, other Hebrew Scripture references seem
to assume Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch (see Josh 1:7-8; 8:31;
22:9; 1 Kgs 2:3; 2 Kgs 14:6; 21:8; Ezra 6:18; Neh 13:1). Third, some
New Testament passages seem to take for granted that Moses is the
author (see Matt 8:4; 19:8; Mark 1:44; 10:4-5; Luke 5:14; 20:37; 24:27,
44; John 5:46-47; 7:19).

The second view calls these assumptions into question. The theory
of Mosaic authorship of these books, at least in their present form,
began to be questioned about two and a half centuries ago, although
occasional doubts were voiced even earlier. Some of the problems were
so obvious that even a casual reader might note them. How, for
instance, could Moses have written Genesis, since it deals with persons
and events belonging to a period more than four hundred years before
he was born (see Exod 12:40f.)? If Moses wrote the Pentateuch, why is
he consistently referred to in the third person (see Exod 2:11; 3:1; etc.)?
How could Moses have written the account of his own death (see Deut
34:1-8)? Who would have taken Moses seriously if he had described
himself as “very humble, more so than anyone else on the face of the
earth” (Num 12:3)? Why would Moses have referred to the lands lying
east of the Jordan as situated “beyond the Jordan,” when he was also
east of the Jordan (see Num 22:1; Deut 1:1; 3:8)? Why would Moses
have referred to a time when kings were ruling in Israel (see Gen
36:31), when Israel had not even settled in its own land, and when the
anointing of its first king still lay more than two hundred years in the
future?

Other more serious problems are posed by the literary, historical,
and theological data found throughout the Pentateuch. Space does not
permit these to be discussed at this point. Additional information can
be found in the major Bible dictionaries and Hebrew Scripture intro-
ductions. Extensive research in this area has given rise to the view that
the books of the Pentateuch came from a variety of sources, extending
over a long period of time, and representing the early spiritual history
and collective memory of the people of God. The sources are thought to
have circulated orally before they were committed to writing.

After the sources were written down, they began to be combined
into larger units. This process eventually resulted in the Pentateuch as
we now know it. The period during which this took place is thought to
have lasted approximately six centuries, from roughly 1000 B.C. to
around 400 B.C., in other words, from the reign of David until the time
of Ezra.



Major Sources
The major sources of the Pentateuch have come to be known as J, E,
D, and P, listed in what is judged to be their correct chronological
order. Space will allow for only a brief survey of each.

The first of the sources, J, is dated between 950 and 850 B.C.,
although it is judged to contain some older materials. It receives its
name from its consistent designation of the deity as Yahweh, always
rendered in English versions of the Bible as “LORD.” The author of
this source, known simply as the “Yahwist,” was a superb storyteller
who knew how to use anthropomorphic language with telling effect.
This is especially evident in his telling of the story of creation in
Genesis 2:4b-25, as well as the story of the tower of Babel in Genesis
11:1-9. The J materials tend to be clustered in Genesis, although some
are also found in other parts of the Pentateuch.

The E source receives its name from its use of Elohim, “God,” as
its designation for the deity. It is thought to have originated in
prophetic circles in Northern Israel between 850 and 750 B.C. Nothing
in Genesis 1–11 has been assigned to the E source. Instead, its atten-
tion is focused on Israel and its first great leaders, notably Abraham,
Jacob, Joseph, and Moses. Special emphasis is placed on the prophetic
aspect of the call and career of these great leaders (see Gen 20:7; Deut
18:15-19; 34:10-12). E tends to view God as a transcendent being
somewhat remote from the human situation. According to E, God is
revealed to humans not through personal encounters but by means of
angelic visitations, dreams, or visions. E defined the essence of true
religion as “the fear of God.” Some of the passages where E’s criteria
may be examined are Genesis 15:1-6, 13-16; 20:1-18; 21:8-21; 22:1-19.
Some scholars believe that the J and E materials were combined to
form a continuous record sometime in the late pre-exilic period.

The D source is confined to the book of Deuteronomy, and its
composition is usually dated in the seventh century B.C. Since it has
not been integrated into the other sources, it will be treated in more
detail in the section on Deuteronomy. Only a summary of its basic
characteristics is needed herre. Deuteronomy takes the form of a series
of Mosaic sermons reinterpreting the Torah to Israelites who were one
generation removed from the covenant-making ceremony at Sinai.
They were gathered on the eastern side of the Jordan waiting to go in
and possess the land promised to their ancestors more than four
centuries earlier (see Gen 15:7-16; Exod 12:40-41). Deuteronomy was
designed to teach them what they must do as the people of God in
order to find prosperity, security, and longevity in the land they were
about to enter (see Deut 5:33; 11:9; 22:7; 32:47). Because of its strong
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exhortations to obedience to God, D has been called “the Law
preached.” Deuteronomy stresses the distinctiveness of Israel’s religion
and warns against compromising alliances with Canaanites and other
foreigners (see Deut 7:1-6; 20:16-18). Purity of worship in Israel is to
be safeguarded by limiting the offering of sacrifices to one central
sanctuary (see Deut 12:2-7), unlike the earlier practice of allowing the
offering of sacrifices wherever the Lord’s name was caused to be
remembered (see Exod 20:24) by the Lord. The rule was one holy God,
one separated people, and one central sanctuary.

The Priestly source, abbreviated as P, was the last to be added to the
Pentateuch. It begins with the story of creation in Genesis 1:1–2:4a,
and includes other materials in Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus (almost the
entire book), and Numbers. Priestly materials are marked by an over-
riding interest in legal and cultic matters (matters relating to communal
worship). These include the emphasis upon Sabbath observance in the
first creation story (Gen 2:1-3); instructions for the design and con-
struction of the tabernacle in the wilderness; proper procedures for
offering various kinds of sacrifices; rules for the priesthood; rules for
observing special religious festivals such as Passover, Pentecost,
Tabernacles, and the Day of Atonement; and kosher food regulations.
Various law codes are also embedded in the P source, including the
Decalogue (Exod 20:1-17), the Book of the Covenant (Exod 20:22–
23:33), and the Holiness Code (Lev 17–26). Priestly materials speak of
the deity as Elohim (“God”) in all passages prior to Exodus 6:2-3, but
use Yahweh (“LORD”) and Elohim interchangeably after the Lord’s
revelation of the divine name to Moses (Exod 6:2-3). Other character-
istic features of P include the frequent use of genealogical lists; the
systematic organization of Israel’s history around three covenants made
with Noah (Gen 9:7), with Abraham (Gen 17:6), and with Moses (Lev
26:9); and, finally, a highly repetitious style (see Gen 1:1–2:4a).

Final Formation
The five books of the Pentateuch went through a process of formation
not unlike that of the four Gospels at the beginning of the New Test-
ament. Each of the Gospels draws upon other sources, while offering its
own distinct perspective on the life and teachings of Jesus. As a result,
we are afforded a composite image of Christ that is far richer than
would have been possible if there had been only one Gospel.

In a comparable manner, the Pentateuch is made up of four major
sources that have been combined into an account of creation, the rise of
the nations, and the early spiritual history of Israel. Each of these
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sources makes its own special contribution to the final shape of the
whole.

A major difference between the Pentateuch and the Gospels is
that, whereas the Gospels developed side by side in separate books, the
Pentateuchal sources were woven together in the same books. Further-
more, it is generally acknowledged that there are discrepancies in the
way certain events in the life of Christ are reported in the various
Gospels (see Matt 20:29-34; Mark 10:46-52; Luke 18:35-43). Readers
seem to have more difficulty, however, in accepting the suggestion that
there are discrepancies between the various sources of the Pentateuch,
and that these were often allowed to stand side by side without being
harmonized.

For example, the order of creation in the P account (Gen 1:1–2:4a)
differs widely from that found in the adjoining J account (2:4b-25).
Similarly, the P account of the flood reports that Noah took two of
every kind of animal, both clean and unclean, with him into the ark to
keep them alive (6:19-20; 7:8-9). However, the J account, which has
been combined with this account, clearly specifies that Noah was
commanded to take seven pairs of all clean animals (in other words,
animals fit for sacrifice) with him into the ark (7:2-5). The explanation
seems to be that the J writer anticipated the need for extra clean
animals so that Noah might offer a sacrifice soon after leaving the ark
(see 8:20).

When it is stated that the Pentateuchal sources have been woven
together, there is one important exception. Deuteronomy was not
combined with the others but has always been allowed to stand apart
at the end of the Pentateuch. In this respect it resembles the Gospel of
John, which scholars have found difficult to harmonize with the
synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke). The resemblance goes
even deeper than this, for both Deuteronomy and John’s Gospel are
more theological in character than the books with which they are
grouped. For instance, each gives a profound interpretation of God’s
presence with God’s people (see Deut 12:5-7; John 1:14).

It seems probable that the priestly writer (or writers) put the
finishing touches on the Pentateuch sometime around 400 B.C. In so
doing, they hoped to restore the authority of the Law of Moses and to
kindle in the Jewish exiles still left in Babylon the hope of a fresh
purging from sin and a triumphal return to Jerusalem.

It was evidently this newly completed Pentateuch that Ezra the
scribe brought with him from Babylon in 458 B.C. (see Ezra 7:6, 10,
14). Called “the book of the law of Moses,” it became an instrument of
spiritual renewal when Ezra read it aloud to all the tribes assembled in

T H E P E N TAT E U C H
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Jerusalem (see Neh 8:1ff.). These books then became the canonical core
around which the remainder of the Hebrew Scriptures took shape.

The Nature of Biblical Truth
We live in an age that is often confused about the kind of truth pre-
sented in the Bible, especially in the early chapters of Genesis. Some
suppose they are honoring the Bible when they ascribe to it ultimate
authority in such areas as science, archaeology, anthropology, geology,
and so on. The same passage that warns against taking away from the
words of Scripture also forbids our adding to them (Rev 21:18-19).
Truth must be defended not only against its enemies but also against its
overzealous friends. History is replete with examples of “super-
believers,” persons who postulate too much about the Bible. To make
claims for the Bible that it does not make for itself, even high-sounding
claims, is hardly an appropriate way to honor it.

The truth we encounter in the Bible is stated in terms that are
sometimes meant to be taken literally and sometimes figuratively. In
both instances the controlling purpose is to teach and not merely to
inform. In other words, the aim of Genesis is not merely to give us the
facts about creation or the early history of Israel, but also to convince
us that the same God who shaped the world and guided Israel’s history
is our Creator, Savior, and Sovereign, and that this God merits our total
obedience. It is truth that presses us for commitment.

Biblical truth, as over against mere mathematical or scientific truth,
is often described as “existential” truth, that is, truth about our exis-
tence in relation to God, to other persons about us, and to our total
environment. Early stories of creation, the garden of Eden, the tree of
knowledge, the talking serpent, the flood, and the tower of Babel invite
us to ponder truth in parabolic form, truth that differs from and yet
does not conflict with scientific truth. Through such stories we gain
reliable knowledge about our personal existence before God, our
dependence upon God, our proneness to rebel against God, and our
need of reconciliation to our Creator.

Every page of the Bible illustrates how persons who wished to
express truths about God, even inspired truths, were obliged to do so
within the confines of their own language. Prophets and apostles alike
confessed that God’s ways were not their ways, nor God’s thoughts
their thoughts (Isa 55:8-9). Even in their most inspired moments,
prophets and apostles were only able to see through a glass darkly (1
Cor 13:12). How could it be otherwise when they were trying to
describe the indescribable?



One way biblical writers dealt with their task was through the use
of metaphors, especially when referring to the personal attributes and
activities of God. They described God and God’s ways through a
variety of images borrowed from their own cultural environment and
thus more intelligible to their listeners.

Some of the more familiar metaphors for God are rock (Deut
32:15), shepherd (Ps 23:1), fountain (Jer 17:13), lion (Hos 13:7-8), and
eagle (Deut 32:11). To suggest that God is to be identified with any of
the above in a literal sense would not be true, but to claim, for example,
that God is like a shepherd illustrates a technique that good teachers
have always used. The symbolic in relation to God are not less true
than the literal. Often it is the most effective way to present truths that
would otherwise be difficult to understand.

Another group of metaphors found throughout the Bible is related
to God as an authority figure. The authority figures that the Israelites
encountered most often in their daily lives were parents and rulers.
What better way to stress God’s dignity and authority over Israel and
the nations than through the metaphors of parenthood and kingship?
Parenting metaphors included those of fatherhood (see 2 Sam 7:14; Ps
89:26; Jer 31:9; Hos 11:1; Mal 1:6) and also of motherhood (Deut
32:11-12; Ps 131:2; Isa 49:15).

Divine authority on a broader scale has been expressed through
metaphors of kingship. Although the Pentateuch seldom makes refer-
ence to God as king, this concept is implicit in the whole process of
covenant making and lawgiving at Sinai. Because God rules without a
rival, God can make decrees and demand that these be strictly
observed (Exod 20:1-3; Deut 6:4-5). The call for obedience is expressed
in a variety of verbs, including “fear,” “honor,” “obey,” “bow down,”
and “serve.” Earthly kings demanded the respect of their subjects;
surely God could do no less.

A final group of metaphors is known as anthropomorphisms,
which is simply the ascribing of human characteristics and behavioral
patterns to God. It means speaking of God almost as if one were
speaking of a human being living and walking upon the earth. Such
metaphors are found throughout the Bible, although they are clearly
not meant to be taken literally. Otherwise, there would not be so many
passages warning us against regarding God as a human being like
ourselves (see Num 23:19; 1 Sam 15:29; Job 9:32; Ps 8:4; Hos 11:9). It
is emphatically stated that God is spirit and not flesh, unlike the
Egyptians and their horses (Isa 31:3). It is impossible to reproduce
God’s likeness in any image made by human hands (Isa 40:18-26).

On the other hand, it is difficult for ordinary folks such as our-
selves to grasp such an exalted and transcendent view of God. It may
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even make God seem distant and unapproachable. For this reason the
Bible begins to speak of God in incarnational language long before the
Incarnation itself takes place.

The early chapters of Genesis are filled with anthropomorphical
metaphors. For instance, God “forms” the first human being out of the
dust of the earth and then “breathes” life into the being’s nostrils (2:7).
God then “plants” a garden in Eden (2:8). Later God causes a deep
sleep to fall upon the human creature, and then God removes a rib and
“builds” it into a woman (2:22). God comes “walking” in the garden in
the cool part of the day (3:8). The Creator “rests” on the seventh day of
creation week (2:2). Later God “sees” the wickedness of human beings
and “is sorry” to have created them (6:5-6). After the flood, God
“smells” the pleasing odor of Noah’s sacrifice and pronounces a
blessing upon Noah (8:21).

The presence of these and other anthropomorphisms in the early
chapters of Genesis in no way detracts from the glory and majesty of
the Creator. All would agree that these are some of the most inspiring
chapters of the Bible. The simplicity of their metaphorical language
makes it easier for us to grasp what God is like and how we should
relate to this One who created us.

For Further Reading
Alter, Robert. The Art of Biblical Narrative. New York: Basic Books, 1981.
Childs, Brevard S. Introduction to the Old Testament as Scriptures, 112-35.

Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979.
Clines, David, J. A. The Theme of the Pentateuch. JSOT Supplement Series,10.

Sheffield England: Department of Biblical Studies, University of Sheffield,
1978.

Friedman, Richard Elliott. “Torah (Pentateuch).” In Anchor Bible Dictionary.
Vol. 6. New York: Doubleday, 1992.

Gregory, Russell I. “Sources of the Pentateuch,” In Mercer Dictionary of the
Bible. Macon GA: Mercer University Press, 1990.

Jenks, Alan W. “Elohist.” In Anchor Bible Dictionary. Vol. 2. New York:
Doubleday, 1992.

Joines, Karen Randolph. “Yahwist.” In Mercer Dictionary of the Bible. Macon
GA: Mercer University Press, 1990.

Sanders, James A. “Hermeneutics,” In The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible.
Supplementary Volume. Nashville: Abingdon, 1976.

_______. Torah and Canon. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1972.
Whybray, R. Norman. Introduction to the Pentateuch, 1-28. Grand

Rapids:William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co. 1995.



Genesis is the book of beginnings. It recounts the beginning of
everything—everything, that is, except God. The Creator is sim-

ply there, in the beginning. The Bible makes no effort either to define
God or to defend God’s existence. It merely assumes that God is the
uncreated Creator, who existed before creation began, who is not to be
identified with creation, and who is in no way dependent upon
creation.

The Seven-Day Creation Story
1:1–2:4a

The first account of creation bears a “family likeness” to creation
stories originating elsewhere in the ancient world. Such stories circu-
lated among many of Israel’s neighbors, including the Sumerians,
Akkadians, Babylonians, Hittites, Egyptians, and Assyrians. While
similar to the biblical account, these stories are nevertheless inferior to
it because they reflect the culture and religious beliefs of the countries
that produced them. Polytheistic cultures, for example, always attrib-
uted creation to a host of gods, often working in opposition to one
another. The Israelites, on the other hand, viewed creation as the
unassisted and unopposed work of the one supreme God. There is
never the slightest suggestion that other gods even existed, much less
posed a threat to God’s plan of creation.

Creation Outside Genesis

There are many biblical references to creation outside the book of
Genesis. It is a favorite theme in the Prophets, especially in the book
of Isaiah (see 40:26, 28; 42:5; 43:1; 44:24; 45:5-7, 12, 18; 48:13). Amos
celebrates God as creator in a series of short hymns (see 4:13; 5:8-9;
9:5-6). The book of Job comes to a climax in chapters 38–42, where
the theme is the wonder of God’s work as creator.

Apart from Genesis, however, there is no other book as rich in its
celebration of creation-faith as the book of Psalms. A few psalms make
only passing reference to creation (see Ps 24:1-2; 95:3-6; 96:4-5; 100:3;
136:3-9). In others, however, it is the main focus of attention (see
Ps 8; 19:1-6; 29; 104; 148). These psalms were written to evoke a
response of praise to the Creator from all created beings. 

Chapter 1

Before Abraham Was
Genesis 1–11
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The Earth as Formless and Empty

When God set to work creating the earth, it was “formless and empty”
(Gen 1:2 NIV). The Hebrew word for “formless” is tohu, a word that
normally stands for a barren desert (see Deut 32:10; Job 12:24; Ps
107:40). The companion word for “empty” is vohu. It occurs only three
times in the Hebrew Scriptures and is always immediately preceded by
the word tohu (see Gen 1:2; Isa 34:11; Jer 4:23). When used together in
this manner, the two words denote a condition of utter chaos. Three
problems are symptomatic of the earth’s being tohu: the darkness, a
watery abyss, and an unformed and lifeless earth. These problems are
addressed in succession on the first three days of creation. The problem
of darkness vanished with the creation of light (Gen 1:3-5). The watery
abyss was brought under control by the creation of a firmament arching
above the earth and making possible its oceans and its atmosphere
(Gen 1:6-8). Finally, on the third day, the dry land appeared, thus
completing the three spheres or regions where the remaining acts of
creation were to take place. The three spheres were water, air
(including atmosphere), and land.

The problem of the emptiness (vohu) of these spheres still remained
to be addressed. This was done on the fourth, fifth, and sixth days of
creation. On the fourth day the firmament was populated with sun,
moon, and stars. The fifth day saw the sky filled with birds and the seas
stocked with all kinds of marine life. The sixth day brought animals
and humans to inhabit the dry land areas of the earth. In its final state,
the earth was no longer tohu (formless) or vohu (empty). It was God’s
handiwork, filled with all things good and beautiful.

The Days of Creation

Perhaps no part of the creation story has stirred up so much debate as
the seven “days” during which the creation took place. Scholars have
been unable to agree on whether the days should be interpreted literally
or figuratively. Should we accept the view that the creation was
completed in a mere 168-hour period (7 x 24)? Or should we take into
account the scientific evidence that suggests that the universe is several
billion years old? We will look briefly at some of the representative
answers that have been proposed for these questions.

(1) Scientific creationists argue that the world was created in six
literal twenty-four-hour days, and that creation occurred about 10,000
years ago. Advocates of this position have attempted to reshape scien-
tific theory in order to make it support a literal interpretation of the
Bible. What is called “flood geology” is used by them to explain the
“seeming” antiquity of earth’s geological formations. These persons
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still pay lip service to the Bible and science, but they have been able to
do so only by creating their own revised version of science.

(2) A second proposal is known as the “gap” theory. Proponents of
this theory argue that a creation of vast magnitude took place billions
of years ago, and is described in Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God
created the heavens and the earth.” This first creation was later laid
waste by an act of divine judgment, as evidenced by what is taken to be
the correct translation of Genesis 1:2: “The earth was a formless void,
and darkness came over the face of the deep.” Sometime later, accord-
ing to this theory, God set about recreating the universe, and it is this
second creation that is described in the seven-day framework of
Genesis 1:3–2:4a. It is believed that there was enough room in the
“gap” between the two phases of creation to fit all the geological ages
proposed by modern science.

Perhaps the best-known version of the “gap” theory is that
presented in the footnotes to Genesis 1 in the Scofield Reference
Bible.1 It suggests that, after the initial creation, the earth underwent
“a cataclysmic change as the result of a divine judgment.” Scofield
holds that this judgment was the result of “a previous testing and fall of
angels,” of which he finds traces in Ezekiel 28:12-15 and Isaiah 14:9-
14. He further states that “the face of the earth bears everywhere the
marks of such a catastrophe.” This theory represents a determined
effort to square Genesis with the modern scientific view of the origin
of the universe.

(3) Others have proposed that the seven days of creation week
refer not to seven literal twenty-four-hour days, but to seven vast ages
of indeterminate length, during the course of which the universe
slowly took shape. This was the view supported by my own seminary
professor of the Hebrew Scriptures, Dr. Clyde T. Francisco.2 Those
holding this view are also attempting to square Genesis with the
modern scientific view of the world.

The problem with all the views presented thus far, in my opinion,
is that they are based upon a faulty presupposition. They seem to
assume that scientific or empirical truth is the standard by which all
other truth, including religious truth, must be tested and judged. They
say, for example, that the Bible must meet the criteria devised by scien-
tists, anthropologists, geologists, historians, and so on, or else it
becomes unreliable. This means science has been allowed to become
the be-all and end-all of epistemology (the study of how knowledge is
gained) in the church. We will continue to arrive at false conclusions
so long as we search for modern scientific truth in Hebrew Scripture
texts that are at least three thousand years old. We must be willing to
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let the Bible set its own agenda and humble enough to accept its agenda
as our own.3

Derek Kidner’s approach seems to be a step in the right direction.4
He suggests in his commentary on Genesis that God’s work of creation
is described as having been compressed into a seven-day week (when in
reality it took much longer) in order to simplify its meaning and to give
it a form that human minds could more easily grasp. Kidner describes
this approach as “a heavy temporal foreshortening that turns ages into
days, [thereby] enabling us to construe and not misconstrue a totality
too big for us.” He concludes that it is “only pedantry that would
quarrel with biblical terms that simplify in order to clarify.”

Bruce Vawter has observed that the creation story of Genesis
“neither affirms nor denies our scientific knowledge of the universe; it
[simply] disregards it.”5 The exciting discoveries of science have made
vast improvements in the way we live our lives, but they have not
diminished God or made God “an unnecessary hypothesis,” as some
have affirmed. On the contrary, every scientific advance has enlarged
our understanding of God’s power and majesty. It surely took a great
God to create a universe as great as we are now discovering ours to be. 

The Excellence of God’s Creation 

Three attributes of the creation are presented in Genesis 1:1–2:4a. The
first is goodness, which reflects the goodness of the Creator. The adjec-
tive tov, or “good,” occurs a total of seven times in this account, each
time to describe God’s own evaluation of the creation (see 1:4, 10, 12,
18, 21, 25, 31).

The designation of creation as good has important implications for
theology as well as for ethics. It means that nothing in God’s creation is
to be regarded as inherently evil, although any created thing may be put
to an evil use. A group called the Gnostics tried to persuade early
Christians that the material creation was the work of an inferior god, or
demiurge, working in direct opposition to the will of the highest God.
The goal of gnostic religion was to liberate the spirits of the elect from
their prisons of flesh and raise them to the kingdom of light. The
Christian answer to such heresy is that our bodies are temples of the
Holy Spirit (1 Cor 6:19-20) and worthy sacrifices to be offered upon
God’s altar (Rom 12:1).

The second attribute of creation is its orderliness. The universe is
an orderly creation, from its far-flung galaxies to its smallest atoms.
Nature may sometimes seem to be chaotic, but the trained eye can see
an orderliness permeating the whole. It is through the exercise of
reason that nature’s orderliness is perceived. We are summoned to use
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our intellects to probe the orderly structure of the universe. Christians
should never oppose the search for truth in any realm of nature, but
should welcome the discoveries of every Galileo and Einstein.

The third attribute of God’s creation is its beauty. The biblical poet
expressed it best: God “has made everything beautiful in its time” (Eccl
3:11a RSV). It is this aspect of nature that first catches our attention
and is remembered most fondly.

I will always remember the three months that my wife, Vernice,
and I spent on the island of Penang off the west coast of Malaysia in
the spring of 1986. We were there for a brief teaching assignment in a
mission seminary.

The island of Penang is a veritable paradise, bathed on all sides by
the jade-green waters of the Indian Ocean. James Michner once
described it as “the pearl of the Orient.” This was also the time when I
was preparing a manuscript on the book of Genesis. It was almost as if
I were doing research in the garden of Eden. Our house was located
near the southern tip of the island, on the side of a mountain, and
facing the sea. The mountain towering behind us was often shaded in
clouds and was covered with jungle forests. Flowering trees and shrubs
surrounded our house.

A favorite time of day for my wife and me was the early morning.
At the first sign of dawn, choirs of exotic birds gathered in the trees
and serenaded us. Monkeys also came early to rob our mango tree of
any fruit that might have ripened during the night. Eagles could often
be seen circling overhead, gracefully riding the air currents that swept
up the face of the mountain. As we watched the sun rising each
morning, we were reminded of the words of praise to the Creator in
Psalm 104:24: “O Lord, how manifold are thy works! In wisdom hast
thou made them all; the earth is full of thy creatures” (KJV).

The Second Creation Account
2:4b-25

Chapters 2:4b–3:24 form a literary unit. Both come from the pen of the
J writer. They have their setting in the garden of Eden and describe
what took place from the time Adam and Eve became its caretakers
until they were expelled because of their disobedience. This section has
a fair beginning but a foul ending.

Differences Between the Creation Accounts

The differences between the P account of creation in Genesis 1:1–2:4a
and the account in 2:4b-25 are easy to discover.
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(1) Their choice of divine names is different. The first account (P)
uses only Elohim (“God”), and it occurs thirty-five times. The later
account (J) uses the compound Yahweh Elohim (“LORD God”). It
appears twenty times in Genesis 2 and 3, but only one other time
throughout the rest of the Pentateuch (Exod 9:30).

(2) The manner in which God creates is described differently in
these two accounts. The first account pictures God as exalted above the
earth and somewhat removed from the human scene. Because God is so
great in power, God is able to create by a simple word of command
(Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 14-15, 24; see Ps 33:6-9). The second account describes
creation as a “hands-on” operation. The LORD God “formed” man
from dust and then “breathed” life into his nostrils (2:7). The Lord God
“planted” a garden and installed the man as its caretaker (2:7-8, 15).
Later the Lord God removed a “rib” from the man and made it into a
woman (2:21-22).

(3) The two accounts differ in their description of the state of the
world before God set about to reshape it. The first depicts it as a watery
chaos (1:2); the second sees it as a dry, barren desert (2:4b-6).

(4) The order in which creation took place also differs. The first
account gives a panoramic view of the creation of light, the firmament,
dry land and plants, sun, moon and stars, sea creatures and birds, and
land animals and humans. The second account describes only the earth
and the acts of creation that took place upon it. This earthly phase of
creation is described as having taken place in four steps: the creation of
man, the planting of a well-watered garden of trees; the creation of
animals and birds; and the creation of a woman.

(5) The creation of human beings is stated differently in the two
accounts. First, the distinction of the sexes is explained in a different
way. The first account seems to imply that males and females were
created simultaneously (1:27). The second describes the creation of the
man and the woman as separate actions (2:7, 21-22). Second, the first
account states that humans were created in the image and likeness of
God and given dominion over the other forms of life that were upon
the earth (1:26-27). The second account pictures the LORD God fash-
ioning a human being (Hebrew: adam) from the dust of the ground
(adamah), much as a potter might shape a vessel (2:7). Later, the
woman is created from a part that was removed from adam (2:21-22).

(6) The time frame is a crucial element in the first account, but it is
not even mentioned in the second. The second account makes no
mention of the six days during which God worked nor of the seventh
day on which God rested. The second account gives no indication as to
how long it might have taken the LORD God to make all these things.

J O U R N E Y T O T H E L A N D O F P RO M I S E16



17

(7) The climax of creation is stated differently in the two accounts.
The first account reaches its climax with the setting aside of the
seventh day as a day of sacred rest, a day to be kept holy unto God
(Gen 2:2-3; Exod 20:8-11). This was God’s way of stating why human
beings were created upon the earth. They were created to be involved
in a rhythmic cycle of purposeful work and worshipful rest. God
blessed the Sabbath and endowed it with recreative power (2:3), just as
earlier a special blessing had been given to living creatures (1:22) and
human beings (1:28), enabling both to transmit life and vitality to
future generations.

The second creation account comes to a climax when the LORD
God makes possible the world’s first recorded marriage ceremony
(2:22-23). The adam had been created for companionship, and that
need could not be satisfied in the company of animals and birds (2:18-
20). It could only be met in union with one who was part of his own
flesh and without whom he would always be incomplete and
unfulfilled.

This new story of creation in the garden of Eden thus had a won-
derful beginning. It’s the kind of story we might like to have provided
with a different ending, something more like that of a modern fairy
tale, “And they lived happily ever after.” We know, of course, that real
life so often does not turn out that way.

Do the differences between the two Genesis accounts of creation
mean that they contradict each other? By no means! They simply were
written with different purposes in mind, and each complements the
other. We need both to give us a balanced view of God, a Being far
above us and yet so very near to us (see Isa 57:15). We also need to
explain the paradoxical nature of human beings, created small and yet
potentially great (see Ps 8:3-8), formed of dust (Gen 2:7) and yet
created in the image of God (Gen 1:27-28). We can be grateful that God
has given us these separate stories, for together they help us better to
understand who God is as well as who we are.

Paradise Lost
3:1-24

When humans were placed upon the earth, it was so that they might
be servants of God but masters of all else. They were granted permis-
sion to eat freely of the trees of the garden of Eden, with one notable
exception. They were forbidden to eat of the fruit of the tree of knowl-
edge of good and evil, under the penalty of death (2:16-17). They
needed to learn that even in Eden there was no such thing as absolute
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freedom. There can be no meaningful human existence where the
boundaries of human freedom are not recognized and respected.

Adam and Eve were spoiled by prosperity. They had been given a
paradise, power, authority, and responsibility for their immediate envi-
ronment. All that they had been given was not enough. They wanted
ultimate power, the power to be like God. They were not willing to
accept their creatureliness, the limitations of what it meant to be
mortal. And then as now, self-deification resulted in alienation from
God, family members, neighbors, and even the surrounding flora and
fauna of the natural world.

The only person who did not grasp at equality with God was Jesus
(Phil 2:5-8). He alone attained to perfect personhood. All other
humans have failed. Jesus never rejected the human aspects of the
incarnation but always made his will subservient to that of his heav-
enly Father (Matt 26:39). Jesus’ perfect obedience teaches us what it
means to be truly human.

The Role of the Serpent

The world has always been fascinated by serpents. Some people have
regarded them as symbols of healing (see Num 21:6-9; Mark 6:17-18).
Also, serpents have acquired a reputation for wisdom and craftiness
(see Gen 3:1-3; Matt 10:16). Because they periodically shed their skins
and grow new ones, ancient people concluded that serpents possessed
immortality and were like the gods.

The story of the serpent in the garden of Eden has parallels to a
similar story in Mesopotamian literature. The Epic of Gilgamesh tells of
an ancient hero who set out in search of immortality.6 After a long and
dangerous journey, he was given a plant that would impart immor-
tality to those who ate its fruit. On his way home, however, he stopped
to bathe in a wayside pool, only to have a serpent come out of the
water and eat his plant. He sadly concluded that immortality was for
the gods alone.

When we come to the story of the serpent in Genesis, we face the
danger that we will read too much into it. The Hebrew Scriptures
avoid interpreting the serpent as anything other than one of the
animals that God created and placed in the garden of Eden. Adam was
supposed to have dominion over it, but, in the end, he let it have
dominion over him. The serpent was able to talk, a gift also displayed
by Balaam’s ass (Num 22:21-30). The earliest recorded identification
of the tempter in the garden of Eden with the devil occurs in The
Wisdom of Solomon, an apocryphal work usually assigned to the latter
part of the first century B.C.
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The Sequel to Sin

The outcome of the sin of Adam and Eve was not what they had antic-
ipated. The serpent had assured them that their eyes would be opened
and that they would be like God, knowing good and evil (3:5). Their
eyes were opened, but what they actually discovered was not that they
were like God, but that they were naked (3:7). And against the biblical
background, nakedness is a symbol of weakness, helplessness, vulner-
ability, and poverty (see Deut 28:48; Job 1:21; Isa 58:7; Rom 8:35; Rev
3:17).

Partners in Sin

The Bible pictures Adam and Eve as equally guilty before God. They
were partners in crime and partners in punishment. Sin is equally
serious whether it is committed by someone who is overcome by
temptation or by someone who is merely following the crowd. Eve
yielded to temptation after an all-out assault by the serpent. Adam
followed her example and yielded to temptation without any apparent
show of resistance. Perhaps this was why Paul wrote that it was
through man (italics mine) that sin entered the world (Rom 5:12).
Events in the garden of Eden do not offer any grounds whatsoever for
male pride or for chauvinism.

A Bitter Harvest

Prior to the disobedience of Adam and Eve there had been peace and
harmony in the garden of Eden. But their disobedience transformed
the garden into a place of alienation and disharmony. The peaceful
days of the past gave way to strife and contention (3:14-19).

First, there was alienation from God. Note, however, that God did
not hide from them; on the contrary, it was they who hid from God
(3:8). When God inquired about what they had done, both of them
offered alibis instead of honest confessions. Their whole demeanor
was one of distrust toward God.

Second, they were alienated from each other. When Adam was
questioned about his role in these tragic events, he pointed an
accusing finger at Eve, and ultimately at God, when he said, “The
woman whom thou (italics mine) gavest to be with me, she gave me of
the tree, and I did eat” (3:12 KJV). How quickly Adam had been
stripped of his love and his nobler instincts! His accusation against
Eve was a complete reversal of his outburst of joy and delight at first
seeing her (3:23-24).
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Eve’s attitude toward Adam was also changed. Now her love for
him was ruled by desire, and physical desire has always been a poor
substitute for love (3:16). For the first time in their lives their naked-
ness made them ashamed and embarrassed to be around each other
(3:7-10). They had lost their innocence.

Third, there was alienation between humans and animals, as
symbolized by the enmity placed between the offspring of the woman
and the offspring of the serpent (3:15). The J writer understood, at
least in part, that the ferocity of wild beasts and venomous serpents
was in some way related to the burden of human sin. The Bible fore-
tells a time when animals and humans will be reconciled to each other
and their lost unity will be restored (Isa 11:6-9; 65:25; Rom 8:21-22).

Fourth, there was alienation between humans and the soil that
nourished them. Cultivating the soil and harvesting its produce would
no longer be a labor of love, but an endless cycle of toil and tears (3:17-
19). In the end, the human body would return to the earth from which
it had been taken.

Where Sin Abounded

The curtain falls on the first couple standing outside an Eden to
which they could not return. We all know the experience. Some delib-
erate sin or some stupid mistake destroys our finest opportunity, and
no amount of remorse can bring it back.

But all hope is not lost! If Genesis teaches anything about God, it
is that God is the God of the second chance. God judged the sin of
Adam and Eve, but judgment was tempered with mercy. Before God
cast them out of Eden, God provided clothing for the wintry world
outside (3:21). And God posted cherubim to guard the way to the tree
of life (3:24). We now know that beyond the first Adam there was a
Second Adam, one who restored access to the tree of life and opened
for us the gates of Paradise (1 Cor 15:45; Rev 22:1-5). “Where sin
increased, grace abounded all the more” (Rom 5:20).

From Adam to Noah
4:1–5:32

Two contrasting themes are developed in Genesis 4–11: the growing
power of sin and the hidden growth of God’s grace. The first indica-
tion of sin’s growing power was Cain’s murder of his brother Abel
(4:1-16). When Adam and Eve sinned, they lost fellowship with God;
when Cain sinned, he lost touch with both God and his brother. These
two accounts epitomize the disruptive power of evil.
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For Cain to take the life of another human being was to usurp
authority that belonged to God alone (see Gen 9:5-6). In a sense he
was imitating the sin of his parents; he was making himself “like
God.” There are several parallels between the sin stories in Genesis 3
and 4. In each case God confronts the offenders and holds them
accountable for what they have done (3:9-11; 4:9-10). In both
instances the land loses its productivity because of the sins committed
(3:17-19; 4:11-12a). In both stories the offenders are driven from the
land where they have been living (3:22-24; 4:12b-14,16). Finally, God
provides clothing for Adam and Eve (3:21) and a special mark of
protection for Cain (4:15).

Cain’s murder of Abel was a senseless act of violence. Abel seems
to have always been overshadowed by his older brother. It was
customary in Near Eastern society for the firstborn son to occupy the
place of privilege in the family. God apparently ignored custom by
accepting the sacrifice of Abel and rejecting that of Cain (4:1-5). The
latter action so incensed Cain that he invited his brother to go with
him to an isolated place with the obvious intention of killing him
(4:8). Did Cain think that God would bestow love on him alone, once
his brother was out of the picture?

We need to be aware of the sin of Cain! It is so easy for us to
resent the grace that God bestows on others, particularly those we
regard as inferior to us. It is difficult for us to comprehend that God
loves all people without showing favoritism toward any. God refuses to
be the enemy of our enemies.

Chapters 4 and 5 contain two significant genealogies, that of Cain
(4:17-24) and that of Seth, Adam and Eve’s third son (4:25–5:32). The
names in both lists are similar (Cain/Kenan; Enoch/Enoch; Irad/Jared;
Mehujael/Mahalalel; Methushael/Methuselah; and Lamech/Lamech),
although the order in which they stand is somewhat different. The
genealogy of Cain begins with one murderer and ends with another,
the last being the violent Lamech who boasts of his vengeful reign of
terror (14:19-24). This bit of family history helps to explain the moral
and spiritual corruption that later prompted God to send the flood.

Adam and Eve’s third son, Seth, was seen as the replacement for
the ill-fated Abel (4:25). The most significant event of the antedilu-
vian period was when people began to call on the name of the LORD.
We are told that this took place in the days of Seth and his descendants
(4:26).

The genealogies of the Bible show how history tended to be repre-
sented in terms of periods. The genealogy of Seth (4:25–5:32) covers
the ten generations from creation to the flood, in other words, from
Adam and Eve to Noah. Life spans during this period varied greatly,
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ranging from 969 years for Methuselah to 365 years for Enoch. The
average life span for the period was 857. These ages seem conservative
when compared to those of the eight Sumerian kings who are said to
have reigned between creation and the flood in the Sumerian account.
The reigns of the Sumerian kings are said to have lasted from 43,200
years to a mere 18,600, the grand total for the eight being 241,200
years. Incidentally, the age reported in the Bible for Methuselah
implies that he died in the year of the flood.

By placing the genealogy of Cain immediately before that of Seth,
the biblical writer points out the two ways in which we may choose to
live. The way of Cain is the way of self-centeredness, jealousy, suspi-
cion, and hatred. The way of Seth, in contrast, is the way of prayerful
living, service to others, and submission to the will of God. Only the
latter way leads to fullness of life.

The Flood and Noah’s Ark (6:1–9:7)

The flood story was not written for the entertainment of children in
Sunday School. It is a serious part of the unfolding drama of crime,
punishment, and redemption contained in the first eleven chapters of
Genesis.

We may note four themes that are developed in this story. (1) Sin
is cosmic in its origin and in its effect. (2) God hates and punishes sin.
(3) God does not hold the righteous responsible for the sins of the
unrighteous. When God sent the flood, provision had been made for
the sparing of the righteous Noah and his family. (4) The judgment of
the flood did not free the world from the threat of wickedness. God
applied other solutions to the sin problem until it was time for the ulti-
mate solution, the offering of God’s own Son as a sacrifice for sin. It is
no accident that early Christians decorated the walls of the catacombs
with crude drawings of the box-like ark, which they saw as a fore-
shadowing of the church of our Lord Jesus Christ.

The Prologue to the Flood (6:1-8)

The brief prologue to the flood tells how the murderous conduct of
Cain and his descendants was augmented by the lustful behavior of
angels from the heavenly realm (6:1-4). The resulting corruption
grieved God and made God regret that humankind had been created
(6:5-6). The ensuing flood would have destroyed life on the earth, had
it not been for righteous Noah (6:7-8).

The material in 6:1-8 is some of the most obscure in the Bible. A
popular view is that “sons of God” is a designation for the good people
of the earth, symbolized by the descendants of Seth, while “daughters



23

of humans” refers to the evil people of the earth, symbolized by the
descendants of Cain.

Apart from its sexist overtone (Why should women represent the
evil in society while men represent the good?), this interpretation
ignores the fact that elsewhere in the Hebrew Scriptures the phrase
“sons of God” designates heavenly beings or angels (see Job 1:6; 2:1;
38:7; Ps 29:1; 89:6). The heavenly realm is reflected in a number of
Hebrew Scripture passages, including Genesis 28:10-17; 1 Kings 22:19-
23; and Isaiah 6:1-8.

The most natural meaning of Genesis 6:1-8, therefore, is that it
describes an outbreak of rebellion against God in the heavenly court
itself. It involved intermarriage between heavenly beings (males) and
human beings (females) and thus represented an attempt to unite two
realms of existence that God intended should remain apart. The
mixing of the human and the divine, the earthly and the heavenly, was
strictly forbidden from the beginning. At the same time, however, we
should avoid unfounded speculation about the “fall of angels,” as is
found, for example, in noncanonical sources such as 1 Enoch (6:1-2;
7:2).

The speech in 6:3 has been called “a divine soliloquy.” It portrays
what Whybray described as “nervousness about the possibility that
[human]kind may now go further and seize the immortality which
properly belongs only to God.”7

Immortality is denied to the offspring of the union between the
sons of God and the daughters of men, and their maximum lifetime is
fixed at 120 years (6:3). The children born to these marriages are
called Nephilim (6:4), meaning “fallen ones” (fallen from their heav-
enly status), and are described as a race of giants. Elsewhere in the
Hebrew Scriptures they are called Rephaim (see Num 13:32-33; Deut
2:10-11, 20-21; 3:11; Josh 12:4; 17:15).

Babylonian Parallels to the Flood Story

There are ancient Babylonian parallels to the story of the flood and the
lifesaving ark. One is found in tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic. A
longer account bears the name of the hero Atrahasis.8 It tells how the
Babylonian high gods created humans from clay mixed with the blood
and spirit of a slain rebel god. Humans were then appointed to do
menial tasks for the gods, such as providing them with the food of
their sacrifices. Humans began to multiply at such a pace, however,
that their noise level made it difficult for the gods to sleep. The gods
therefore decided to wipe out the human race with a flood, but this
plot was thwarted by a friendly god, Enki, who secretly advised
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Atrahasis how to escape. Atrahasis built an ark for his family and the
animals, and through him the human race was reestablished after the
flood, much to the displeasure of the council of gods.

Genesis has taken the polytheistic elements out of these ancient
flood stories. It cites humankind’s moral turpitude and not mere noise
as the cause behind the flood. The flood is sent by God alone and not
by a council of gods. The decision to spare the righteous Noah is taken
freely and spontaneously. The blessings pronounced after the flood
(9:1-3) are an unqualified reaffirmation of the blessings given at
creation (1:27-29). The only change involved permission for people to
kill animals for food, and this was given because of human necessity
and not because of divine displeasure. The Babylonian stories illus-
trate the profound differences between Israel’s God and the gods of
paganism.

God’s Commitment to Creation (8:20-22)

Noah’s first act upon leaving the ark was to erect an altar and offer a
burnt offering to the Lord. Praise was the only appropriate response to
the deliverance he had experienced. God’s reaction involved a fresh
pledge of commitment to the creation. This was done in spite of the
fact that there had been no improvement in human nature as a result
of the flood. Actually, the story closes with a rather pessimistic assess-
ment of the whole human situation. The initial reason God sent the
flood was that “the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth,
and every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil
continually” (6:5). We might have expected the flood to correct this
situation, but such was not the case. When God pledged never again to
judge the earth with a flood, that decision was grounded not in
humankind’s penitent spirit but in the impenetrable hardness of the
human heart. God said, “I will never again curse the ground because
of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth”
(8:21b, italics mine). 

This seemingly illogical statement led Brueggeman to observe,
“The flood has effected no change in humankind. But it has effected
an irreversible change in God, who now will approach . . . creation
with an unlimited patience and forbearance.”9

God’s Covenant with Noah (9:1-17)

God sealed the commitment to Noah and all humankind after Noah
with a covenant (9:8-11). It was in the form of a treaty made, not
between equals, but between a sovereign leader and subjects. It was
unilateral, which means it was undertaken at God’s initiative and
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without any preliminary conditions being imposed on the beneficia-
ries. In brief, it was a covenant of grace.

This is the first covenant mentioned in the Bible. It has much in
common with the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 17. Each is said to
have been “established” between God and God’s servants (9:11; 17:7).
Each is called an “everlasting covenant” (9:16; 17:13, 19). Each is
sealed with a sign, the first with a rainbow (9:12-17) and the second
with the sign of circumcision (17:11).

The rainbow projected on the face of the storm cloud is a powerful
symbol of hope born out of trouble. Since the Hebrew word for “rain-
bow” is the same as that used for “war bow,” it meant that God had
ended hostilities against the world and had hung up a war bow on the
clouds in full view of all who had survived the flood. Never again,
regardless of the depth of human depravity, would God destroy the
earth with a flood. God would never forget to be merciful (9:16).

Noah’s Sons and Their Descendants (9:18–11:30)

The closing part of the primeval history treats of the last days of Noah,
the exploits of his sons, and the listing of their descendants down to
Abraham. It also tells of the defiant building of a city and a tower,
resulting in the worldwide dispersal of the builders and the confusion
of their language.

Noah’s Drunkenness (9:18-28)

The story of Noah’s vineyard and subsequent drunkenness was not
written to censure him for drinking too much, since he was probably
ignorant of the intoxicating effects of wine. It was written to highlight
the sin of Ham and to explain the curse placed upon his son Canaan.
This story rounds out the record of family conflict and strife in the
primeval period, a record that included marital conflict (Adam and
Eve), sibling rivalry and fratricide (Cain and Abel), and conflict
between father and son (Noah and Ham/Canaan).

The account of Noah’s drunkenness seems to be deliberately
obscure, with important details having been left out. Why, for example,
is Ham referred to as Noah’s youngest son, when elsewhere he is listed
as the middle son (5:32; 6:10; 7:13; 9:18; 10:1)? What does it mean that
Ham “saw his father’s nakedness” (9:22)? Was this simply a show of
disrespect for his naked father, or does this imply some act of sexual
perversion against his father? The latter position seems to have been
popular among ancient Jewish rabbis. Some argued that Ham castrated
his father, while others described Ham’s sin as that of sodomy.
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The most baffling question of all is why Ham’s sin caused his son
Canaan to be cursed. Was this simply a case of the father’s sin being
visited upon the son (see. Exod 20:5)? Or was the son also involved in
the father’s sin? In any event, the sin of Ham resulted in Canaan’s
being condemned to become “a slave of slaves” (9:25), meaning “the
lowest of slaves,” to the more favored brothers, Shem and Japheth
(9:26-27). This seems to mean that God permitted the Israelites, the
descendants of Shem, and the Philistines, the descendants of Japheth,
to mount a two-pronged attack on the Canaanites around 1200 B.C.,
paving the way for the conquest of Canaan. The Canaanites were
notorious for their depravity (see Lev 18:3-4, 24-28; 20:22-23), and
the Israelites believed they had a moral right to seize their land (see
Exod 33:2; Deut 9:4; Josh 3:10). The biblical view is that a nation’s
fate is inevitably bound up with the character of its people (Prov
14:34).

The Table of the Nations (chap. 10)

Genesis 10 furnishes a picture of unity in the midst of diversity.
Earlier genealogies in Genesis 4 and 5 are made up of the names of
individuals, but this one constitutes a roll call of the nations, with
brief reference to some of their more outstanding leaders (see 10:8-9).
Its international character is indicated by the recurring refrain:
“These are the descendants of . . . by their families, their languages,
their lands, and their nations” (vv. 5, 20, 31, 32). The total number of
nations found here is seventy, a number symbolic of completion. The
theological assumption underlying this chapter is that God’s sover-
eignty extends to all nations, that God provides for all, and that all are
accountable to their Creator.

The additional statement in verse 32 that these were the nations
that spread abroad after the flood points backward to the command
given to Noah and his sons to multiply and fill up the earth (9:1). It
also anticipates the scattering of the nations that followed the building
of a city and the tower of Babel (11:1-9). Chapter 10 lists the scattered
nations; chapter 11 explains why they were scattered.

The Scattering of the Nations (11:1-9)

Genesis 11:1-9 describes civilization at its highest point in the prepa-
triarchal period. Its description of urban expansion and advanced
building technology makes it sound almost modern. Today’s city
architects would be rewarded for such innovative planning. Was it
childish of God to want to prevent these people from demonstrating
what they were capable of doing on their own (see 11:6)?
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What the people were doing was clearly subversive. Their desire
was to sever all dependence on God. They wanted to build a city on
earth, but to link it to heaven by means of their “skyscraper” tower.
They thought this would give them ready access to the realm of the
divine. Theirs was the sin of Adam and Eve all over again, except on a
grander scale. They had to learn the hard way that rebellion against
God only gives one the illusion of independence.

They were also motivated by fear, the fear that they would be scat-
tered abroad over the face of the earth (11:4). The Hebrew verb “to
scatter” is often used in a negative sense, meaning to suffer defeat or to
be forcibly removed from one’s land (see Num 10:35; 1 Sam 1:11; 1 Kgs
22:17; Neh 1:8; Ezek 36:19). Ironically, what they were trying to
prevent was precisely what happened. The end result was dispersal
among the nations and the inability to communicate with one another
(11:9). Their unfinished city became a monument to their arrogant
pride and ambition (11:8).

God’s New Way (11:10-30)

In chapter 11, the genealogy of Shem is traced through ten generations,
matching the ten generations of Seth in chapter 5. These two genealo-
gies are also alike in that each culminates in an individual who offers
hope for the future, first Noah (5:32), and then Abraham (11:26). Each
represented God’s new way.

Before the tower of Babel experience, God’s judgment had always
been tempered with mercy. God provided clothing for Adam and Eve; a
protective mark for Cain; and an ark for Noah, his family, and animals.
However, in the account of the scattering that followed the building of
the tower of Babel there is no mention of mercy. But it is precisely here
that the genealogy of Shem becomes so important. It brings us down to
Abram and Sarai (10:29), during whose lifetime the scattering of the
nations probably took place. Hope for the future centered in these two.
Through them and their descendants God expected to establish a new
beachhead in human history and to eventually reclaim the nations as
God’s own (see Phil 2:9-10; Rev 11:15).

At the time Shem’s genealogy was prepared, however, the hope
embodied in Abram and Sarai remained obscure. We read in 11:30 that
“Sarai was barren; she had no child.” To overcome Sarai’s sterility and
to transform the curse of the nations into a blessing could be accom-
plished by nothing less than a miracle from above. God, who had first
called a world into existence out of nothingness, must now call a
nation into being out of barrenness. The latter plan caused
Brueggemann to treat Genesis 1–11 under the heading, “The Sovereign
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Call of God.” It would have been entirely appropriate if the primeval
history had ended with the words, “to be continued.”
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