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Greetings, Adult Class and anyone who wishes to join in on the “discussion.”  I hope that we are all doing well.  
Below are notes that I prepared for the May 10 class.  As members know, in class I would convert a number of the 
statements in the notes into questions for class discussion.  I guess these notes should best be understood as points 
that I would hope to raise in discussion.  I would welcome any response, or as I asked at the beginning of each 
class during my teaching days at Centre, “Questions, comments, arguments?”   

 
The Scripture selection is Genesis 3:21 and 4:10-16.  The background text is Genesis 3:21 and 4:1-16. 
God sews leather clothing for Adam and Eve and dresses them before expelling them from Eden. God 
puts a mark on Cain to prevent others from harming him as he begins the hard life of wandering that will 
be his punishment for killing his brother Abel.   
 
The lesson writer discusses how these stories show that God loves and cares for his creation - freely 
forgiving, justly punishing, holding us accountable for actions that upset the order of creation - and 
expects us to offer grace to others. The author does not define grace, but it appears to me that these 
characteristics taken together do, as he intends, add up to grace.   It seems to me that Webster captures it 
perfectly as “unmerited divine assistance given to humans for their regeneration or sanctification.”  Of 
course, this definition begs further definition of the terms assistance,  sanctification, and regeneration. 
We will touch on those a bit in the discussion of Paul, below. Sanctification will be the topic of another 
class meeting.     
 
To me, the Bible is the recording of a long, hard learning process involving a patient, persistent, loving 
God and  self-centered, stubborn, free-will-endowed mankind.  As shown in today’s lesson, the process 
proceeds from the very beginning -- or, at least at the very beginning as the ancient Hebrews understood 
their origin stories.  Bible scholar Amy-Jill Levine, a Jewish professor teaching the Advent stories from 
the Christian Bible, has said that Christianity cannot fully be understood without understanding the 
Hebrew Bible.  Today’s lesson illustrates that for me. 
 
The Genesis stories reveal the nature of God, both in the earliest origin stories in the oral tradition and in 
redactions (editing, expansion, interpretation, retelling) of those at various times over hundreds of years 
later.  A little Middle Eastern backwater country came to understand that there was one God while other 
nations worshipped a pantheon of gods.  These people came to understand that their God was a god of 
love and grace while others’ gods were to be feared and appeased.  The early Jewish holy days centered 
on atonement, getting right with God, while those of other ancient peoples centered on appeasement of 
volatile and arbitrary gods.    
 
A few years ago I prepared an opening devotional for a Session meeting based on biblical scholarship 
showing that, whereas the law of other ancient civilizations developed in the direction of maintaining 
order and protecting the property and status of the elites, only the ancient Jews developed law based on 
justice - literally caring for widows and orphans.  That law was codified in the Torah, given by God to 
the people at Sinai.  It expressed, albeit reflecting less sophisticated understanding of social and 
economic relations, God’s intention for his Creation - community, sharing, caring.  Much of the history 
after the story of the law-giving at Sinai is of the people’s failure to live the law.  Finally, in Matthew, 
Jesus states that he came not to abolish the Law or the prophets but to fulfill them.   
 
The Hebrew Bible, it seems to me, is a combination of oral tradition and later writing down, editing, 
expanding, interpreting those stories to convey what the understanding had become.  Spiritual leaders 
during the Exile, looking at the history of the people of Israel, the words of the prophets, and the early 
Psalms, tried to understand and then to explain what had gone wrong and why hope remained constant.  
They retold, edited, interpreted the early traditional stories - the Creation, the Exodus, the law-giving, 



the entry into the Promised Land - to answer the questions about the nature of God, the Covenant, and 
the meaning of salvation as life with God.  Although the Exile was the apex of such writings, other 
writers two or three hundred years prior had done much the same searching for understanding.  Thus, for 
example, there are two Creation stories.  Scholars believe that one was written in the northern kingdom 
in the 700s BC and the other in the 500s BC during the exile. The versions reflect differing concerns of 
the times, but I think that they add up to a consistent revelation of God and God’s intentions for 
mankind.  
 
My older son, Daniel, referring to a course concerning eschatology (the End Time) that he took at 
Rhodes College, made an observation that I think is perfect here.  Referring to he Hebrew Bible, he said, 
‘It is the hero’s journey, just as the Epic of Gilgamesh and Star Wars are stories of the journey, but in 
this case the community is the hero.”    
 
I believe that Paul’s explication of God’s grace and salvation in Romans and Galatians  demonstrates 
this inspired learning process.   Although my understanding is limited, I would summarize Paul’s 
writings about grace, what we now call the Doctrine of Justification, as follows:  All humans are sinners.  
We cannot earn justification, or the right to life with God (now or in the hereafter).  We will always 
make life worse for ourselves and others if we try to do so.  Keeping the Law also cannot earn 
justification.  The Law shows what is right, but we must live the Law, not only observe it.  We are 
justified only by God, by his grace.  To receive the grace and live with God, we must accept Jesus as 
exemplifying the Way to life with God.  Paul insists that we must die with Jesus on the cross and be 
reborn into a completely new God-centered life.  Thus, we are justified by faith, not mere belief but 
transformed lives, not by our works  or our own efforts.  As the hymn goes, “They will know we are 
Christians by our love.”   
 
Paul’s explication of grace is a tour-de-force of theological reasoning.  It begins with Eden and ends 
with the cross.  I believe that Paul’s careful, step-by-step building of his case from extensive knowledge 
of the Hebrew scriptures, the stories about Jesus that were circulating in the 50s AD, and his personal 
experience of Jesus helps us understand the Genesis stories in today’s lesson.  
 
Of course, Paul is sometimes credited with statements that would not appear to show love and 
acceptance.  If indeed Paul made such statements (there is disagreement as to whether the author was 
Paul or a follower who, in the ancient Jewish tradition, wrote in the name of his leader, or perhaps 
someone who literally sneaked his attitudes into Paul’s writings), then I believe that we must rely 
instead on the revelation of the God of Grace in both the Hebrew and Christian Bibles and on Paul’s 
explication of the grace of God.   
 
The prayer at the end of the lesson is:  “God of grace, put your sign on me this day, and protect me by 
your great love.  Show me ways to extend your love and grace to others; in Jesus’ name.  Amen”   
 
 


