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Genesis 1:1-2:4a 

Bible starts with a statement unlike that which can be found in any other known creation story. 

Only God is the subject of the verb create which in Hebrew is bara. 

It means that there are no other analogies to the expression God created within our experiences. 

It also means that the first three words of the Bible celebrate a mystery. 

Something unique took place that can never be repeated and which only God could do. 

 

In the Bible darkness represents evil and the threat to life. 

Hebrew word tehom means deep and it was often associated directly with Tiamut. 

Tiamut (antagonist of Marduk) represented disorder. 

In the Old Testament it represented the cosmic ocean and was not an enemy for God to defeat. 

 

Theology of the priestly writer (P) emphasized without qualification that . . .  

God is the only source for anything that exists  

the will of God is for good and only for good 

 

Priestly writer was realistic enough to acknowledge that there existed a shadow to creation. 

He could not say that chaos existed before God began to create. 

It would have meant something contrary to God existed alongside God in the beginning. 

He could not say that God created the negative because that was contrary to his theology. 

In Vs. 2 it is his way of acknowledging the problem of evil not attributable to human sin. 

It does not fit the rest of the structure of the creation of the universe (not what God willed). 

It stands awkwardly between the announcement of creation and the description that follows. 

Our faith in God enables us to push the threat of evil to the fringes of our existence. 

However, it does not completely disappear. 

Remarkable testimony that the author does not speak of any conflict (just makes the statement). 

What follows is God completely in charge and all proceeds serenely.   

 

All that was created by God was called good because it was suitable for God’s intended purpose. 

Author (writing during the time of the exile) offered a revelation of God’s true intentions. 

It stood in contradiction to what experience had taught the people throughout their history. 
 

 

 



Relationship Between Two Accounts of Creation 

Genesis 2-3 was written by J (Jahwist) and is an earlier account of creation. 

It is much more realistic and therefore has a more pessimistic view of humanity. 

Creation is followed immediately by a story in which humans desire to be like God. 

J source came from the early years of the Monarchy (during the time of Solomon). 

Time period was one of national success and the start of the division into two kingdoms. 

Message of Genesis 2-3 shows a realistic picture of our potential when we follow God. 

It also presents the devastating results of temptation and becoming one’s own god. 

In the first creation story P had no need to talk about temptation and rebellion.   

Readers knew enough about that already and instead it was a time for encouragement. 

 

Quote from a Hasidic teacher, Rabbi Bunam: 

One should carry two stones in his/her pocket. 

On one should be inscribed – I am but dust and ashes. 

On the other – For my sake the world was created. 

And one should use each stone as he/she needs it. 

 

Genesis 2:4b-3:24 

This account begins in a way that is more traditional for creation stories in ancient Near East. 

Scholars agree that this is a completely different version of creation than in Genesis 1.  

J did not attempt to provide a comprehensive account of how the world came into existence. 

He is concerned with the damage done to a series of relationships that are crucial to human life: 

Relationships between people and God, people and the material world, and men with women. 

 

First creation story intended to describe the world we live in (in an optimistic way). 

In second creation story the author used unknown situations to describe our human predicament: 

No one has ever lived in Eden or lived in complete isolation from all other living creatures. 

No one has ever lived a life with no tensions between men and women. 

No one has ever been confronted by a tree of life or a tree of knowledge or a talking serpent. 

Second creation story acts as an extended prelude to Chapter 3. 

It established the conditions that produced the tensions just described. 

 

In vs. 4b-6 the conditions at the time that the human was created are outlined for us. 

In vs. 7 the author tells of the first divine act that is of interest to him (and told in detail). 

A human is formed or shaped out of the dust of the ground. 

Vision of Ezekiel on the restoration of life (valley of dry bones) follows a similar pattern. 

 

In Hebrew the word nephesh means breath.  

It was never used to denote some spiritual part of a person apart from the body. 

It does not correspond to the Greek idea of the soul. 

Israelite view of human existence was therefore a wholistic one. 

Life consisted in having an animated body and they could not conceive of life without a body. 

It resulted in the Jewish belief in life after death as a resurrection of the body. 

It did not include the life of an immortal soul in heaven. 

 

 



Genesis 2:8-15 

Author provided a concrete reason why God created a human being. 

Human was to work the ground so that plants would grow for food. 

Work was considered a blessing from God. 

It would not take long before the nature of work would change drastically. 

 

First part of this creation account completed the setting for the rest of the story: 

Ground has been made fertile. 

There was a garden in which to live. 

There was a human being to work it, to keep it, and to enjoy it. 

 

Starting in vs. 16 the first step toward establishing how the real-world works is described: 

Limits are set 

And with limits questions of obedience will eventually be raised 

And with the questions we will see the start of tensions that lead eventually to failure 

 

Genesis 2:16-17 (Limits) 

Intention of God all along was to bless the human. 

Every tree in the garden was available to him – but one. 

Our question becomes why was there a need to have any exceptions? 

First time we are faced with a decision to make on what kind of God we believe in: 

Some see the tree of knowledge as something arbitrarily and unworthily decided to withhold. 

Some see it as a test that God knew in advance that the human would fail. 

From either viewpoint the human becomes the helpless victim and God is seen as cruel. 

Neither are good interpretations of why a limit was put in place. 

 

We have a third way of looking at this story (which I believe is the intent of J). 

Real issue is the nature of the relationship between human beings and God. 

So far the human has been absolutely dependent on God for life and everything else. 

Setting of a limit shows that the human has a choice (and thus freedom). 

God allows him to decide for or against that relationship that God established with him. 

Will he accept that relationship and be content with it? 

All that is asked here is to affirm what God affirms and to deny what God denies. 

 

In this account we catch a similarity with Genesis 1:2. 

It is possible for the human to obey but it is also more probable for him to rebel. 

J could only explain that through the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  

 

For him that tree represented life as we know it: 

We are faced by decisions. 

We encounter temptations to be our own gods or gods to other people.  

In one way or another that choice leads to death. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



     Genesis 2:18-25 

     God makes a most surprising statement. 

     Something in created order is not good. 

      

     Needed is someone to deliver the human 

     from his solitude. 

 

     God determined that a solitary relation- 

     ship between the human and his maker 

     was not adequate. 

 

     If the human was to be complete, he must 

     have a helper who was like him (his  

     equivalent). 

 

Author starts by telling us how God made the animals. 

He wanted to make clear the relationship between humans and the animal world. 

Human named them which in Hebrew meant that he understood them (knew what they were). 

It also meant that he assumed power over them. 

But a more complex, more intimate, a full two-way relationship was needed. 

And God made the woman! 

 

In vs. 23 we have the Bible’s first poetry and the man’s first love song. 

God made this new being into a woman. 

Words from the man were a recognition of their relationship (not of a naming). 

Deficiency in the human condition has now been alleviated. 

Humanity is now complete in the form of a man and woman. 

Author now moves to a comment on the institution of marriage. 

He was not interested in the customs of his own culture. 

He is speaking of something more fundamental about the relationship between man and woman. 

It was so powerful that it transcended the ties of blood and emotions that hold child to parent. 

Man finds his full identity in his free and full commitment to a woman. 

 

Genesis 3:1-6 (Opportunity) 

Relationship between man and woman have been established. 

Relationship between God and humans have been established. 

God provided for them a good place to live in the garden. 

Limits defining human freedom have been established. 

But now a new development occurs with the introduction of the serpent. 

 

Message will be misunderstood if this story is seen as a historical account. 

Natural to be overly concerned with the details of the characters.   

But we are not to center our concern on who the characters are and where and when they lived.  

Intent of story was to allow ourselves to find our place in the verbal exchange. 

Meaning of story is found in the plot and how the action develops. 

It is a universal story and it happens where there is temptation and disobedience. 



Story of life in the Garden of Eden was way the author expressed his judgment on real life. 

In his view something went radically wrong with humanity. 

Main fault rested in the rebellious behavior of humans toward the God who created them. 

God wanted them to live in a good world and insisted on certain limits they were to respect. 

Problem of limits and our refusal to accept them dominated the outlook of this author. 

Although written during the time of Solomon it is a narrative for all individuals for all time. 

We are all tempted to determine our own destiny apart from God to whom we are responsible. 

 

 

 
 
 

When the concept of a personal tempter (source of evil) developed it took the form of a serpent. 

But this happened long after the Old Testament period.   

Curse on the serpent in this chapter shows that J was thinking of a real snake. 

Talking serpent was necessary for J to represent the experience of temptation accurately. 

 

Story is in keeping with his understanding of God and humanity. 

Author could not attribute the existence of sin to the will of God.  

Neither could he admit that human will is in itself evil (and therefore the source of sin). 

Temptation is largely an internal process, but it seems to originate from without. 

J rejected the belief in evil spirits for God was the creator of all things (for good). 

J choose one of God’s creatures to become the source of temptation. 

Serpent was not called evil (because it was one of the creatures God made). 

 

Serpent assisted the woman in her own mental process to discover what her freedom meant. 

Serpent misrepresented God as one who was unkind and unfairly restrictive. 

He demonstrated the beginning of temptation: 

Suspicion of whether God really intends to be good to us 

Whether the ways of God are really best  

Suggestion that one might be able to make one’s own judgment about what is good 

 

At first the woman knew better and made a defense of God. 

Subtle statement was that she added a prohibition not found in 2:17 (cannot touch the tree). 

It suggests the beginnings of doubt in her mind. 

Process of making her own judgments has started. 



Conversation about God and his will has already involved some distortions. 

Fatal flaw came when God fell into the background and the human will took over. 

 

Serpent takes the initiative now, making independent judgments. 

He makes a promise (independent from and claiming to be superior to that of God). 

Irresistible promise is the offer of independence.  

Human condition is our restlessness and dissatisfaction with whatever we may have.  

There is always something more which we do not yet possess. 

 

Genesis 3:7-24 (Consequences) 

No devil to blame for what took place. 

What is wrong in the world is the direct result of the human act of self-assertion. 

We attempt to determine good for ourselves over against the source of all that is good. 

Our insistence is to deny our absolute dependence on God.  

 

We end the first in a series of stories that recounts human failure and divine response. 

Punishment comes because God is just. 

There is also acts of divine mercy. 

People are now cast as isolated and they need defenses to exist. 

God acknowledges that and provides for them. 

 

Assignment for January 22 

Read Genesis 4-6:4 

 

 

 
 


