 “GENESIS FOR NORMAL PEOPLE” (Peter Enns shares what many O.T. scholars think it means)
Grasping Genesis requires understanding it from the position of those for whom it was originally written.        And we’d not understand Lord of the Rings, if we’d only read the first book in the series.    The O.T. too is       stories that need to be interpreted  by knowing that they end with Israel troubled about its’ exile in Babylon.

Genesis-Deuteronomy  is called Torah (Law).    For in most of its’ chapters, Israel camped at Mt. Sinai,  where the climax was that God provided Israel the laws for how to enjoy being His people.  But it tells stories finalized  while Israel was struggling to understand its’ painful exile in Babylon
                                       (after 539 BC;  see clues in Gen 12:6; 13:7; Dt 34:7,10-12; Num 12:3).

Exiled Israel looked abandoned by God, having no land, no king, no Temple!   So the Bible retells their story to explain:     (A.)  Their unfaithfulness produced exile    (yet B.)  God is the faithful One who: (1) Created everything, and  (2) Saved Israel to be his people by redeeming them from Egypt, providing the promised land.   So, He alone was worthy of Israel’s re-commitment to being faithful.

“Genesis”  is a word that literally meant the “Beginnings” of the exiles’ story of Israel.   It begins the story of God creating Israel from one man (Abraham out of the land of Babylon!).   Chapters 1-11 set up the themes of Gen.12-50,  a drama full of offspring struggling with each other.    It all poses their continuing question:   Will God’s plan succeed, even though Israel keeps behaving badly? 

Thus, it emphasizes Jacob, as the one renamed “Israel,”  and whose sons became Israel’s 12 tribes! 

For Abraham was promised: (1) a people  (2) a land.  Yet this promise was carried in this conniving grandson.    He “wrestled” with God.    For “Israel” literally means “one who struggles with God.”

Thus these stories were especially relevant to exiles in chaos struggling to understand who they are.    So, their interest in reading them  was not to learn the scientific aspects of what happened, or even to find unchanging principles to live by.    It was mostly to understand their relationship with God.

In Genesis 1,  as in similar earlier pagan creation stories,  God does not create stuff out of nothing.         For “when God began to create,” a watery chaos already exists (2 Pet 3:5).  So He is magnified as the One who tames that “chaos” (in some translations: a formless-void, or emptiness).    This is portrayed on days 1-3 as ordering that watery formless space     Then, on days 4-6, as filling that emptiness.

______   Days of FORMING___________________________Days of FILLING____________

Day 1:  Ordering space for sun, moon, and                   Day 4:  Filling that space with these sources  

             stars by separating light & darkness.                             of light.______________________​​                                            

Day 2:  Ordering space for non-land creatures,             Day 5:  Filling that space with its respective 

   using a solid “vault” to separate waters below                        sea and sky creatures.

   from the blue sky’s “waters above” (Jb 37:18; Is 40:22).__________________________________________________                                                                                                   
Day 3:  Ordering a land space by separating                 Day 6:  Filling this space with vegetation,                                                                                

             the land from the seas.                                                    animals, and especially humans.​​​​__

      Genesis 1’s Theme:   Israel’s God is Better  than Babylon’s unpredictable ‘gods’  

              For example:

1. Babylon’s astrology believed the heavenly bodies were ‘gods’  that predict what will befall us.

      But Israel proclaimed that they were simply created “signs of seasons,” that is, to mark out   

      “sacred times” (14: NIV),  which God created to help us plan our life and enjoy times of worship.

2. Babylon’s many competing gods  battled as they created,  with us trapped amid their violence!                             

        (E.g.  Their god Marduk split his divine grandma in two  to make the “vault” separating the waters!)
3. So Babylon saw a denigrated humanity, created to feed & appease its’ selfish gods.    But Israel saw its’ one God securely lifts all humanity, male & female, to the royal status of being created in the very image of God,  and called to share in God’s kingly role of subduing all the creation.

Point:  Despite struggling with being in exile, and having their day’s perception of how earth & sky operate, Jews beautifully affirm: God was & is the Chaos-Tamer  worthy of their trust & allegiance!

Genesis 2’s second “account of… when they were created” (4)  is quite different from Genesis 1’s!            (For ex: Gen. 1’s sequence is:  vegetation-11f;  animials-24f;  then “God created mankind, male and female,” making “them” at once-27.    But in Gen. 2, “God formed one man” first, Adam-7;  then he made vegetation grow & animals appear-5,9,19; only then is woman made-22).  Clearly Genesis’ goal is not to explain how the first humans were created.   For even children can see  that it plainly assumes that many people already exist far beyond the garden,  where Cain finds a wife in Nod,  and builds a city  (4:16,17;  5:4).

Gen. 2-4’s Theme:  Adam is Israel  -  For his story presents Israel’s story in miniature!
For every exiled Jew would notice how Adam & Israel’s stories share the same plot line and fate.

       For example: 

1. Adam was created outside the garden,  but given the “breath of life,”  and then placed in “Eden” where he can walk in God’s Presence (Eden = an abundant paradise).     Similarly, God had formed Israel, given her “life,”  and then placed her in Canaan’s abundant milk and honey (Ezek 16:6;  20:6).  

2. Adam is given a command (2:17)  with a consequence.   For “on the day” that he fails to obey this,   “he will die!”   Yet he lives 930 years.    For “dying on that day” is shown to mean being put out of the garden, and exiled from God’s Presence,  unable to return  (lest they enjoy its’ tree of life:  3:22-24).  

3. Similarly, God had placed Israel in Canaan’s abundance,  promising them a kingship and God’s Presence in their Temple lasting “forever” (2 Sam 7:16,24f; Gen 17:18).   Yet as with Adam, enjoying this required obeying God’s commands.    Or else the penalty is to lose these lush blessings by exile in Babylon, which Israel called ‘death.’   For God had cut them off, so that as God’s people they have now ‘died.’    Pictured as dead “bones,”  God’s resurrecting power is required to restore to them the “breath of life,”  which is explained as being returned from captivity & restored to God (Ezek 37:7-14).

Adam is not presented as sinless in a perfect creation.   He’s given God’s garden, yet is in a chaotic world, with even an evil creature, yet smartly ‘shrewd’ (3:1; Mt 10:16).  And Adam is like a naïve child easily tricked by deceit, and lacking the moral “shame" that we all need to learn as we mature (2:25; 3:7).    So he shows not a fall down from perfection, but our failure to grow up to mature obedience. 

So, Gen. 3’s story can’t mean desiring “knowledge of (discerning) good & evil” is bad,  or what brot death into our world!  For Jews knew such wisdom is what God’s law provides to bring us blessing (2:17; 3:4-6; Pr 1:7; 3:8; Isa 7:15f; Ps 119:101)!    The point is to depict Israel’s daily choice about obedience.  For the right path to this wisdom is listening to God & his directions.    Eve’s disobedient approach comes from being led to mistrust God, & to fear that God wouldn’t even want her to be like God (5)!
As finite creatures, Israel’s daily need was to be “shrewd” enough to resist deceit, and to choose to      listen to God.   Thus, the rest of the O.T. never points to Adam, or suggests that he caused us to be hopelessly sinful.   For ‘Adam’ simply previews the O.T.’s real story about Israel, and its’ need to choose life  as it learns to obey God.    And, it is ultimately the story of that God  who never fully lets them go,  but keeps persevering in seeking to deliver them out of their painful exiles  (Isa 40:2).

Genesis 4-5’s  Theme:   Cain Is a Fool,  and he too is exiled for disobedience
We notice knowledge of proper “sacrifice” is somehow assumed (4:3-8).   For later on God had told Israel to bring “first-born” animals or ‘first-fruit’ produce (Ex 13:12; Lev 23:10).  But Cain disobeyed by bringing any old “fruits.”  So God tells him he can do the right thing, check his anger, and “master” sin.   Instead, he again imitates his parent’s direct disobedience of a command, and murders Abel. 

In Proverbs’ later wisdom (1:1-19), sin leads to murder & death, not life.   And this result is seen here in Cain’s exile from God’s presence (4:12-16).   He’s told to be a “wanderer,” but pursues the security of a city.   Thus his family falls into polygamy, and Lamech imitates Cain’s arrogant killing (4:19-24).  It again illustrates: more woes come to Israel  if they cut themselves off from God by disobedience.

We also see God’s rich faithfulness.   For God covers Adam, preserves even Cain, provides a more obedient Seth, and “men begin to call on the Lord” (4:25f).  So a messy family history (5:1-32; 1 Chr 1-9) actually reassures Israel  that it is part of a people that God will not let go.   But the long life-spans that ancients believed in  enables us to see that death’s reality only gets worse in the human drama.  

Genesis 6-9:  Evil & Annihilation Prevail  (despite hopes of reversing their cursed toil: 5:29)!

Jews would see Noah’s story  matched earlier pagan Babylonian stories of floods that had terrified their whole known world.    For Gilgamesh and Atrahasis  already had a hero in a pitch sealed ark, animal pairs, birds to find dry land,  and portrayed such a flood as God’s lethal judgment.   In the Noah version,  the ‘gates’ open in 1:6’s dome holding back the ocean above,  and we see that the original chaotic watery “deep” that God was creatively ordering in Gen. 1  re-takes the earth (7:11).  

This conveys that when God’s moral order is violated, the forces of chaos descend again.   Then, a new beginning can start.  Indeed God next re-gives them humanity’s original calling to “be fruitful and fill the earth” (1:28; 9:7),  as if to say, let’s try this again.  Yet, even the best who survived display their weakness!   Noah passes out drunk.   And he is “naked” (3:17  informed us: nakedness goes with the need to cover “shame”).   But his son, Ham,  just broadcasts it to his brothers!    For he represents human bruteness that lacks the shame  that the knowledge of good & evil should enable us to have.  

In a puzzling way, Noah then curses his grandson, Canaan (not his son, Ham)!   Yet we know that    the Canaanites in Israel’s later story become their arch-enemy,  and thus this story appears to seek      to explain why they should be eliminated.   Portraying God’s only solution as killing all life seems troubling, and the opposite of  “God so loves the world!”   But it’s what Israel changed about what offended God in the pagan versions, that shows which progressive truths  Israel wanted to reveal.    

Israel modified pagan stories that sought to explain why such horror happened.    Pagan versions have God peeved  because noisy men woke him up!    But Israel says, it is not that God is grumpy, but that ultimate values in His order have been violated.   A strange example is retelling an ancient story of divine and human beings having sex (6:1-4).   But the ultimate reason is God’s “regret” that humanity has perverted God’s purposes by “being filled with violence” toward one another (6:11,13).  

The point is that God cares about how we treat one another.     For Genesis is urging Israel to stop rejecting God’s ways that lead to life by choosing the paths to ‘death.’   Yet God also observes that hearts remain perverse,  and is seen as re-evaluating His severe approach (8:21/6:5).   For “rainbows” are now interpreted as reassuring us that God has hung up his ‘bow,’ and will never make such war upon his creation again (9:9-17).   For we will see God pursue a very different strategy in Genesis 12.

Genesis 10-11:   Babylon is Evil
A ‘dry’ list of nations coming from Noah’s sons (10:1-32; 11:10-32)  provides vital assurance to Israel that, despite being exiled, they are God’s chosen people.   For Shem’s line brings Israel’s hopeful start.   But Ham produced their foes, notably Babylon (10:10), which is the subject of 11:1-9’s story.  For Jews exiled in Babylon would see that a tower called ‘Babel’ (babble) must be about Babylon.  

They’d see that this story is a political satire about their captors,  not about how we got languages. For a tower of stairs “to heaven” claimed to get the gods’ blessings to descend.    It intended to get themselves a proud “name” (4).    In reality, it is made of weak mud “brick,”  and so puny  God must  “come down” to even see it (5)!   Babel seeks “not to be scattered” (4), yet that’s just what God does! 

Thus, this story allows Israel to say:  Babylon, we know how perverse you have always been! They’d seen Babylon’s arrogance in crushing God’s Temple,  and carrying God’s people away.   Pride also put Israel in Babylon.   But Israel’s story is precisely that God has called a people out  of (Ur in) Babylon (11:31),  and thus away from such false approaches to seeking God’s blessings. 

Genesis is not a bunch of short stories, each with a moral lesson.    It is more an ongoing story-line headed toward a conclusion.   1-11 previews Israel’s story, in which chaos threatens the order God wants us to enjoy.   And in each story, sinful choices produce the consequences of God’s judgment.  Yet God keeps pursuing the righteousness he intends.    But Noah’s drastic re-start does not work.   Now with Babel, God seems fed up.   And this time, no promise of God’s further grace is offered. 

Genesis 12-22:   Abraham as God’s Chosen                                                                                

Such uncertainty makes us ask:  What will God do next?   And the story will now change to a new approach to overcoming our evil & chaos:  Creating one people set apart as God’s instrument.   So another man, Abraham,  is being prepared to follow God to an unknown place,  and to father Israel as a nation expressly called to bless “all the earth’s families” (12:1-3; 22:17f).   And promises of many offspring suggests that Israel will fulfill God’s original purpose that we “be fruitful and multiply.”                                                                                            

But we’re given no good reason for choosing unlikely Abraham for this role.  His family worships  false gods (Joshua 24:2),  and comes from Babylon (Ur)  far from the promised land (11:31).   Abraham lies that his hot wife is his sister,  and gets rich as he causes her to enter Pharaoh’s harem (12:10-20).      He also sleeps with his wife’s servant to get a son,  and then sends his son packing (16:1-15; 21:8-21)!   For again in miniature,  Abraham previews Israel’s own struggles with faith and obedience.

Just like later Israel, Abraham enters Egypt because of a famine.  But as in Israel’s own exodus, it’s God who ‘plagues’ Pharaoh to rescue Sarah & him to leave Egypt with treasure (12:17).    The point is that while being stuck in a foreign land is God’s discipline, He’s not yet finished.   For just as He faithfully delivers Abraham, God is the one that exiles later on in Babylon can trust to deliver them.
12-22’s drama is the struggle between Abraham and God over His promises of great offspring and land.   Will Abraham believe God’s promise,  and will God come through?   Abraham doubts God can do it with such an old couple (15:2f).  God repeats the promise (4-7),  but Abraham’s faith wants assurance about the land (8).   So God alone pledges himself in an ancient ritual of passing through a sacrifice’s blood (10,17; Jer 34:18f).   This signified, may this happen to me if I break this promise to provide:  numerous offspring (5),  rescue from an enslaving nation (13f),  and the land near Eden (18f).

But Abraham acts like God has assured no promise.   He fathers Ishmael with an “Egyptian slave” (leading to many of Israel’s future conflicts: 16:12; 25:18).   Thus before promises can come, he needs to show his faithfulness, by circumcision as the outward sign that they are the people pledged to God (17:1-19).  So, divine visitors confirm a son to Sarah, yet now add that the sheer promise of offspring and land involves “keeping the way of the Lord” (his “commands & laws!” 18:1-19:1; 26:4f).   Abraham didn’t have Sinai’s Mosaic Law;  but this story is claiming he modeled Israel’s required obedience!

The painful wait for Isaac shows the promise to create a new people is wholly God’s doing (21:8-21).   Yet to confirm the promise, he ‘tests’ Abraham about sacrificing Isaac (22:1-19)!    This seems unreal since we know God hates child sacrifice (2 Kgs 16:3).  It only makes sense from the viewpoint of later readers that “first-born” belong to God.    With an animal, it is sacrificed.    But a human first-born can be set apart to serve God.   And Abraham rightly trusts that God will provide a substitute here 

                                                                                                                     (22:8; Ex 13:1,11-13; Num 8:17).  The lesson is that all Israel was called God’s “first-born son,”  and expected to serve God (Ex 4:22)!    Israel must obey.    And unlike Adam, Abraham passed the test of obedience.   As well, this story encouraged Israel that they’re safe in God’s hand, no matter how challenging their calling may be.                                                                         

Genesis 23-26:  Issac is the Father of Israel                                                                      
Israel found marriage to pagans led to unfaithfulness.    So, as God provides Isaac’s wife from his own homeland, Abraham can die in peace.  But a fearful Israel tends to depend on pagans for help.     And just like his dad facing famine, a desperate Isaac lies to rulers that Rebekah is his sister (26:7)!         Yet in grace God transfers His original promise of land & people to this son of Abraham (26:3-5,23f).  This lets discouraged exiles know  God remains committed to his promise of creating a new people 
                                                                                                                                                                                             (cf Ex 2:24f). Genesis 25-35:  Jabob Is Israel (literally)                                                                        

The focus is on Isaac’s sons, Jacob & Esau. They have great conflicts, just as their descendants will. Esau’s line will become Israel’s enemy, Edom.    But the emphasis is on Jacob.    Once again, God appears to birth Israel through a manipulative younger brother.   Even at birth, Jacob was grabbing Esau’s heel.    He abuses Esau’s hunger to steal his birthright.    And when Esau tries to get senile Isaac’s blessing anyway, Jacob dresses to be hairy like Esau and gains Isaac’s blessing by trickery.  

A cheated Esau threatens to kill Jacob, who must run to Haran.   But instead of God rebuking such a crook, He appears in a dream and re-promises him a great offspring to bless all people.   This can reassure flawed exiles:  Screw up is deep in Israel’s genes;  but God’s perseverance is deeper still!

Jacob does get deserved discipline in his marital life.   To get beautiful Rachel, he agrees to work seven years.    But on his dark wedding night, Laban instead slips in her ugly sister, Leah, and so requires 7 more years for Rachel!     As with Abraham, Jacob’s wife’s jealousy at Leah’s fertility leads him to sleep with Rachel’s servant.   But later Rachel has Joseph, and lastly Benjamin (29:31- 

                                                                                                                                                                                                     35:19). Yet out of this mess comes 12 sons who birth Israel and its’ 12 tribes!     Laban says God brought him promised favor through Jacob’s presence.    But Jacob says, Trust me,  I will stay, if you give  me your lambs born spotted.   And tricky Jacob uses a magical ritual that made every lamb spotted.  Then he must run from angry Laban, who is especially sore that Rachel stole his ‘household gods.’  

We do not expect a wife from Abraham’s line to seek such pagan gods!    Yet Israel’s actual story  is precisely such unfaithfulness.    They are disciplined in Babylon for messing with foreign gods!     Though God knows such idolatry,  God lets Jacob escape here, as Rachel is able to sit on the gods telling Laban she’s on her period.   For as promised, God keeps seeking to bless the world through such weak folk!    Israel’s whole story is proclaiming God as compassionate & relentlessly faithful. 

Jacob’s final obstacle is facing Esau & his 400 troops!   He schemes to escape, but faces a hopeless all-night wrestling match with what turns out to be God!     God zaps his hip, and he can only cling and ask for His blessing.    So, God blesses him, and renames him “Israel,” meaning “he struggles with God.”    This meant that Israel sees themselves,  not as triumphant saints,  but as people who struggle with their faith,  yet see that their need is to keep holding on to God until they’re blessed.

This produced a changed Jacob, who now sees “God’s face” in Esau,  and bows in submission to Esau.    Out of his own blessing,  Jacob begs Esau to accept his ‘blessing,’  implying the return of   the very thing he had stolen.  We see God’s promises of blessing can happen.  Jacob buys a parcel in the promised land, with an altar stating,  “Mighty Is God.”     Then, as Isaac is buried by a recon- ciled Jacob & Esau, Israel’s 12 tribes are named, and God reaffirms his promises of people & land.

Genesis 36-50:  Israel Is Saved!
Israel’s enemies coming from Esau’s line are noted as having kings  “before any king had reigned in Israel” (36:31-40).    This shows that these stories are told through the eyes of Jews who lived after Israel’s kingships, like the exiles in Babylon.  But the focus is on Israel’s line through Jacob.   And their history was constant sibling rivalry, with the 12 sons’ tribes splitting into two rival kingdoms.  

So this rivalry theme focuses here on Jacob’s favored son, Joseph.   Spoiled Joseph’s flaws include tattling on his brothers,  and rubbing in their face being his daddy’s favorite.    He makes sure they know that his dreams are about one day ruling over them!  So they hate him and sell him to traders going to Egypt.   Devastated Jacob gets a dose of his deceit, as they report wild animals got Joseph.

Yet, Joseph ultimately becomes the manager for Egypt’s high official, Potiphar.    His wife vainly tries to seduce Joseph, but then accuses him of assault and has him thrown in jail.  But this leads to   a chance to explain Pharaoh’s nightmares, which mean that abundance will be followed by famine.  So Joseph is promoted as Pharaoh’s right hand to prepare for this.    And facing this famine, Jacob imitates Abraham in thinking that Egypt offers the solution, and thus sends his sons there for food.  

Just as Abraham got in a mess with Egypt’s ruler, Joseph’s perverse brothers will soon find getting food means bowing down to the brother they’d sold as a slave!    But before they recognize Joseph, he makes them tell Jacob that they had to leave one brother in custody,  and that now Jacob must also entrust his beloved Benjamin to Egypt.   On arrival, Joseph lavishes grain on them, but sneaks his own silver cup into Benjamin’s bag,  so he can threaten to arrest them and imprison Benjamin!  

Yet the deep lesson here is not about payback.   For as Joseph’s heart breaks for them, he reveals himself, and explains to them that his being sold into slavery was actually God’s plan to “preserve a remnant” so that the promised line could flourish (45:7f; cf 50:20).   This is also how the Exodus was understood.   Most of all, it’s precisely how the “remnant” of exiles being delivered from Babylon described what they trusted God would do for them (Ezr 9:13; Isa 10:20f; 11:11,16; 46:3; Jer 42:2; 50:20; Mic 5:7). 

Conclusion     Genesis shows God keeps his ancient promise as it ends with all Israel “fruitful” and multiplying in Egypt.    Yet we know this later also got Israel enslaved in Egypt,  and in need     of an Exodus.  We know that was followed by painful struggles with God, one another, and others.  We know the O.T. ends with Israel licking its’ wounds of captivity in Babylon.     N.T. Christians especially see that more needed to yet happen.    For Genesis did not intend to provide a satisfying resolution,  but just to offer Israel’s Beginnings  that may entice us to pursue the rest of the story.

