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PREFACE


Exploring the Old Testament is designed to help the beginning student understand the writings of the Old Testament. It serves the purpose of an introduction, but its unique format is devised to make the volumes accessible to the modern reader. EOT engages with the reader, by interspersing interactive panels with the main text. These panels ask for responses, suggest lines of thought, give further information, or indicate ways in which particular topics might be followed up in more depth. This design aims to make the volumes useful either for independent study or as a class text.

 

EOT aims to show the relevance of Old Testament study both to theology and to modern life. Its four authors, each writing in areas in which they have previously published extensively, believe that the Old Testament has foundational significance for theology and Christian belief and practice.

 

For that reason EOT expressly aims to incorporate modern approaches to interpreting the text. While the traditional historical questions are given their due place, newer approaches such as canonical and rhetorical criticism are represented. It is hoped that this will enable the student to see the potential applications of the books of the Old Testament to modern life.

 

EOT is a companion series to Exploring the New Testament.



Gordon McConville
Series editor
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INTRODUCTION


The first five books of the Bible, often called the Pentateuch, are fundamental to the faith of both Christians and Jews. These books contain the familiar stories of creation, the fall and the flood. They tell of the origins of the human race and of the Jewish people. They include laws as basic as the Ten Commandments and as complex as the regulations for food and sacrifices. These books relate the call of Israel to be God’s chosen people, yet hold out the prospect of universal salvation for all mankind. So profound has been the influence of these books on Western culture that their ideas are embedded in our language and ideology at point after point.

 

 

Yet anyone picking up a Bible and starting to read Genesis for the first time will soon be surprised, puzzled and sometimes shocked, for despite the Pentateuch’s foundational role in our culture, its ideas often seem utterly alien to the modern reader. Its approach to chronology, history, ethics and God challenge the modern world view at so many points that readers may be tempted to stop reading very quickly. But this would be a great mistake. The Pentateuch is a fascinating world, which deserves to be explored carefully and sympathetically. And this is what this volume tries to do.

 

 

Exploring the Old Testament is the general title of this series, and this first volume will try to guide you through the Pentateuch so that you can appreciate what it was trying to say to its first readers and why it should still be of interest to people living in the twenty-first century. I shall introduce you to the social world of the Bible, to its marriage customs, national festivals, welfare systems and legal ideals. I shall endeavour to illuminate the relationship between Israel and the surrounding cultures, the subtle mix of dependence and originality that characterizes the Pentateuch’s use of ancient Near Eastern ideas. We shall look at some of the literary techniques used in the Pentateuch, its love of symmetrical patterns and its rhetorical devices. But pre-eminently the Pentateuch speaks of God and his relationship to Israel mediated by Moses, so in exploring the book we shall try to come to terms with its theology, its ideas about God, its religious practices, its concepts of faith, obedience and loyalty.

 

 

But a guide to the Pentateuch needs to be more than a description of what is there: it needs to explain something of the history of the study of the Pentateuch, of how scholars have come to understand it in the way they now do. It therefore contains, at various points, summaries of current scholarly debates, e.g. on patriarchal religion, or notes on recent archaeological discoveries. The later chapters of the book contain a more extended discussion of the composition of the Pentateuch, an issue that has been more fully debated by biblical scholars than any other topic. My treatment does not pretend to be comprehensive, just to give the first-time reader some bearings in a most complicated discussion.

 

 

So how is this guide organized? Its opening chapters take you through the Pentateuch book by book explaining the contents and ideas of each book chapter by chapter, trying to show how the parts cohere as part of a larger whole. Frequently this running narrative is interrupted by diagrams, tables, maps or boxes headed ‘Digging deeper’. In them you will find short discussions on particular topics, or issues to be researched or reflected on. Often they pose questions without giving an answer. These digressions are important: they are designed to make you think about significant issues, e.g. slavery or famine relief, or make you try out the principles of literary criticism for yourself. I want you to get out of the tourist bus and explore the terrain yourself, before you move on to the next issue. When you have completed the suggested exercise, read on in the main text and you may find what I think about the issue I raised in the ‘Digging deeper’ box.

 

 

Overseas travel often prompts thoughtful tourists to reflect on their own culture and to realize their own peculiarities. Reading the Pentateuch should have a similar effect, and sometimes I have tried to encourage this by asking reader- orientated questions in these ‘What do you think?’ boxes. In these cases I have usually avoided giving my opinion later in the text, as I do not want to impose my personal convictions on the reader.

 

 

In the next chapters, on Theme, Composition and Rhetorical Function of the Pentateuch, I address issues that relate to all five books. Here I attempt to describe the major scholarly approaches to the original message, processes of composition and function of the Pentateuch. Of necessity this involves much summarizing of secondary literature in a rather descriptive way, but I have again tried to introduce interactive elements, challenging readers to try to reproduce the results of source analysis for themselves and to examine their own critical assumptions or those of the scholars who have argued for particular views.

 

 

Finally let me point out that a guidebook is no substitute for visiting the place itself!

This Exploring the Old Testament series is designed to encourage the reading of the Bible, not replace it! I simply hope this volume will make the Pentateuch easier to grasp, and help you to appreciate its abiding power, beauty and relevance, and to share my enthusiasm for reading it.
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Chapter 1

WHAT IS THE PENTATEUCH? BASIC FEATURES


The Pentateuch, the first five books of the Bible, has always been regarded as one of the most significant parts of Scripture. It offers an explanation of the world and its inhabitants. It explains the origins of sin and traces its consequences. It introduces the idea of a chosen people through whom the world will be redeemed. In the law it sets out a pattern for the ideal society and in the Ten Commandments expresses principles of behaviour that have commanded almost universal respect. Thus traditionally these opening books have been regarded both by Christians and Jews as the most important and authoritative part of the Old Testament.

 

Yet for modern readers these key books are often viewed as the most problematic, historically, ethically and theologically. But it is this clash between tradition and modern thinking that has led to such continuing interest in these books. An introduction to the Pentateuch cannot pretend to solve the modern reader’s problems, but we hope it will lead to an understanding of the debates and the reasons behind different approaches to resolving these issues.


NAME

The word Pentateuch, Greek for ‘five books’, draws attention to the most obvious feature of this part of the Bible. It is essentially a long narrative, which according to its own chronology covers some 2700 years of world history concluding with the death of Moses. But this period is very unequally covered. Genesis with 50 chapters and 1534 verses covers some 2300 years. Then Exodus to Numbers 14 covers the events at Sinai, just over a year in chronological time, in 81 chapters and 2617 verses. The remaining chapters of Numbers (22 with 739 verses) deal with the 40 years of wanderings in the wilderness, and the last book Deuteronomy, focusing on the last day or so of Moses’ life, comprises some 34 chapters with 955 verses.

 

This unevenness in the representation of chronological time in the narrative helps us to see the writer’s chief interest, namely the law-giving at Sinai and its reinterpretation by Moses just before he died. So it is quite apt that Jews term the Pentateuch the Torah, which is usually translated ‘law’ in English. Genesis provides the background to the law- giving, Exodus to Numbers is largely taken up with the proclamation of the law, while Deuteronomy offers a most authoritative commentary on the law by Israel’s greatest prophet Moses.




GENRE

But should the whole Pentateuch be described as ‘law’ when so much of it is narrative? It is essentially a history of the world from creation to the death of Moses with a number of digressions dealing mainly with the law. Would it be better to call it a biography of Moses (van Seters 1999), or a national history (van Seters 1999; Whybray 1995)? This issue of genre is important for it gives a clue to the author’s understanding of his work and how he hoped his readers would understand it. So these alternatives need to be explored a little more carefully.




BIOGRAPHY OF MOSES

Probably the most obvious description of Exodus to Deuteronomy is a biography of Moses. It tells of his birth to a Levite family, his adoption by an Egyptian princess, and his upbringing in the Egyptian court. It tells how he was forced to flee from Egypt, and became a shepherd in the wilderness of Midian. There, at the burning bush, he encountered God, who sent him back to rescue his fellow Israelites from Egyptian slavery. The drama heightens with Moses demanding that the Pharaoh release the Israelites, and the Pharaoh refusing despite the ever-graver plagues that his obstinacy brought on the Egyptians. But eventually Israel is released and Moses leads them triumphantly through the Red Sea to Mount Sinai, where the law is given and the covenant between God and Israel is sealed. In both law-giving and covenant making Moses plays a central role as mediator between God and Israel. He receives the Ten Commandments and all the other rules and regulations. Then when the people break the covenant by making the golden calf, it is Moses’ intercession that turns back God’s anger so that the nation survives and is allowed to proceed towards the promised land of Canaan. He does the same again, when the spies bring back a discouraging report about the difficulty of conquering the land and the people wish to return to Egypt: Moses intercedes for the people and ensures that at least their children will enter the land. Finally, like the patriarchs before him when they knew they were about to die, Moses summons the whole nation, and in three speeches and two poems he gives his last will and testament to the nation. Then he dies, and is buried in an unmarked grave in Transjordan.

 

Thus many features of Exodus to Deuteronomy are well explained if these books are seen as a biography of Moses. However, it is not so obvious that the whole Pentateuch fits this definition: Genesis seems rather loosely related to the life of Moses. One would not have expected so much background material as Genesis provides to have been included if the whole Pentateuch were intended to be a biography of Moses. Some features of the patriarchs’ careers do seem to foreshadow Moses’. For example Abraham’s exodus from Egypt is described in terms that resemble the later exodus (Gen. 12:20—13:1). Moses’ great role as a prophetic intercessor is foreshadowed by Abraham (Gen. 18:23–33; 20:7 cf. Exod. 33:12–16; Num. 14:13–19). Jacob’s career as a shepherd, his encounter with his future wife by a well, and his deathbed blessing (Gen. 29; 49) all parallel episodes in Moses’ life (Exod. 2:16—3:6; Deut. 33). But in the context of the whole of Genesis these features seem to be marginal to its chief interests. There are many aspects of the book that would suggest that Genesis at least is most interested in the origin of the people of Israel and the 12 tribes, and in the promise of the land of Canaan.




NATIONAL HISTORY

For these reasons van Seters, while holding that an early form of Exodus to Numbers may have been a biography of Moses, prefers to see the current Pentateuch as the first part of a national history of Israel: the second part consists of the next section of the Hebrew Bible from the book of Joshua to 2 Kings. (He believes that the second part of this history was actually written before the first.) The two parts of this national history thus trace Israel’s history from the call of Abraham to the death of Moses: the second runs from the conquest of the land under Joshua’s leadership to the fall of Jerusalem and the people’s exile from the land.

 

Van Seters draws attention to the work of Herodotus, the Greek historian, as providing a fitting analogy to the Pentateuch as a national history. Interestingly, Herodotus’ near- contemporaries Hecataeus and Hellanicus linked their national histories to primeval events, such as the flood, just as Genesis 1—11 does. Somewhat later in time (c. 300 BC) but closer in space the Babyloniaka of Berossus and the Aegyptiaka of Manetho do something similar. It has therefore been conjectured that both Greek and Hebrew works ultimately derive their pattern from Mesopotamian forerunners.

 

It is undoubtedly the case that there are strong Mesopotamian parallels to Genesis 1—11, as we shall see in the next chapter. There are also Mesopotamian historical works that span up to eight centuries, but they do not link the eras they relate to primeval times. This is one reason why Blenkinsopp (1992) and Whybray (1995) think the Pentateuch is unique. It is also unlike the Greek histories in recounting events from an impersonal divine perspective, as opposed to the very personal style of Herodotus, who clearly informs the reader at the outset that he is telling the story. Finally the enormous quantity of law and other ethical material sets the Pentateuch apart from Greek historical works.





TORAH OR LAW

The difficulties of defining the Pentateuch as either a biography of Moses or as a national history make it worth re- examining the traditional term for the Pentateuch as the law, which is of course very common in the New Testament (e.g. Luke 24:44) and the term used in the Hebrew Bible for the first five books. On the face of it ‘law’ seems a good description of Exodus 20 to the end of Deuteronomy, at least if one ignores the narrative framework of the laws, but it seems somewhat awkward to describe the stories of Genesis as law, or the account of Moses’ early life and the exodus from Egypt.

 

However, the Hebrew word torah, conventionally translated ‘law’ is a much broader idea than its English translation conveys. Torah derives from the verb yarah to ‘teach’ or ‘instruct’, so we would be wiser to render torah as ‘instruction’ rather than ‘law’. And Genesis of course is full of instruction, about the nature of God, the history of the world and Israel. It is also instructive in giving examples of behaviour that should be imitated and mistakes that should be avoided. The same is true of the early chapters of Exodus, which demonstrate the folly of the greatest of earthly kings pitting himself against almighty God. Likewise Israel’s mistakes in the wilderness are surely recorded, to remind them both of God’s mercies in the past and of the danger of making the same mistakes again in the future (Deut. 1:19–45; 9:6—10:11). Obviously all the laws and ritual legislation could well be termed ‘instruction’ too: these laws are not restrictions hemming people in from doing what they like, rather they are God’s wise advice, which if followed, will lead to a happy and prosperous society. As Deuteronomy puts it: ‘Keep them and do them: for that will be your wisdom and your understanding in the sight of the peoples, who, when they hear all these statutes, will say, “Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people”’ (Deut. 4:6).

 

For these reasons I think there is merit in retaining the old Hebrew term torah to describe the Pentateuch, translating it or at least understanding it as ‘instruction’ rather than ‘law’. This instruction though is more than merely imparting information. It is not purveying historical facts for facts’ sake or laws for laws’ sake; rather it is seeking to persuade its hearers to obey. It instructs in order to persuade: ‘that it may go well with you, and with your children after you’ (Deut. 4:40).

 

However, persuasive instruction is not unique to the first five books of the Bible. The Book of Proverbs aims to instruct and to persuade, as do the prophets; but their poetic form distinguishes them from the Pentateuch. Instruction through narrative is the hallmark of most of the historical books of the Old Testament, from Joshua to Esther, so that in a broad sense these books too could be called torah ‘instruction’. To capture the uniqueness of the Pentateuch, it would probably therefore be best to define it as torah ‘instruction’ in the form of a biography of Moses.




WHY FIVE BOOKS?

Whether understood as a biography of Moses, national history or instruction Genesis to Deuteronomy constitute a consecutive coherent narrative, so why and when was it split up into five separate books? Chapter divisions were the inventions of Stephen Langton, an Archbishop of Canterbury about AD 1200; and verse numbers were introduced in the sixteenth century, although the division into verses goes back at least a thousand years earlier. Other subdivisions of the text, which are not apparent in English translations, only in the Hebrew original, are earlier still and are designed to divide the text into manageable sections for reading in synagogue worship. But the origin of the division into five books is lost in the mists of time, and appears to go back well into pre-Christian times.

 

The division into five books and their names was simply taken for granted in the first century AD. Matthew, who portrays Jesus as the second Moses, presents his teaching in five large blocks, which are often seen as reflecting the five books of the law. The first-century Jewish writers Josephus and Philo know the fivefold division and mention some of their names. Other texts from the second and third centuries BC, such as Ecclesiasticus and the letter of Aristeas, also seem to presuppose the division into five books.

 

But the most interesting evidence comes from the book of the Psalms. The Psalter, like the Pentateuch, is divided into five books. But, as has been realized fairly recently, this is no superficial feature of the Psalms but is fundamental to the editor’s understanding of the Psalms. The psalms about the law stick out by the position, e.g. Psalm 1, or their length, Psalm 119. Psalm 1 is an invitation to the reader to meditate on the law day and night to ensure his own prosperity; the law envisaged is not just the five books of Moses, but the five books of the Psalms. Here we have a high claim for the value of the psalms in their own right, but this claim rests on the unquestioned premise of the significance of the law. It also of course presupposes that the Pentateuch existed in five books, an arrangement that the Psalter is imitating.

 

If we knew when the Psalter was arranged in its present form, we could say that the fivefold division of the Pentateuch must be earlier still. Unfortunately it is impossible to be dogmatic about this. There is nothing in the Psalms that looks as though it comes any later than the exilic, or perhaps early post-exilic period. In this case the Psalms could have been arranged in five books no later than the fifth century BC. On the other hand the Psalms are found in the last part of the Hebrew Bible, whose canon may not have been closed till the second century BC or even the first century AD. This would allow us to suppose that the Psalms were arranged in five books somewhat later than the fifth century. So in turn the Pentateuch might have been divided into five books later too. Nevertheless the evidence does suggest the division reaches well back into the Old Testament period.

 

But why divide the Pentateuch into five books at all? Modern synagogue scrolls contain the whole Pentateuch in a single parchment scroll, so why were the books originally separate? Part of the reason may have been the writing material used. According to Haran, parchment made from animal skin did not come into use among the Jews until post-exilic times; earlier, as the tale of King Jehoiakim slicing up the scroll of Jeremiah suggests, literary works were written on papyrus (Jer. 36). This meant works had to be much shorter, as papyrus was not so strong and supple as parchment. Genesis seems to have been close to the practical limit, for there are few books in the Old Testament that are much longer.

 

In the standard printed Hebrew Bible Genesis takes 85 pages, Exodus 72, Leviticus 51, Numbers 74, and Deuteronomy 71. Ancient scrolls would similarly have varied in length. It is easy to see why Genesis was made into a separate scroll, as it serves as an introduction to the other books. Deuteronomy too stands apart as Moses’ farewell to his people. But Exodus to Numbers do form a consecutive story interspersed with law, which had to be split up just to make their length manageable. But this division does not seem to be arbitrary, for both Exodus and Numbers are about the same length, with the somewhat shorter Leviticus sandwiched in between. It may be that this arrangement with Leviticus at the heart of the Pentateuch draws attention to the importance of its laws on sacrifice and uncleanness, which, as we shall see, are fundamental to the message of the Pentateuch.




WHEN DID THE PENTATEUCH BECOME PART OF THE BIBLE?

Canonization, or the process by which books of the Bible were first recognized as inspired and authoritative and then incorporated into the collection of holy books which constitute the Bible, has been a topic of long and heated debate. However, it is generally agreed that the Pentateuch was the first part of the Bible to be accepted as canonical by the Jews, that the second main division of the Hebrew Bible, the Prophets, came next, and that finally the other books, the Writings, were canonized. Most of the debate centres round the final stage of the canonization of the Writings: there is much wider agreement that the Pentateuch was recognized as canonical in the fifth century BC about the time of Ezra. Not only does Ezra read and interpret the law publicly to all the people (Neh. 8—9), but the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are peppered with phrases such as ‘as it is written in the law of Moses’ (Ezra 3:2; Neh. 8:14 etc.) which attest the canonical status of the Pentateuch. There are hints in earlier times that the law was considered authoritative. The book of Amos (eighth century BC) repeatedly alludes to the legal requirements and threats in the Pentateuch, and in Josiah’s reign a book of the law was found in the temple whose public reading caused great consternation in the royal court. Usually this law book is identified with Deuteronomy or part of it, but while its contents may be uncertain the writer of Kings is in no doubt about its authority (2 Kings 22—23).

 

Within the Pentateuch itself there are hints that it is supposed to be understood canonically from its inception. Exodus 24:3–4 mentions that Moses wrote down all the words that God told him and that the people promised to obey it. Deuteronomy insists that its words must not be added to or changed (4:2), must be read to the people periodically and that it must be stored beside the ark (31:10–13, 26). This shows that it is viewed as inspired and authoritative, in other words as canonical. It may be that this concept of canonicity has been adapted from earlier oriental texts, for often law codes and international treaties were regarded in this way. The laws of Hammurabi (c. 1750 BC) declare that they are not to be changed but must be kept in the temple in Babylon. Similarly ancient Near Eastern treaties had to be stored in the temple near the image of the god and read out annually to the vassal. For these reasons it seems likely that the Pentateuch was viewed as canonical from the time it was composed, whether that was in the fifth century or sometime earlier.
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  Chapter 2


  GENESIS 1—11


  

    Next to the parables of Jesus the stories of Genesis 1—11 must be the most familiar part of the Bible. Nearly everyone has heard of Adam and Eve, the Flood, and the tower of Babel. Yet at the same time it is the most contentious: some people dismiss it as myth or fairy tale, while others hold it to be good science and accurate history. And as far as the New Testament and early Christian writers were concerned this was the part of the Old Testament that was most influential in the formulation of Christian doctrine. Here the stakes are high and tempers rise: even mild-mannered scholars have been known to damn opposing interpreters of these chapters angrily. So I shall try to tread carefully and I hope readers will be charitable.


     


    At the heart of the debate is the question of genre: that is, what kind of literature are we dealing with here? In trying to answer this question, we need to enquire how Genesis 1—11 relates to the rest of the book, and whether there are any parallels to this material inside or outside the Bible.


     


    I shall take these issues in reverse order. First, we shall compare Genesis’ account of world origins with other texts discovered in the Middle East to see what light this sheds on the nature of Genesis 1—11. Then we shall review the contents of Genesis 1—11 to see both how it is similar to and how it differs from the stories told by other peoples from that era and area. Finally we shall discuss the relationship of Genesis 1—11 to the rest of the book, where the author’s main concerns are most evident. By this means I hope we shall come to a better understanding of what the writer of Genesis was trying to say to his readers when he put pen to paper some 3000 years ago. Indirectly this should shed light on the issues that so perplex modern readers, when they approach Genesis conditioned by a scientific and historical mindset whose assumptions differ from those of past ages.


    

      ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN PARALLELS TO GENESIS 1—11


      It was in 1872 that George Smith, a curator in the British Museum, discovered the first close parallel to Genesis 1—11. Translating a cuneiform tablet found in the Assyrian library of Ashurbanipal (seventh century BC) at Nineveh, he realized he had an account of a world- wide flood that in many respects resembled the story told in Genesis. Subsequently it was recognized that the flood story formed part of the Gilgamesh epic, a tale of a great king who dropped out of his royal role to travel the world in a quest for immortality. The Gilgamesh epic was probably composed in about 1700 BC and then revised in about 1200 BC to produce the best-known standard version of the epic. Scholars think that the flood story was probably borrowed by the author of the Gilgamesh epic from another source, who then used it to enhance his own tale.


       


      A possible source for the flood story is the Atrahasis epic, another Old Babylonian classic, which covers the history of the world from the creation of man to the new order established after the flood. It begins when the minor gods lived on earth excavating the rivers and canals and growing food for the great gods. But after 3600 years the minor gods became tired of their work and went on strike. They besieged the great god Enlil in his palace, who eventually caved in to their demands! Another great god Ea and the mother goddess Nintu then created seven human couples, seven men and seven women, to do the work of the minor gods.


       


      But the creation of mankind led to problems for the great gods. After 600 years the population had increased so much that their racket stopped the great gods sleeping! Enlil therefore decreed that a plague should blot them out. But a timely sacrifice to the plague god by Atrahasis, or ‘Extra-wise’ stopped the plague. But then the population grew again, and twice more Enlil tried to check it by drought and famine. But once again sacrifices to the right gods saved the situation.


       


      Eventually Enlil persuaded all his fellow gods to back his plan to destroy mankind by sending a flood. However, the god Ea disagreed with this proposal and secretly tipped off Atrahasis to build an ark for his family, friends and animals to escape in. The flood was indeed catastrophic, wiping out all living creatures and scaring the gods by its ferocity. But Atrahasis and his crew survived. The ark eventually landed on a mountain and those inside disembarked.


       


      Pious Atrahasis offered a sacrifice as soon as he landed. Immediately the gods crowded round the sacrifice anxious to enjoy the barbecue. They were very hungry! Destroying mankind in a flood meant that all sacrifices had stopped and the gods had had nothing to eat. A little late Enlil, the most powerful god, turned up at the sacrifice and was shocked and angry to find some human beings had escaped. He calmed down when the other gods explained it was Ea’s fault, and he granted Atrahasis eternal life, the only man to achieve this.


       


      However, to stop the population explosion ever getting out of hand again Enlil had the mother goddess redesign man a little. From now on some women would suffer from infertility, babies would often be stillborn or die very young, and yet other women would enter religious orders and never have children. Finally it seems likely that from then on death would now come to everyone in old age: up to this time people died only from disease or if they were killed by someone.


       


      Another text from about the same period as the Atrahasis epic is the Sumerian flood story. It too tells of the creation of mankind and culminates with the story of the great flood. Unfortunately many parts of the Sumerian story are lost, but as reconstructed it parallels Genesis 1—9 quite strikingly.


       


      There are enough similarities in the storylines of Genesis and the Sumerian flood story to show that both are dependent on a common understanding of what took place at the dawn of human history. However, we shall see that the spin the storytellers put on those events is quite different. But clearly both Genesis 1—11 and the Sumerian Flood Story have a similar character or genre: that is why the scholar who edited the Sumerian story entitled it ‘the Eridu Genesis’.


      

        What do you think?


        REWRITING THE STORY OF HUMAN ORIGINS


        

          Read the story of creation in Genesis 2 and the flood in Genesis 6—9 and compare it with the account above. What similarities and differences do you notice? How does Genesis change the story? What do these changes tell us about the writer’s attitude?


           


          If you have access to other texts read the whole Babylonian version. Note that in Gilgamesh tablet 11 Atrahasis is usually called Ut- Napishtim (‘He found life’).


        


      


      

        

          PARALLELS BETWEEN THE SUMERIAN FLOOD STORY AND GENESIS 1—9


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Sumerian Flood Story


                	Contents


                	Genesis


              


              

                	Lines 1–36


                	Creation of man and animals; man’s sad plight, no irrigation canals, no clothes, no fear of animals including snakes


                	
Gen. 1


                  Gen. 2—3



              


              

                	37–50


                	Goddess Nintur’s plan to end human nomadism


                	Gen. 4:1–16


              


              

                	51–85


                	Failure of Nintur’s plan


                	

              


              

                	86–100


                	Establishment of kingship; building of first cities, including Eridu Establishment of worship


                	
Gen. 4:17–18


                  Gen. 4:26



              


              

                	101–34


                	List of antediluvian kings Man’s noise


                	
Gen. 5


                  Gen. 6:1–8



              


              

                	135–260


                	The flood


                	Gen. 6:9—9:29


              


            

          


        


      


      A fourth ancient text that has some obvious similarities to Genesis is the Sumerian King List, which in an early form dates to about 1900 BC. This king list mentions eight, nine or ten kings who reigned before the flood (ancient versions differ as to the number of antediluvian kings). Then it mentions that the flood came, and after that kingship was reintroduced and it lists the kings who reigned in different centres and for how long.


    


    

    

      Digging deeper:


      THE SUMERIAN KING LIST OPENING LINES


      

        When kingship was lowered from heaven, kingship was first in Eridu. In Eridu Alulim became king and ruled 28,800 years. Alalgar ruled 36,000 years. Two kings thus ruled it for 64,800 years.


         


        (Six more kings in four other towns are mentioned)


         


        These are five cities, eight kings ruled them for 241,000 years.


         


        Then the Flood swept over the earth.


         


        After the Flood had swept over the earth and when kingship was lowered again from heaven, kingship was first in Kish. In Kish, Ga..ur became king and ruled 1200 years … Pala- kinatim ruled 900 years … Kalibum ruled 960 years; Qalumum ruled 840 years; Zuqapip ruled 900 years; …


         


        Twenty-three kings thus ruled it for 24,510 years, 3 months, and 31/2 days.


      


    


     


    This King List resembles Genesis 5—11 in four respects. First, it presents history in list form, which parallels the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11. Second, it divides early human history into three phases, pre-flood, flood and post-flood. Third, it claims that kings reigned much longer before the flood than afterwards, just as the pre-flood heroes in Genesis 5 live much longer than the post-flood heroes of Genesis 11. Fourth, the number of pre- flood kings (8, 9 or 10) is very similar to the ten generations from Adam to Noah listed in Genesis 5. Nevertheless, the names of the kings are quite different from the commoners listed in the Bible, so that we cannot suppose there was any borrowing by the Bible from the Sumerian list. But once again we have a piece of literature similar in genre and from the same general period and place as Genesis 1—11, so that we can appeal to one to clarify the nature of the other.


     


    Having surveyed a number of ancient texts that are close in content and time to Genesis 1—11, we are in a better position to discuss the question of the genre of these chapters. Modern writers on Genesis often describe its opening chapters as ‘myth’; though when their concept of myth is unpacked, it may not correspond very closely to the dictionary definition. As the dictionary shows, the primary sense of myth is something fictitious or untrue. ‘That’s a complete myth’ we say, if we want to rubbish someone else’s views.


    

      What do you think?


      THE DEFINITION OF MYTH


      

        A myth may be defined as a ‘purely fictitious narrative usually involving supernatural persons etc and embodying popular ideas on natural phenomena etc.; fictitious person or thing.’ Concise Oxford Dictionary


         


        Read Genesis 1—11. How far do you think it fits this definition of myth? How else might these chapters be characterized?


      


    


    Though we may find aspects of these stories extraordinary, it seems quite clear that they are not entirely fictitious. Gilgamesh and Atrahasis were real kings to whom these stories became attached, perhaps a bit like King Arthur or Robin Hood. The Sumerian King List not only involves real places, but some of the later kings have left inscriptions proving they existed.


     


    Furthermore, it has been observed that these ancient oriental texts are akin to history in that they set events in a chain of cause and effect. The kindly goddess Nintur sees primitive man’s wretched state, so she provides him with cities to live and kings to organize society. This works so well that the human population grows, which in turn disturbs the peace of the gods. They react by sending plague, famine and flood. Jacobsen comments: ‘This arrangement along a line of time as cause and effect is striking, for it is very much the way a historian arranges his data’ (Jacobsen 1981, p. 528).


     


    The obvious interest in chronology in the Sumerian and biblical texts is also striking. Both give precise lengths of reign or life spans of the people they mention. The numbers are admittedly incredibly large, but the interest in chronology is more characteristic of historiography and chronicles than folktales or myth. The latter are usually unconcerned with time: they float outside time. Often they begin ‘Once upon a time,’ and end with ‘they lived happily ever after’. For this reason Jacobsen believes these ancient stories should be classified as mytho- historical accounts.


     


    Despite drawing attention to the history- like features of these texts, Jacobsen still describes them as mytho-historical, i.e. he regards them as myths told as though they were history. Modern definitions of myth often rest on two features: that they are stories about the gods and that they explain aspects of present life. How far is this true of the stories we have been considering?


     


    It is striking that modern scholars have not called any of the Mesopotamian texts we have been considering myths. Rather they are called epics (Gilgamesh, Atrahasis), Flood Story or King List, for gods are hardly mentioned in the King List and in the others it is the human characters who are the focus of the narrative. Genesis 1—11 is similar: though God is of course active, his actions are all related to man. Nothing is said about his interactions with other spiritual beings. Thus modern commentators tend to avoid describing Genesis 1—11 as myth. If the only reason for calling Genesis 1—11 a myth is because God is present in the story, one would have to call the whole Bible a myth, which few would wish to do.


     


    It is certainly true that part of the function of these stories is to explain features of life in the writer’s time. The Atrahasis Epic explains why some women are infertile, the Gilgamesh Epic why human beings are mortal, while Genesis justifies the origin of the Sabbath and explains why snakes bite and weeds grow. But these are features of modern origin stories too: how many times have we been told that a certain human or animal characteristic is explicable in terms of our evolutionary development! Indeed much history writing tends to explain the present by telling us what went on in the past. All the time we trace the successes or problems of our era back to what our ancestors did. So although the types of explanation in the ancient texts offered for present phenomena may differ from modern explanations, that does not justify the term myth being applied to them.


     


    Even the incredible aspects of the stories are a poor reason for calling them myths. Modern stories of origin include elements that are in some ways even more astonishing than Methuselah living 969 years or the snake speaking. The idea that the whole cosmos came from an initial big hot bang of microscopic size blows the imagination. Elements in the theory of evolution, such as the origin of life or the eye, are also very difficult to ascribe to mere chance. But we accept these ideas because many eminent scientists affirm them. Doubtless there was a similar intellectual consensus in the ancient orient about their theories of origin, which these stories reflect. We do them an injustice if we call them myths, just because we find it difficult to believe all they affirm.


     


    A careful reading of Genesis 1—11 gives us an insight into how the Israelites must have understood them. Genesis is built round a chain of genealogies. The first major one begins with Adam and ends ten generations later with Noah (Gen. 5). The next important one consists of ten generations from Shem to Abraham (Gen. 11:10–26). The stories about Abraham and his descendants must have been understood as historical: they deal with typical family problems, which every Israelite could identify with and indeed was expected to identify with because Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were his ancestors. But the genealogies show that this chain of historical individuals stretches back to the beginning of history.


     


    Nevertheless, the first three chapters of Genesis do suggest that they are dealing with a different world from the present. Chapter 1, as we shall see below, is an overture to the whole book. The main storyline begins in 2:4, but the situation described in chapter 2 changes dramatically in chapter 3. The curses on the land, man, woman and the snake describe life as it was for an Israelite in Bible times. Crops were hard to grow, women suffered pain in childbirth, and snakes bit humans. But chapter 2 describes a world without these woes: a garden with abundant fruit, no inhibitions spoiling male-female relationships, and no conflict between mankind and the animal kingdom. In other words chapter 2 is set in an era quite distinct from the historical period. What is more, chapter 3 ends with Adam and Eve being expelled from paradise and unable to return because of the cherubim wielding a flaming sword. In other words the garden of Eden is now somehow beyond the grasp of human beings.


     


    Rogerson has well summed up how the first readers viewed these chapters. ‘For Israelites … the narratives of Genesis 1—11 were factually true, but Israelites did not expect to experience the things they describe. Adam and Eve were accepted as real human beings, but any Israelite woman who claimed that she had had a conversation with a snake would have been dismissed as a crank’ (Rogerson 1991, p. 54). Today’s readers still have a problem in defining them. The German term Urgeschichte, that is Protohistory, is one option. Another possibility is ‘Origin Story’, the ancient equivalent of Darwin’s Origin of Species or Hawking’s A Brief History of Time.


    

      GENESIS’ TRANSFORMATION OF ORIENTAL ORIGIN STORIES 


      Comparison of Genesis 1—11 with other ancient Near Eastern origin stories not only clarifies its genre but sheds great light on their theological purpose. So far we have concentrated on the similarities between Genesis and these other stories from Mesopotamia to clarify their genre, but it is even more instructive for an understanding of Genesis to see how it differs from these earlier accounts.


       


      There are quite a number of differences that are probably not very significant. For example, in the Gilgamesh account of the flood, Atrahasis (Ut-Napishtim) builds a seven-decked cube as an ark, whereas Noah’s is more like a supertanker. In Gilgamesh the destructive phase of the flood lasts seven days, whereas in Genesis it lasts 40. After the flood Atrahasis sends out a dove, a swallow and a raven, whereas Noah sends out a raven and a dove. There are many other differences of this sort between the biblical and other versions. This makes it virtually certain that the author of Genesis did not know these other texts in the versions we possess. Rather, these stories circulated in the ancient world in different versions, oral and written. Most people then knew the story of the flood even though they had not read or heard the Atrahasis or Gilgamesh epics, just as people today know about evolution without having read Darwin.


       


      What we have in Genesis is a major theological reinterpretation of traditional origin stories. Throughout the ancient Near East people believed in a multitude of gods and goddesses: they were polytheists. This is reflected in all the Mesopotamian tales we have considered.


       


      But in GeneBut in Genesis there is but one supreme God, who creates everything and controls everything. The Atrahasis epic tells of the lesser gods going on strike against the higher gods, and the higher gods are divided among themselves: that is why Ea (Enki) tips off Atrahasis about the flood. We read of the gods cowering like dogs at the flood they have released, whereas at the height of the flood ‘God remembered Noah’ and immediately the waters start to subside. Whereas the Babylonian gods cannot control the flood, the God of Genesis can. The biblical insistence on the unity and sovereignty of the one God is clearest in Genesis 1. There he speaks and, stage by stage, the world is brought into existence. In oriental thought the sun and the moon were important gods, but Genesis affirms they were simply created by God on the fourth day.


       


      Strikingly different is Genesis’ portrayal of God’s attitude to man from that in the other texts. According to the Atrahasis epic mankind was created as an afterthought to break the strike called by the lesser gods and to supply food to the gods through the offering of sacrifice. But in Genesis 1 the creation of man constitutes the climax of the creation story: created in God’s image human beings are God’s representatives on earth. Far from man supplying God with food, it is God who supplies man with food.


       


      As far as the Babylonian world-view was concerned one of the big problems with humanity was its fertility. The population explosion disturbed the rest of the gods: three times they tried to control it by plague, drought and famine before they resorted to the flood. Then after the flood they resorted to disrupting the reproductive process by making some women infertile, letting children die young and assigning other women to celibacy. Genesis has a very different perspective. From the start God blesses mankind and encourages procreation with the words ‘Be fruitful and multiply’ (Gen. 1:28). After the flood the same command is given to Noah, not once but three times (8:17; 9:1, 7).


       


      When it comes to morality the Babylonian deities do not appear to be paragons of virtue. They squabble among themselves, and are not averse to deceiving each other or humans. The flood as we have seen was sent not because of human sin as in Genesis, but simply because there were too many people around. Atrahasis escaped because he worshipped Ea, who did not approve of the flood, whereas Noah escaped because of his exemplary behaviour. ‘Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation’ (6:9).


       


      Thus as Genesis retells familiar oriental stories about the origins of the world, it dramatically transforms them theologically. Polytheism is replaced by monotheism, divine weakness by almighty power. Human beings are no longer seen as a sideline but central to the divine purpose. God looks after man by supplying him with food, not the other way round. Finally, the God of Genesis is very concerned about human sin: it was this that prompted him to send the flood, not population growth.


      

        [image: Figure 1: ]


        

          Figure 1: ZIGGURAT


        


        Taken from p. 109 of the New Bible Dictionary, Downers Grove: IVP, 1996.


      


      But there is more to Genesis’ retelling of tradition than a piecemeal rejection of certain theological ideas: Genesis has a quite different view of the direction of history. For example, the Sumerian flood story ‘takes throughout an affirmative and optimistic view of existence: it believes in progress. Things were not nearly as good to begin with as they have become since … In the biblical account it is the other way around. Things began as perfect from God’s hand and grew then steadily worse through man’s sinfulness until God finally had to do away with all mankind except for the pious Noah who would beget a new and better stock’ ( Jacobsen 1981, p. 529).


       


      This challenge to the optimism of the Babylonian world reaches its climax in the tower of Babel (Babylon) story in Genesis 11. Babel in Akkadian means ‘Gate of God’: the Babylonians held not only that Babylon was the centre of civilization but that its Ziggurat temple was the gateway to heaven, indeed that its top reached the heaven. Genesis ridicules this idea suggesting that Babel means ‘confusion’ or ‘folly’. And so far from the temple touching heaven, God had to come down from heaven to be able to see it!


    


    

    

      Digging deeper:


      RETELLING MODERN COSMOLOGY THEOLOGICALLY


      

        The ancient Near East told its story of origins by explaining what happened in the past as the result of the action of numerous gods. Genesis explains everything by reference to the will of one supreme and moral God.


         


        Today’s stories of origins, such as the big-bang cosmology and the theory of evolution, see all change as caused by scientific law and chance. How would you retell these stories bringing God into the picture? What sort of a God emerges if you posit that he controlled all that happened in the formation of our universe and still is in charge today?


      


    


    

      THE ORGANIZATION OF GENESIS 1—11


      The arrangement of Genesis into chapters is quite a late development (see previous chapter) and sometimes these chapter divisions do not occur at the right places. The book itself has its own system of internal titles or headings, usually translated ‘These are the generations/ descendants of ’. There are ten of these titles, one of which (36:1) is duplicated in 36:9. Sometimes this title introduces a long narrative, at others a short genealogy. The table below sets out


      the data.


       


      Except in 5:1 the Hebrew phraseology of these titles is the same. The person named in the title is the senior figure in the narrative that follows. From the named person his descendants come and usually fill the stage of the ensuing section. This is clearest in the case of Isaac. He is alive throughout Genesis 25—35 and notionally at least head of the family, but his sons Jacob and Esau are the main actors in the story. Similarly from Genesis 37 to 50 Jacob is head of the family, but the main drama revolves around his sons. Probably the aptest translation of the titles would be: ‘This is the family history of Noah/ Sons of Noah/Shem/Terah/Ishmael/ Isaac/Esau/Jacob.’


      

        

          INTERNAL TITLES IN THE BOOK OF GENESIS


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	

                	Title


                	Subsequent Content


              


              

                	2:4


                	These are the generations of the heavens and the earth


                	The story of Adam and his descendants 2:4—4:26


              


              

                	5:1


                	This is the book of the generations of Adam


                	Genealogy from Adam to Noah 5:1—6:8


              


              

                	6:9


                	These are the generations of Noah


                	Story of flood 6:9—9:29


              


              

                	10:1


                	These are the generations of the sons of Noah


                	Table of nations descended from Noah 10:1—11:9


              


              

                	11:10


                	These are the generations of Shem


                	Genealogy from Shem to Abraham 11:10–26


              


              

                	11:27


                	These are the generations of Terah


                	Story of Abraham 11:27—25:11


              


              

                	25:12


                	These are the generations of Ishmael


                	Genealogy of Ishmael 25:12–18


              


              

                	25:19


                	These are the generations of Isaac


                	Story of Jacob and Esau 25:19—35:29


              


              

                	36:1, 9


                	These are the generations of Esau


                	Genealogy of Esau 36:1—37:1


              


              

                	37:2


                	These are the generations of Jacob


                	Story of Joseph and his brothers 37:2—50:26


              


            

          


        


      


      The distribution of titles shows that Genesis 2—50 falls into two main sections: 2:4—11:26 and 11:27—50:26. Both sections contain three narrative sections and two genealogies. This is significant, for it shows that essentially the first section anticipates the second, so that we cannot really understand the opening chapters without understanding the later chapters and vice versa. It enhances the case we made earlier for holding that the readers of Genesis would have regarded the people mentioned in Genesis 1—11 as just as real as those in chapter 12 onwards. It also shows that to understand the opening chapters of Genesis, we must read them not simply as commenting on and modifying ancient oriental ideas, but also introducing the main plot in chapters 12—50.


       


      Conspicuously outside the scheme of titles is the first chapter of Genesis (more exactly 1:1—2:3). This account of creation in six days followed by the first Sabbath is an introduction to the whole book. It stands as ‘a majestic festive overture’ to Genesis, indeed to the whole Bible. Like an overture to an opera it introduces tunes and motifs that will be important in the following work. Here key ideas about God and his relationship with man that will be important in the succeeding chapters are introduced for the first time. These ideas are refined and developed in the next ten chapters, so that 2:4 to 11:26 constitute as it were a second exposition to the book, with the main storyline taking off in 11:27 with the birth of Abraham.


       


      1:1—2:3: The first exposition


      In its very first words Genesis asserts God’s absolute power. ‘In the beginning God created heaven and earth’ i.e. everything. But to start with the earth was shrouded in darkness and covered with water.


       


      As soon as God speaks this dark chaos is turned to order. On the first day he says: ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. On the third: ‘Let the dry land appear.’ And it was so. God’s acts of creation in the second half of the week echo those in the first half, so that there is a correspondence between the first three days and the second three days.


      

        

          CREATION


        


        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Day 1 Light


                	Day 4 Sun, moon and stars


              


              

                	Day 2 Sky


                	Day 5 Birds (and fish)


              


              

                	
Day 3 Land and


                  plants



                	Day 6 Animals and man; plants for food


              


              

                	

                	Day 7

	Sabbath


                	

              


            

          


        


      


      This structuring of Genesis into a week of seven days is only one of a series of recurring formulae that run through this chapter, such as ‘And God said’, ‘And it was so’, ‘God saw that it was good’ or ‘God blessed’. But though these formulae recur, they are not repeated mechanically, so that on some days a formula may appear once, on others twice, and sometimes it is omitted. This creates a rich and interesting tapestry subtly indicating which acts of creation are most significant.


    


    

    

      Digging deeper:


      SIGNIFICANT DAYS IN GENESIS 1


      

        Which days of creation are described at most length? Which days mention God speaking twice ‘and God said’ and have the approval formula ‘God saw that it was good’ twice? How would you explain this?


      


    


    Genesis 1 thus presents God as a God of power and order. He only has to speak and it happens. This is quite unlike other accounts of creation from the ancient orient, such as Enuma Elish, where the gods fight to achieve supremacy over each other and creation. The God introduced in Genesis 1 is absolutely sovereign. He created the sun and the moon: they were not rival deities as was often believed. It is this God who can do what he says, who makes the promises to the patriarchs that are central to the whole Pentateuch.


     


    Genesis 1 not only asserts the sovereign power of God the creator, it affirms the centrality of mankind in the divine plan. Unlike the Atrahasis epic where man’s creation is an afterthought of the hungry gods, the whole of Genesis 1 builds towards the action on the sixth day. The creation of the land and plants on the third day and the creation of the sun and moon on the fourth, which are so important for human life, are described more fully than other days. It is only when man has been made that ‘God saw all that he had made, and behold, it was very good.’


     


    The creation of man is heralded by the divine invitation to the angels or other members of the Trinity, ‘Let us make man in our image’, in other words to make a creature who will be God’s representative on earth. Other oriental peoples believed that kings were made in the divine image, but Genesis affirms that every human being is made in God’s image. ‘So God created man in his own image … male and female he created them’ (Gen. 1:27). Again contradicting the Atrahasis epic, God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply’.


    

      Digging deeper:


      GENESIS AND ECOLOGY


      

        God’s first commands to the human race ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing’, have sometimes been taken as sanctioning unbridled exploitation of the rest of creation. But this is to forget that humanity is made in God’s image to be his representative on earth, that is, to act in a godlike way in caring for the earth and the other creatures in it. Kings in ancient times were expected to rule their people in a way that benefited their subjects and in particular kings had a duty to look after the poor and weak members of their realm. It is this language that Genesis is echoing here. Or to put it another way, humanity is expected to manage the earth for God in a way that pleases him.


      


    


    The creation of man in God’s image may be the climax of creation, but it is not the goal of creation. That is the seventh day, the day when ‘God rested from all his work that he had done in creation’ (Gen. 2:3). By implication man, who is made in God’s image, should also rest on the seventh day. In other words Genesis, like the Ten Commandments (Exod. 20:11), traces the origin of the Sabbath back to creation. It is also, as Jesus says, made for man’s benefit (Mark 2:27).


     


    This opening chapter of Genesis is most important for understanding some of the writer’s fundamental principles. Here he sets out ideas that are assumed in the rest of the book, such as the unity and power of God, his concern for human welfare, and the lifestyle that is best for human beings. It portrays a world of harmony, in which animals do not attack each other or men attack animals, for all are vegetarian (1:29–30). Rather, mankind as God’s image bearer represents him on earth and manages the world for the benefit of all. These same ideals are visible in chapter 2, but then they break down in chapter 3 following. But they are not forgotten: they are still the yardstick by which the writer evaluates action and the ideals which one day he hopes will be realized in the promised land (see Gen. 49; Deut. 33).


     


    2:4—11:26: The second exposition


    Genesis 2—11 consists of five distinct sections, each headed by the title ‘These are the generations’, or as the title would be better translated ‘This is the family history of ’. They constitute a second exposition, for they elaborate the basic principles set out in the first chapter of the book.


    

      

        

          

          

          

          

          

            

              	2:4—4:26


              	The history of heaven and earth


            


            

              	5:1—6:8


              	The family history of Adam


            


            

              	6:9—9:29


              	The family history of Noah


            


            

              	10:1—11:9


              	The family history of Noah’s sons


            


            

              	11:10–26


              	The family history of Shem


            


          

        


      


    


    The longest of these family histories is the middle one, the story of the flood and its aftermath. Its fullness is a mark of its importance in the story. Just as in Mesopotamian accounts the flood divides world history into two eras, in Genesis the flood is seen as a great act of decreation: the world returns to its original state as described in Genesis 1:2, with water covering the surface of the earth. Nearly everything created in Genesis 1 disappears, land, plants, animals and man. The only survivors are to be found in the ark. But decreation is followed by recreation. When ‘God remembered Noah’ (Gen. 8:1), the wind blew (cf. Gen. 1:2) and everything started to reappear: outside the ark the land and the plants again became visible and, when Noah and the animals disembarked, the animal world started to be replenished. Noah himself is seen as a second Adam figure. He, like Adam, is viewed as the ancestor of all mankind, and like Adam he was told to be fruitful and multiply. Like Adam he cultivated fruit trees, in Noah’s case vines. Adam ate a forbidden fruit, but Noah consumed too much wine, dishonoured himself and was further shamed by his son. So in a sense mankind fell again. Thus this central section is not only structurally important, but it is theologically significant too. Each section is not only headed by its own title but typically concludes with a trailer for the next section, a few verses that sum up or introduce the next section. Thus 4:25–26 is a trailer for the genealogy of Adam in chapter 5. Genesis 6:5–8 sums up God’s reasons for sending the flood, the topic of the next three chapters. Noah’s blessing and curse of his sons in 9:25–27 explains the table of nations in chapter 10. Finally the birth of Abram in 11:26 introduces the Abraham stories, which begin in 11:27.


     


    2:4—4:26


    This section, called in the Hebrew ‘the history of the heaven and earth’, consists of two parts:


    

      

        

          

          

          

          

          

            

              	2:4—3:24


              	The Garden of Eden


            


            

              	4:1–26


              	Cain and his descendants


            


          

        


      


    


    These two parts are not just linked by sequence: Cain is Adam’s son, but he also sins in worse ways than his father Adam. The second part about Cain deliberately echoes the first part about Adam to show how much more Cain has degenerated than his father.


    

      Digging deeper:


      ADAM AND CAIN: DEEDS, WORDS AND CHARACTER


      

        Compare Adam’s deeds and dialogue with God (Gen. 3:6–12) with Cain’s (4:8–15). In what way does Cain appear to be a worse sinner than his father?


      


    


    The Garden of Eden story falls into parts: 2:4–25 describes life in the garden before the act of disobedience, while chapter 3 describes the deed and its consequences culminating in expulsion from the garden. Chapter 2 takes up motifs already addressed in chapter 1 but discusses them in greater detail: chapter 1 gives a panoramic view on the whole of creation, but 2:4–25 zooms in with a close-up on the creation of man and woman. Chapter 1 ended with the creation of mankind in two sexes to rule the rest of creation and supplied by God with food. In reverse order these three topics, food, dominion and sexuality, are the central topics of chapters 2 to 3. First, reinforcing the message of chapter 1 that God feeds man, not man the gods, as Babylonians held, God’s rich provision of fruit trees in the garden is noted (2:8–17). Second, man’s rule over the animals is reaffirmed by them coming to Adam to be named (2:18–20). It should be noted that the animals are viewed as potential companions for Adam: there is no suggestion that they are a danger to him or that he will exploit them. Finally, God creates Eve from Adam’s rib and introduces her to him in an archetypal wedding ceremony (2:21–25). This episode expresses in story-form some of the book’s convictions about relations between the sexes, which are alluded to in 2:24–25.


     


    The location of the garden is tantalizing. Because the Tigris and Euphrates are fed by the river of Eden it might be surmised that Eden was located somewhere in the North, where these rivers rise. But on the other hand 3:24 tells us that no one can enter the garden because it is guarded by the cherubim. This suggests that somehow the garden is real but inaccessible to man.


    

      Digging deeper:


      THE SYMBOLISM OF EVE


      

        Assuming that an all-powerful and all-generous God could have created more beings out of Adam’s rib than just Eve, why did he create just one woman? Does this reflect biblical ideas about sexual relationships? Is there symbolic significance in making Eve out of a rib rather than some other body part?


      


    


    The symbolism of Eden is clearer than its location. Eden means ‘delight’, and it is portrayed like a beautiful paradise island with abundant water and delicious fruits. What is more, it had lots of gold and precious stones: even God enjoyed strolling through its leafy trees. Later in the Bible this imagery is used to describe the tent shrine called the tabernacle (Exod. 25—40) and the temple in Jerusalem. All the symbolism, such as water and gold, contributes to making the point that this garden and the later temple are where God dwells, the God who gives life to all creation.


     


    Chapter 3 shows how all the pleasures of Eden were lost by the woman picking the only forbidden fruit and the man eating it. Immediately the intimacy between them (2:25) was shattered: guilt-ridden they hid in the trees and made clothes out of fig- leaves, and when challenged by God lame each other for their sin (3:6–13). But the longer-term consequences are graver still. Harmony between man and the animals is replaced by perpetual conflict (3:15). The woman’s role as wife and mother is to be marred by tension and painful childbirth (3:16), while the man’s task as keeper of the garden is from now on to be characterized by hard frustrating toil, and eventual death (3:17–19). Whereas Babylonian tradition held universal death originated after the flood, Genesis traces it back to the first human couple. Finally, both were expelled from Eden, the dwelling place of God and source of life. In this way the threat ‘in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die’ (2:17) was carried out.


     


    These punishments, or curses as the text calls them, describe the problems faced by ancient Israelites, and to a greater or lesser extent every human being. Life was precarious in Bible times for the average peasant farmer. Crops were hard to grow and prone to fail in times of drought, while wild animals including snakes endangered human life. Death, pain and conflicts between man and wife were not unknown either. These universal human problems are the more poignant after the idyllic way of life described in chapter 2, which remained the dream that the Old Testament hoped one day would again be realized (see Amos 9:13–15; Isa. 11:6–9).


    

      What do you think?


      THE PROTEVANGELIUM


      

        Genesis 3:15 ‘He shall bruise your head and you shall bruise his heel’ predicts ongoing hostility between man and snakes. It is thus an etiology (explanation) of this phenomenon. Some commentators have seen it as nothing more.


        However from at least the third century BC Jews, and subsequently Christians, have seen this as a prediction of the Messiah who would be victorious over the powers of evil. It is therefore called the Protevangelium (first gospel).


      


    


    However, chapter 4, the story of Cain and his descendants, paints a picture of further deterioration. For the first time in the OT the most important topic of sacrifice is raised. Whereas Abel offers the best of his flock, ‘the firstborn’, Cain merely offers some of his produce. Only the best is good enough in sacrifice, so not surprisingly Cain’s was rejected. But instead of mending his ways, Cain killed his brother. Murder is bad enough, but to kill your own brother is worse still, for brothers are specially responsible for their mutual well- being. Cheekily Cain brushed off God’s enquiry about Abel with what sounds like a joke: ‘Am I my brother’s keeper?’ The LORD was not fooled and he sentenced Cain to a life of perpetual nomadism. As mentioned earlier, this looks like a reversal of Nintur’s attempt to rescue primeval man from his original nomadic way of life.
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