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Editors’ Foreword

The International Exegetical Commentary on the Old Testament (IECOT) offers a multi-perspectival interpretation of the books of the Old Testament to a broad, international audience of scholars, laypeople and pastors. Biblical commentaries too often reflect the fragmented character of contemporary biblical scholarship, where different geographical or methodological sub-groups of scholars pursue specific methodologies and/or theories with little engagement of alternative approaches. This series, published in English and German editions, brings together editors and authors from North America, Europe, and Israel with multiple exegetical perspectives.

From the outset the goal has been to publish a series that was “international, ecumenical and contemporary.” The international character is reflected in the composition of an editorial board with members from six countries and commentators representing a yet broader diversity of scholarly contexts.

The ecumenical dimension is reflected in at least two ways. First, both the editorial board and the list of authors includes scholars with a variety of religious perspectives, both Christian and Jewish. Second, the commentary series not only includes volumes on books in the Jewish Tanach/Protestant Old Testament, but also other books recognized as canonical parts of the Old Testament by diverse Christian confessions (thus including the Deuterocanonical Old Testament books).

When it comes to “contemporary,” one central distinguishing feature of this series is its attempt to bring together two broad families of perspectives in analysis of biblical books, perspectives often described as “synchronic” and “diachronic” and all too often understood as incompatible with each other. Historically, diachronic studies arose in Europe, while some of the better known early synchronic studies originated in North America and Israel. Nevertheless, historical studies have continued to be pursued around the world, and focused synchronic work has been done in an ever greater variety of settings. Building on these developments, we aim in this series to bring synchronic and diachronic methods into closer alignment, allowing these approaches to work in a complementary and mutually-informative rather than antagonistic manner.

Since these terms are used in varying ways within biblical studies, it makes sense to specify how they are understood in this series. Within IECOT we understand “synchronic” to embrace a variety of types of study of a biblical text in one given stage of its development, particularly its final stage(s) of development in existing manuscripts. “Synchronic” studies embrace non-historical narratological, reader-response and other approaches along with historically-informed exegesis of a particular stage of a biblical text. In contrast, we understand “diachronic” to embrace the full variety of modes of study of a biblical text over time.

This diachronic analysis may include use of manuscript evidence (where available) to identify documented pre-stages of a biblical text, judicious use of clues within the biblical text to reconstruct its formation over time, and also an examination of the ways in which a biblical text may be in dialogue with earlier biblical (and non-biblical) motifs, traditions, themes, etc. In other words, diachronic study focuses on what might be termed a “depth dimension” of a given text – how a text (and its parts) has journeyed over time up to its present form, making the text part of a broader history of traditions, motifs and/or prior compositions. Synchronic analysis focuses on a particular moment (or moments) of that journey, with a particular focus on the final, canonized form (or forms) of the text. Together they represent, in our view, complementary ways of building a textual interpretation.

Of course, each biblical book is different, and each author or team of authors has different ideas of how to incorporate these perspectives into the commentary. The authors will present their ideas in the introduction to each volume. In addition, each author or team of authors will highlight specific contemporary methodological and hermeneutical perspectives – e.g. gender-critical, liberation-theological, reception-historical, social-historical – appropriate to their own strengths and to the biblical book being interpreted. The result, we hope and expect, will be a series of volumes that display a range of ways that various methodologies and discourses can be integrated into the interpretation of the diverse books of the Old Testament.
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Preface and Acknowledgements

The following commentary is a guided tour of some of the most interesting and discussed chapters of the Bible. Much like a tour guide informs his group about particular features of an often-visited city, this guide to Gen 1–11 discusses aspects of the biblical text that I know the most about and find particularly fascinating. In this case, many other such commentary/tours of Gen 1–11 have been and will be done, and this tour makes no pretense to cover the text comprehensively.1 Instead, in agreement with the focus of the overall series, I focus on ways that the Bible might be illuminated through a combination of close reading and attention to the original literary contexts of the texts under discussion. In addition, I have tried to bring together diverse worlds and forms of biblical criticism together in this commentary. I attend in the historical exegesis portions to a mix of international perspectives on the philology and formation of the texts discussed, and I include at least some pointers (in the Synthesis) to how such discussions might interact with non-historical approaches to the biblical text.

Having brought this commentary to a close, I have ever more respect for my predecessors who have done the same. I keep learning interesting things about these texts, and so there is never a point of obvious closure. Moreover, as one works on a commentary of this sort over years, the successive stages of learning necessarily end up reflected in diverse diachronic levels of the commentary itself. I and my editors have done our best (perhaps like the editors of Gen 1–11 itself) to bring the whole into a coherent unity. Nevertheless, I hope remaining imperfections can stand as an important reminder that this guide offers an imperfect and partial, but hopefully suggestive mix of ways one might understand the texts in Gen 1–11.2 It does not, contrary to some concepts of biblical commentary, purport to have mastered the text.

This work would be more imperfect if I had not had the aide of numerous people. I have presented and gained invaluable feedback on my work as I presented it to two seminars on Gen 1–11 at Union Theological Seminary (Fall 2015 and Fall 2019) and two seminars at NYU (Spring 2017; Spring 2019 host Liane Feldman), two meetings of the Columbia University Hebrew Bible seminar (September 2015, May 2019), two Colloquiums on Old Testament at Heidelberg and Tübingen (January 2016; hosts Jan Gertz and Erhard Blum), a conference on scribalism and orality at the College de France (May 2016; host Thomas Römer), a workshop on scribalism and Genesis in Koblenz (February 2016; host Michaela Bauks), a faculty and doctoral student gathering in Zurich (July 2018; host Konrad Schmid), and multiple presentations at both the International SBL (2017) and Annual SBL meeting (2016, 2018, 2019). Along the way, I gained specific help from more people than I can gather and name here. Nevertheless, the following is an alphabetical list of some of the individuals who provided extra comments on my work and/or private copies of theirs: Fynn Adomeit, Joel Baden, Walter Bührer, Simeon Chavel, Colleen Conway, John Day, Paul Delnero, Albert DePury, Liane Feldman, Dan Fleming, Aron Freidenreich, Jan Gertz, Esther Hamori, Robin ten Hoopen, Ki-Eun Jang, Ed Greenstein, Christophe Nihan, Thomas Römer, Konrad Schmid, Stephan Schorch, Mark Smith, and (for discussion of theological matters) my Union Seminary colleagues John Thatamanil and Andrea White.

Above all I thank Erhard Blum for his extraordinary help. Initially he read and discussed my work across a series of visits to Tübingen in Winter 2016 (funded by the Alexander von Humboldt Stiftung) and Summer 2017 as we planned then to write this commentary together. Even when he had to withdraw as co-author, he continued to provide generous help up to the final days of the commentary’s completion. Along the way I have become ever more convinced that Erhard Blum is one of the premier Hebrew philologians and exegetes of our age. This commentary, especially the translation, is immensely better as a result of his input, even as I must stress that he did not read the final whole and would not agree with some of the positions adopted in it.

One thing that both Erhard Blum and my wife, Colleen Conway, encouraged me to do was to publish my work on Gen 1–11 in two books. My initial work on this commentary ended up being too long to be included in a single volume, and my diachronic discussions of precursors to Gen 1–11 had become too technical. Therefore, I made the decision to include those more technical, diachronic discussions in a separate monograph, The Formation of Genesis 1–11, which was published this year (2020) by Oxford University Press (New York). I still treat diachronic issues in this commentary, but the separate publication allowed me to treat them in a more summary way.3 I apologize in advance to some readers who then must consult a different book to find more detailed coverage of issues that interest them. At the same time I hope that this move thus makes this particular volume more accessible to those who do not need as much technical background.

I must stress that most of this commentary is a synthesis of others’ work. Of course, I have attempted through footnotes to indicate particular places where I have gotten ideas. Nevertheless, as a result of reading and composing this commentary over a number of years, there are places where I have absorbed something from somewhere and forgotten my source. In particular, I found myself coming back again and again to certain interpreters of Genesis that I found to be unusually good readers, even when I also disagreed with aspects of their positions. They are cited in the relevant parts of the commentary, but I list here some that I found to be particularly useful and interesting resources to be in dialogue with: studies of all of Gen 1–11 by Umberto Cassuto, John Day, Jan Gertz, Benno Jacob (the original German edition of his commentary), Andreas Schüle, Horst Seebass, Gordon Wenham, and Markus Witte; and studies on specific parts of Gen 1–11 by Samuel Abramsky (Gen 10), Norbert Clemens Baumgart (on Gen 4, 6–9), Walter Bührer (especially Gen 1–3; 6:1–4 and 11:1–9), Frank Crüsemann (Gen 2–3, 4 and 10), Karel Deurloo (Gen 4), Ron Hendel (text-criticism of Gen 1–11), Henning Heyde (Gen 4), Annette Schellenberg (Gen 1–3), and Odil Hannes Steck (on Gen 1 and 2–3). If nothing else, I hope the reader discovers in my footnotes some more guides like these to enrich their reading of Gen 1–11. It should be emphasized that I give full information on many materials that I cite at the locus where those materials are discussed, but (as per the style of the commentary) the reader must consult the selective bibliography at the end of this commentary for bibliographic information on items that are cited by author and short title across disparate pages.

The Kohlhammer staff, particularly Florian Specker and Jonathan Robker, have provided fantastic support as I have worked to complete this project. In addition, I must thank my fellow IECOT/IKAT authors. Some paved the way for this commentary by writing earlier volumes in the series, while others provided especially helpful feedback on draft sections of this commentary at IECOT author-editor workshops in November 2017, August 2019 and November 2019. In particular, I benefited from the careful, frank feedback of Christl Maier at those workshops, and feedback from Carolyn Sharp prompted me to engage postmodern and (consciously) ideological readings of Gen 1–11 more than I otherwise would have.

I conclude with three mechanical notes and one dedicatory one. As per the style of the series, I use abbreviations from John Kutsko et al., The SBL Handbook of Style: For Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Early Christian Studies, 2nd ed. (Atlanta: SBL Press, 2014). Therefore, I do not provide a separate list of abbreviations here aside from noting here my frequent use of Gesenius18 to refer to the eighteenth edition of the Gesenius Handwörterbuch.4 In addition, even though the Hebrew names in Gen 1–11 often diverge from their common equivalents, I have used standard English forms of biblical names as they generally appear in the Bible (following the NRSV), and I default to the most common form of characters whose names change across the biblical narrative, e.g., Abraham rather than Abram. Along the way, I frequently use the convention of using an asterisk (*) to indicate a citation of a verse range that is substantially, though not completely, made up of the texts that I mean to point to. For example, I sometimes refer to priestly elements embedded in Gen 10—Gen 10:1a, 2–7, 20, 22–23, 31–32—with the shorthand Genesis 10* after I have specified those elements at least once in the prior discussion.

Finally, I dedicate this book to a person who will not be aware of its existence for quite some time: my new (and first) granddaughter, Kaia Comorau, who was born on Oct. 17, 2019 in the later stages of finishing this work. While the outset of the present decade (2020) seems quite fraught and the outlook for earth’s life unclear, Kaia’s birth and that of others in her generation stand as symbols of human commitment to the future. Genesis 1–11 is a story of first births, and it articulates both that potential and certain challenges for human life on this earth. I dedicate this critical analysis of Gen 1–11 to Kaia and other little ones in a prayer for them finding ways to flourish together. To quote a poem by Buddhist teacher and author, Zenju Earthlyn Manuel “For All Beings”:5


May all beings be cared for and loved,
Be listened to, understood and acknowledged despite different views,
Be accepted for who they are in this moment,
Be afforded patience,
Be allowed to live without fear of having their lives taken away or their bodies violated.
May all beings,
Be well in its broadest sense,
Be fed,
Be clothed,
Be treated as if their life is precious,
Be held in the eyes of each other as family.
May all beings,
Be appreciated,
Feel welcomed anywhere on the planet,
Be freed from acts of hatred and desperation including war, poverty, slavery, and street crimes,
Live on the planet, housed and protected from harm,
Be given what is needed to live fully, without scarcity,
Enjoy life, living without fear of one another,
Be able to speak freely in a voice and mind of undeniable love.
May all beings,
Receive and share the gifts of life,
Be given time to rest, be still, and experience silence.
May all beings,
Be awake.



Let us turn now to look at stories of earth, family, and awakening in Gen 1–11.





Introduction to the Commentary


Initial Overview of the Contents and Literary Patterns in Gen 1–11

The first eleven chapters of Genesis offer a picture of the origins of their audience’s present world—e.g., their agricultural way of life, family relationships, distinction from and relation to animals, and the backgrounds of social groups (e.g., Kenites, Canaanites) and famous foreign loci (e.g., Babylon, Nineveh). The general lack of focus in these chapters on specifically Israelite figures and explicitly Israelite places distinguishes these chapters from the rest of the book of Genesis, indeed from Exodus and other historical books that follow.1 At the most, the figure of Shem among Noah’s sons is identified here as Abraham’s direct ancestor (Gen 11:10–26), and he is particularly connected in Gen 10:21 with a group—“all the sons of Eber”—that seems specially related to, though not identical to the “Hebrews” with which Israel is later identified.

This primeval history is split by the great divide of the flood narrative. Indeed, the Jewish liturgical calendar separates Gen 1–11 into two liturgical portions that are read in the first two weeks of the annual Torah-reading cycle: an initial pre-flood portion labeled “in the beginning” from Gen 1:1–6:8 and then a subsequent liturgical reading labeled “Noah” that covers Gen 6:9–11:32.

The text of Gen 1–11 itself contains explicit structuring elements: a series of labels, starting in Gen 2:4a, that designate the following text as concerning the “descendants” (תולד]ו[ת)—or, by extension, “generations” for Gen 2:4a—of figures featured in the preceding text. Here again the flood features prominently, with both post-flood labels (Gen 10:1; 11:10) stressing the post-flood character of the descendants that they focalize. As indicated in the following overview, most of these labeled subsections feature an element toward their conclusion that anticipates the focus of the following one:2


In the beginning (Gen 1:1–6:8)

[God’s seven-day creation of heaven, earth and living beings in them (Gen 1:1–2:3)]

“These are the generations of heaven and earth” (Gen 2:4a): first humans along with animals (2:4b–4:26)


Anticipation of the first parts of the following Adam-to-Noah genealogy (Gen 4:25–26)



“This is the book of the descendants of Adam” (Gen 5:1a): Adam-to-Noah genealogy (5:1–32), demigods (6:1–4)


Anticipation of flood destruction/Noah rescue (6:5–8)



Noah (Gen 6:8–11:32)

“These are the descendants of Noah” (Gen 6:9a): Story of Noah/flood (6:9–9:17), Noah and his sons (Gen 9:20–27)


Anticipation of post-flood humanity from Noah’s sons (Gen 9:18–19)



“These are the descendants of Noah’s sons … after the flood” (10:1a): The expansion and spreading of post-flood humanity (Gen 10:1–11:9)

“These are the descendants of Shem” (Gen 11:10aα): From Shem to Israel’s ancestor, Abraham (11:10–26)


Anticipation of the Abraham story (Gen 11:26)





Though the beginning of the “descendants of Terah” section in Gen 11:27–32 is included in the “Noah” liturgical reading, these verses are not actually part of the primeval history. Instead, they begin the story about Abraham and his family that extends into the following chapters. Therefore this commentary will not cover this section, reserving its treatment for the IECOT volume on the Gen 12–50 ancestral materials.

The orientation of the primeval history around creation and flood means that the story of primeval origins clearly distinguishes the present, experienced world of the audience from the world as God initially created and intended it. Thus, Gen 1–11 does not just present contemporary realities as an immutable, divinely-created order. Instead, these chapters depict present reality as the result of a complex process leading from 1) God’s creation of an initial “very good” order (Gen 1:1–2:3, also 2:4–25) that was then compromised by human actions (Gen 3:1–4:24) to 2) a flood destruction and partial revision of the initial creation order (Gen 6:5–9:17). This depiction starts with an account of God’s ideal creation in Gen 1:1–2:3 and the initial story of Yhwh’s creation of an initial human, the first animals, and the first woman as the human’s true counterpart and helper (Gen 2:4–24). These two texts, complexly related and distinguished in numerous respects, both explain some aspects of present reality (e.g., distinct components of the present cosmos [Gen 1], the strong bond of a young man to his wife [Gen 2:24]) and also present ideal “counterworlds” (German Gegenwelten) to the audience’s present, where, e.g., humans peacefully dominate animals (Gen 1:26, 28–30; 2:18–20) and survive on plant life (1:29–30; 2:8–9, 15–16).

Starting in Gen 3, however, human disobedience and violence disrupts this ideal picture, and subsequent narratives show other ways that humans act and God must react. In this way, the primeval narratives of Genesis explain non-ideal elements of human life—such as animosity with animals (Gen 3:14–15), hard labor for food (Gen 3:17–19, 23), and violence (Gen 4:8)—as the result of primeval events involving the first humans. Nevertheless, the stories of Adam and Eve in Eden and Cain and Abel are much more complex than the simple “crime and punishment” model that is often applied to them.3 These pre-flood stories depict the gradual emergence of the first humans from a state of childlike [and animal-like] lack of shame (Gen 2:25), gullibility, and naivete (Gen 3:1–6) into the hard work and hard choices of life outside the garden. This certainly involves human mistakes and misdeeds, partly instigated by other non-human powers—disobedience prompted in part by the snake Gen 3:1–6 and fratricide associated with sin lurking as a demon in Gen 4:7–8. Nevertheless, humans also gain important adult capabilities along the way, such as godlike “knowledge of good and evil” (3:7, 22), and God does not only respond to their actions with anger, but also with compassion (Gen 3:8–24; 4:9–15). We see this mix of divine responses also in the divine response to marriages between the sons of god and human daughters in Gen 6:1–2. There Yhwh imposes a 120-year lifespan limit to humanity (6:3), one that both a) allows the potentially immortal children produced by such marriages to live unusually long lives and yet b) reinforces the mortality of such divine-human offspring. Amidst all this, there is little to indicate that God will impose a world-destroying flood on all life. At most, there are subtle anticipations of the coming of diluvian destruction in the names for the last five primeval ancestors in Gen 5 and their age notices.

The following flood narrative echoes and reverses aspects of the Gen 1 and 2 creation stories. To start, Gen 6:5–6 echoes Gen 2 in describing God’s regret at having made (עשה) humans whose formation (יצר) is thoroughly evil (cf. יצר in 2:7) and then Gen 6:11–12 echoes and contrasts with Gen 1 in describing the corruption of the “very good” earth that was created at the outset (cf. Gen 1:31~6:13). God then goes on to destroy all of humanity except Noah (7:6–8:19) before promising not to bring another flood (8:20–9:17). The status of the flood as an uncreation of God’s initial creation is highlighted by parallels between God’s creation of the heavenly plate in Gen 1:6–8, God’s opening of its windows to create the flood in 7:11, and God’s closing of them in 8:2.

The text in Gen 9:18–11:9 then continues the meditation on human possibilities and limits seen in Gen 3:1–6:4. For example, much as the Eden story in Gen 2–3 presented a fundamentally ambivalent picture of human acquisition of wisdom (3:7, 22) and concomitant condemnation to hard labor (Gen 3:17–19, 23–24), the story of Noah combines a picture of him discovering comfort from that hard labor through farming grapes from the ground (Gen 5:29; 9:20–21a) and his accidental descent into a drunken nakedness reminiscent of nakedness in Eden (Gen 9:21b; cf. 2:25; 3:7) and subsequent imposition of a curse (ארר) on his grandson (Gen 9:21–25; cf. Gen 3:17–19). And, as partially indicated in the table below, various other aspects of the post-flood stories in Gen 9:20–11:9 resume themes of human division (e.g., Gen 4:1–26 // Gen 9:25–10:32) and threat to the divine-human boundary (e.g., Gen 3:22; 6:1–2 // 11:1–4) that were seen in the stories leading up to the flood:4


General (un)creation, three pairings of the nuclear family, divine-human boundary, peoples

Initial Divine Creation of Humans and the Biome that They Rule (Gen 1:1–2:3)


First Human Couple: End of Nakedness, Start of Farming, Reproduction (Gen 2–3)


Establishment of firm divine-human boundary (of mortality)



First Sibling Pair: Echoes of Eden (Gen 4:1–16)


Kenite Peoples (tents, pastroralists, metalurgists) (Gen 4:20–22)

Sethite Substitute for Abel—Calling on Yhwh’s Name (4:25–26)

Reinforcement of Divine-Human Boundary (Gen 6:1–4)





Divine Uncreation and Recreation of the Cosmos (6:5–9:17)


Parent-Children Pairing: Echoes of Eden—Farming, Nakedness, and Curse (Gen 9:20–27)


Population of Earth from Noah’s Sons (Gen 10)

Spatial Reinforcement of the Divine-Human Boundary (Gen 11:1–9)

(11:1–9 provides background to spread of earth’s population in Gen 10)







The flood and post-flood stories (Gen 6:5–11:9) thus unfold themes from the pre-flood section (Gen 1:1–6:4) in two main ways. First, they echo specific elements of Gen 2:1–6:4, describing the continuing development of human farming, unfolding of ethnic divisions, and featuring themes of nakedness, curse, and God’s concerns about preserving the divine-human boundary. Second, the flood narrative represents a temporary interruption in the emergence of the current world order, echoing elements of Gen 1–2 in the process of describing God’s undoing and revision of God’s initial creation work.




Major Themes in the History of Interpretation of Gen 1:1–6:4

The above-surveyed texts in Gen 1–11 have played such an important role in Jewish and Christian interpretation that adequate treatment of that history requires a book (or books) in itself. Therefore, this commentary does not provide a sustained treatment of this area. Nevertheless, I note below a few central foci in the history of interpretation of the texts in Gen 1–11 as a preface to this commentary’s diachronic exploration of their formation over time and synchronic reading of the distinct diachronic levels embedded in them.

I start by noting a marked contrast between the Hebrew Bible’s general lack of specific reference to stories in Gen 1–11 and the broad and deep reflection on these chapters from the Second Temple period onward. Aside from more general references to creation in a number of biblical texts, the main potential reflections of Gen 1–11 in other Hebrew Bible texts occur in a brief mention of “the garden of Yhwh” in Gen 13:10; Isa 51:3, reference to Noah in Ezek 14:14, 20 and Isa 54:9, use of genealogical information from Gen 1–5 in 1 Chr 1:1–4, and a likely reflection on the Gen 1:26–28 picture of God’s creation of humans to rule in Ps 8:5–9 (ET 8:4–8; cf. also Ps 136:8–9).5 In addition, as will be discussed more later, there may be some ways that the garden of Eden story of Gen 2:4–3:24 is responded to or otherwise appropriated in Psalm 82:7 and texts in Ezekiel on the expulsion of a proud figure from the garden of God/“Eden” because of his pretensions to divinity (28:11–19) and of a great world tree in the garden of God/“Eden” (31:3–9).

This general lack of reflection on texts in Gen 1–11 in the rest of the Bible (excepting Ezekiel) stands in marked contrast to the relatively frequent interpretations of Gen 1–11 in Second Temple Jewish literature and even more intense reflection on these chapters in the Christian theological tradition. For example, several early Jewish texts clarify the background of God’s judgment and the world-destroying flood of Gen 6:5–7:23 by seeing the stories of Gen 2:4–6:4 against the background of Hellenistic and Roman-period traditions about demonic powers and fallen angels.6 In addition, early and later Jewish readers added new semi-divine characters to the mythical world of Gen 1–11—taking the snake in Gen 3 to be Satan (e.g., 4 Macc. 18:7–8; Rev 12:9; Apoc. Mos. 16:4; 17:4; possibly Wis 2:24), the “sons of God” in Gen 6:2, 4 as rebel angels producing evil and violent giants who then caused the flood (e.g., 1 En. 6:2–7:5; Jub. 5:1–5), and the figure of Nimrod in Gen 10:8–12 as a giant, evil rebel warrior who led the project to build the tower in Babylon (11:1–9).7 Meanwhile, the character of Enoch, who only briefly appears in Gen 5:22–24 as a proto-Noah character who “walked with God” (cf. Gen 6:9), became a much more important figure in several early Jewish texts—moral example, mediator between heaven and earth, sage, and revealer of heavenly secrets (Sir 44:14–16; Ps.-Philo, LAB 1:16; Josephus, Ant. 1.85; cf. Heb 11:5).8 In a similar vein, interpreters endeavored to elaborate on the Bible’s brief positive comments about Noah, Gen 6:8, 9; 7:1), developing stories of his righteous attempts to warn his contemporaries of the oncoming flood (Sib. Or. 1:127–131, 149–151; Jos. Ant. 1.74) and starting to see him as inaugurating a set of “Noachide laws” about murder and other topics that apply to humanity as a whole (cf. Gen 9:2–6).9

Later rabbinic and mystical Jewish interpretation of these chapters have varied widely, depending on the theme under discussion. Overall, interpreters often have tended to reinterpret various parts of the Gen primeval history through the lens of the flood narrative’s report of the pervasive, irremovable evil of humanity (Gen 6:5–7; also 8:21). For example, an initial stratum in the Enochic Book of the Watchers (1 En. 6:2–7:5) is the earliest tradition to link the evil of the flood (Gen 6:5) with the preceding story of marriages of sons of God and daughters of humanity (Gen 6:1–4) by telling how those marriages produced violent giants whose violence caused the flood.10 The above-noted tradition about evil Nimrod built on that picture, seeing the “warrior” (גבור) Nimrod of Gen 10:8–9 as a continuation of the line of evil, giant “warriors” noted in Gen 6:4. This interpretation then was complemented by a broad tendency to attribute grave sexual sins to Noah’s son, Ham (Gen 9:22–23), and see the building of Babylon (often seen as Nimrod’s work) as an illustration of the persistence of human evil in the post-flood period (Gen 11:1–9; cf. Gen 8:21).11 As will be discussed later in this commentary, these negative strands of interpretation of Gen 1–11, particularly those focused on semi-outsider figures in the story world (e.g., Cain, Nimrod), have been used by some to justify exclusion, colonization, or enslavement of perceived others, especially people of African descent, who are often identified with those figures. 

Another broader trend to note is the way that the flood narrative’s depiction of the evil of humanity in Gen 6:5–7 appears to have influenced early Jewish and, particularly, Christian readings of the Garden of Eden story (Gen 2–3). We may already see this in the Dead Sea Scrolls, in the Paraphrase of Genesis and Exodus (4Q422 1:11–12), which seems to link the “evil inclination” (רע … יצר) of humanity mentioned in Gen 6:5 to rebellion of the first human in the Garden of Eden (Gen 2–3).12 This idea of original human evil, undergirded by a reading of Gen 2–3 in light of Gen 6:5–7, then appears even more explicitly in Paul’s reading of the Garden of Eden story as an account of the “fall” of all of humanity into sin and death (Rom 5:12–21; also 1 Cor 15:21–22, 45–49).13 The Eden story served for Paul as a crucial background for his broader theology about Jesus’s salvation of the entire world, both gentile and Jewish. Though there were other stories in Scripture, such as the golden calf incident (Exod 32:1–14), that depicted sins by Israel, Paul focused on the Gen 3 story of disobedience in Eden because of its potential to illustrate a universal human deficiency—something suffered by both gentiles and Jews—to which Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection could stand as a universal solution.14 In the wake of Paul’s interpretation, most Christians have read Gen 2–3 as a story of the original sin of the first humans that was then inherited by all of subsequent humanity.15

The more interpreters focused on Gen 3 as the story of a fall into sin, the more they also sought figures to blame, and the most obvious suspects often ended up being Eve and the snake, rather than the man in the story. To be sure, Paul himself juxtaposed Adam’s bringing of sin with Christ’s bringing of salvation (e.g., Rom 5:12–21), and only a few early Jewish interpretations stressed Eve’s role in bringing death into the world (e.g., Sir 25:24; Philo Creation 151–152). Nevertheless, following the scriptural precedent of 1 Tim 2:14–15, many Christian interpreters particularly blamed Eve for the garden sin, projecting onto her an anxiety about women, bodies, and desire that was characteristic of their context.16 In addition, building on the above-described early-Jewish tendency to see angelic and other demonic powers at work in the primeval period, Christians saw the snake of Gen 3 as Satan in disguise, tricking the woman into her temptress role.

More recently, especially in the seventeenth and subsequent centuries, these first chapters of Genesis have been a central locus for European Christian development of concepts of race, as Europeans colonized and enslaved people of color. On the one hand, the primeval history posed a challenge for concepts of race because it posited a unitary origin for all humans, with the diverse peoples of the world sharing a common set of parents and being siblings to each other. On the other hand, the depiction of post-flood peoples in Genesis 10 came to be a crucial template for European constructs of “Semitic,” “Hamitic,” and “Japhetite” (the latter often associated with Europeans) races and development of religiously-based ideologies supporting racial domination. In particular, the stories of Cain and Ham were reinterpreted to provide an account of African peoples as subhuman products of a separate line of Adam’s descendants, bearing the dark “mark” of Cain’s infamy (Gen 4:15) and the curse of Ham’s descendants to slavery (Gen 9:25).17

In the contemporary context, the first chapters of Genesis also have been a focus of discussions around gender, ecology and broader questions surrounding the relations of humans to other living beings. For example, some feminist interpreters such as Phyllis Trible have critiqued traditional Christian readings of the Garden of Eden story as a story of a fall caused by Eve’s weakness. So also, Trible and others have found salutary the Gen 1 description of God’s creation of male and female “humanity” (האדם) in (or as) God’s image.18 Meanwhile, an increasing sensitivity to the problem of human destruction of the environment has raised questions about the anthropocentric character of Gen 1–3, particularly God’s intent in Gen 1:26–28 for humans to “rule” and even “subdue” creation. An oft-cited 1967 article on “The Historical Roots of Our Ecological Crisis” by Lynn White attributes part of this crisis to the anthropocentric perspective of the Genesis creation stories.19 In response, some religious interpreters of the Bible have offered more ecofriendly readings of Genesis, seeing Gen 1:26–28 as envisioning human royal care for creation or the stories of Adam, Eve, Cain, and Abel as chronicling the corruption of the earth that follows on human misdeeds.20 Still more recent readings of Gen 1–9 have followed the lead of Jacques Derrida in raising questions surrounding the basic distinction between humans and all other living beings that is presupposed in many such readings, a distinction that is a particular focus of the creation stories in Gen 1–3.21




Major Contours of the Diachronic Background to Gen 1–11

This commentary aims to enrich the above-surveyed centuries-long conversation about Genesis with a mix of diachronic and synchronic analysis, each pursued in turn and in relation to each other. As stated in the preface to the series, “diachronic analysis” is understood here to pertain to the “depth dimension” of a given text—that is its various sorts of identifiable precursors: earlier source or compositional-redactional strata, oral traditions, and/or separate biblical or non-biblical texts with which the text specifically interacts. The following section of this introduction prepares for the diachronic portion of the commentary by surveying the main precursors of Gen 1–11 to be discussed across the course of the commentary, starting with pre-biblical Near Eastern literary traditions.


Ancient Non-Biblical Precursors

Much of Gen 1–11 appears to interact with primeval traditions attested in a variety of non-Israelite contexts. Genesis 1, in particular, manifests some potential links to motifs seen in Egyptian contexts. Genesis 6:1–4 features some elements known from Greek, Hittite (originally Hurrian), and Ugaritic texts. In general, however, the texts in Gen 1–11 show the most identifiable connections to texts in the Mesopotamian Sumero-Akkadian literary tradition.

There are several factors that may contribute to the predominance of parallels between Gen 1–11 and Mesopotamian literary texts. To start, we have better access to Mesopotamian literary texts because they were recorded on imperishable clay tablets and sometimes collected in large archives, such as the library of Ashurbanipal. Yet, even beyond such accidents of preservation and collection, the Mesopotamian literary tradition appears to have included an unusually large number of stories about primeval times that are analogous to parts of Gen 1–11. Egyptian scribes seem to have developed relatively few such traditions about primeval times.22 Moreover, most traditions specifically connected to the Levant (e.g., Ugarit) and broader Mediterranean (e.g., Greece) focus on royal-legendary heroic figures rather than the creation of the cosmos and human civilization.23 In connection with Gen 6:1–4, I will mention Hittite-Hurrian myths around Kumarbi and some Greek traditions (especially in Hesiod and Homer) that apparently develop older Near Eastern, Hittite, and Levantine themes about ancient interactions of the gods and humans. Nevertheless, the level of focus on such primeval times is far less in Egypt and Mediterranean scribal spheres than that seen in the Mesopotamian literary tradition, and there is not good evidence for a text in Gen 1–11 specifically responding to a specific text in the Egyptian, Greek, Hittite/Hurrian, or Phoenecian sphere.

Finally, it is important to recognize the multiple occasions in which the Judean scribes might have been exposed to Mesopotamian literary traditions or themes from such traditions. We know that cuneiform texts—specifically including the Adapa and Gilgamesh epics—circulated in the Levant during the Bronze Age, and it is possible that early Judean scribes encountered echoes of those texts in some form, whether preserved versions of some Mesopotamian texts themselves or Canaanite reflections of them.24 When Judah was under Assyrian domination, some elite Judean youths may have been sent to Assyria for education in Assyrian literature, much as happened in other parts of the Assyrian empire.25 Finally, it is possible that the Judean exiles in Babylon encountered and engaged elements of Babylonian literature during their stay there.26

In the end, the argument for textual influence of Mesopotamian or other traditions must be made on a case by case basis. Nevertheless, numerous discussions in the following commentary will provide support to the idea that the character and broader shape of Gen 1–11 were particularly influenced by primeval compositions and cosmogonic traditions seen in Sumero-Akkadian cuneiform literature.




The Character of Mesopotamian Primeval Texts and Traditions

Given the close connections of Gen 1–11 to Mesopotamian literary traditions, our examination of these chapters can be informed by a brief overview of primeval themes seen in this corpus. To start, this literature contains an impressive range of texts devoted all or in part to narrating the gods’ creation of civilized humanity. These include both Sumerian (e.g., Enki and Ninmah, the Eridu Genesis) and Akkadian (portions of the Atrahasis and Enuma Elish Epics) texts, along with a couple of bilinguals (the Ashur bilingual [KAR 4], Marduk bilingual).27 I will term such texts “primeval creation accounts.” In addition, we see a number of important traditions about primeval origins embedded in texts of other genres. They are particularly frequent in hymns (Enki and the World Order, Ninurta’s Exploits, Hymn to the Engura, Song of the Hoe, How Grain Came to Sumer). But we also see such primeval themes occur briefly in some incantations,28 the outset of the Rulers of Lagash list, a part of the Eridu Genesis text, and part of a Sumerian school debate (Debate between Grain and Sheep). This mix of genres shows the overall prominence of themes of primeval origins in the Mesopotamian literary tradition and suggests the possibility of mutual influence of primeval creation narratives on the one hand and the treatment of creation themes in other genre texts (e.g., hymns) on the other.

Notably, the bulk of Mesopotamian primeval creation narratives and cosmological traditions in other genres do not focus generally on the creation of the world per se, but rather on describing the emergence of different aspects of the Mesopotamian canal-based, temple-city social system.29 In doing so, this etiological dimension of numerous Mesopotamian literary texts integrally connect their audience’s world to the story world of the creation narratives, depicting key aspects of contemporary reality, including social reality, as resulting from events at the outset of time. Far from being an added or superficial element of the stories, this overall etiological dimension of creation narratives constituted a key aspect of their claim upon their readers, turning key elements of the contemporary world—e.g., canals, farming, cities, kingship—into testimony of the truth of the creation myths that purported to explain them.

Certainly the creation of humans by the gods (usually Enki/Ea) is often included as a part of this. Nevertheless, even here Mesopotamian compositions include an anticipation of irrigation-based agriculture on which Mesopotamian civilization depended. A particularly frequent theme in Mesopotamian texts is the idea that humans were created to do labor to support the gods. In particular, we see multiple attestations in Sumerian texts of the idea that, prior to the creation of humanity, the lower gods were sorely burdened by labor, bearing the hoe and the bucket30 or more specifically maintaining the canals.31 Yet more Sumerian and Akkadian texts then go on to describe how higher gods then create humanity to alleviate the lower gods’ labor, often after a specific consultation among the gods. These themes appear already in the ancient Sumerian Enki and Ninmah myth, and they reappear in Sumerian compositions (Song of the Hoe, Debate between Grain and Sheep) and the Akkadian Atrahasis Epic, the Akkadian Enuma Elish Epic and several later Akkadian compositions (Ashur bilingual, Marduk bilingual) as well as being briefly mentioned in some incantations.32

These stories of the origins of humans typically occur as parts of broader compositions about the origins of Mesopotamian city-temple culture. Alongside the creation of human beings, we see a particular focus in these Mesopotamian origins texts on themes such as: 1) the origins of the great cities like Eridu (in Sumerian compositions) and Babylon (in bilingual and Akkadian compositions); 2) the creation of the Tigris and Euphrates rivers; and 3) the founding of field agriculture along with the canal-irrigation system that made such agriculture possible in Mesopotamia. In the hymn to Enki and the world order, along with the Eridu Genesis, the creator, Enki, is praised as the founder of the first city, Eridu, along with other important Sumerian cities. Later bilingual and Akkadian texts (Enuma Elish Epic, the Marduk bilingual) then shift this achievement to Marduk, who is praised for founding Babylon and its great Esagila temple. So also, Enki (in the hymn to the world order), Ninurta (in the exploits of Ninurta), Marduk (in the Marduk bilingual and Enuma Elish), or the gods in general (in the Ashur bilingual) create the Tigris and Euphrates rivers on which the Mesopotamian irrigation system depended. Finally, the creation of that irrigation system is presupposed in the Atrahasis Epic (where humans take over canal maintenance from lower gods) and explicitly described in the Eridu Genesis, Ashur bilingual, and the Hymn to Enki and the world order.

Notably, this overall etiological emphasis seen in Mesopotamian primeval creation accounts (and creation traditions) seems to have militated against a regular combination of such creation narratives with stories of a world-destroying flood. To be sure, creation and flood are integrated in the Atrahasis Epic, focused as it is on various ways that contemporary life structures resulted from the gods’ attempts to end human multiplication and its accompanying noise. Nevertheless, the flood does not appear at all in most Mesopotamian primeval creation accounts, and the flood is only incompletely integrated with creation-etiological elements in the Eridu Genesis. The documented secondary insertion of a flood account into tablet eleven of the Standard Babylonian version of the Gilgamesh epic (hereafter “SB Gilgamesh” as opposed to the Old Babylonian [OB] versions) shows that some scribes could bring flood traditions into relation with other textual traditions. Nevertheless, the broader picture of Mesopotamian primeval narratives and traditions shows that narrative integration of creation and flood episodes—seen particularly in the Atrahasis Epic—was the exception rather than the rule.

Finally, I must emphasize that the Mesopotamian literary tradition regarding primeval times is varied, constituted as it is by works of various genres in two languages (Sumerian and Akkadian) that were composed over many centuries. There are important differences across this corpus. For example, the Akkadian texts, which generally lie closer than the Sumerian texts to the time of the composition of Gen 1–11, are distinguished from those Sumerian texts by their more resolutely negative view of the heavy labor put on humans by the gods and their more exclusive picture of humans as created through a process of formation, generally a god or goddess crafting humans out of clay (where several Sumerian texts depict humans as sprouting from the earth).33 In addition, it appears that certain texts enjoyed more prominence in different periods of the Mesopotamian scribal context. In particular, it seems that the Enuma Elish Epic, composed in the later second millennium and synthesizing earlier traditions of varied kinds (e.g., the Anzu and Atrahasis Epics), became increasingly prominent across the first millennium BCE and particularly influenced later representations of primeval times.34 For example, Berossus’s Babylonian History, composed in the early third century, particularly reflects the version of creation seen in tablet VI of the Enuma Elish Epic.35






The Limited Usefulness of the ‘Creation’ Category for Reading Gen 1–11

The following commentary will explore more similarities and distinctions between texts in Gen 1–11 and their Mesopotamian (and other) counterparts. The point for now is to emphasize how the broader focus of the Gen 1–11 materials corresponds to the focus of many Mesopotamian primeval narratives on the overall origins of human city culture and specific temple cults as well. Both sets of material undermine a common contemporary conceptual division between cosmos-oriented “creation stories” on the one hand and other primeval stories on the other. Such an understanding assumes a semi-scientific division of the order of the natural world from social, ethnic, and other constructed orders (e.g., canals, cities), a division that was foreign to the world of the Bible.36 Where modern readers might separate off the seven-day account of Gen 1 or the Eden story of Gen 2–3 as being stories of “creation,” ancient authors and readers probably would have seen the entire primeval history of Gen 1–11, including its account of post-flood peoples and cities in Gen 10:1–11:9, as an overall account of the primeval origins of the audience’s natural-ethnic-social world.37




Literary Stages in the Formation of Gen 1–11


P, Non-P, and Models for their Relationship

Two and a half centuries of scholarship have established a basic distinction in Gen 1–11 between a Priestly strand (often designated “P” in the following) starting in the seven-day creation account of Gen 1:1–2:3 and a non-Priestly strand (non-P; often termed “J”) starting with the garden of Eden story in Gen 2:4–3:24. The following commentary will argue for and develop this picture. The basic distinctions between these Priestly and non-Priestly materials have been established for over a century and will only be fine-tuned in minor respects across this commentary.

Basic Shape of P and non-PIn most cases, the conflator who combined them seems to have preserved major blocks of each. From the P source, the conflator preserved the P creation account in Gen 1:1–2:3, Adam-to-Noah genealogy in most of Gen 5*,38 and the Shem-to-Abraham genealogy of Gen 11:10–26. From the non-P primeval history, the conflator preserved stories about first humans found in Gen 2:4b–4:26; the brief account of sons of God and daughters of humanity in Gen 6:1–4; the stories of Noah and his sons in 9:20–27; and building of Babylon in 11:1–9. Nevertheless, the conflator appears to have more finely interwoven P and non-P sources in two cases where P and non-P contained parallel materials: the story of the flood (Gen 6:5–9:17) and the overview of offspring of Noah’s sons (Gen 10). In general, across the primeval history the conflator appears to have preserved the P narrative as the primary structuring element, while non-P materials have been more selectively preserved and reorganized to supplement this Priestly substructure. That said, substantial portions of both P and non-P strata have been preserved, forming relatively readable parallel strands.39 Though the conflator occasionally eliminated portions of the non-P narrative in the process of producing a readable text, the combined P/non-P result still preserves enough of each source to produce relatively secure hypotheses about their original contents.

Non-P = Post-P in Gen 1–11?Thus this commentary does not join with a number of recent studies that have argued for the post-Priestly, supplementary character of all or most of the non-P material in Gen 1–11. Starting in the late eighties, studies by Wenham (1987), Blenkinsopp (1992, 1995), Ska (1994), and Krüger (1997) argued that major portions of the non-P primeval history were post-Priestly expansions of the Priestly primeval history,40 and this approach was then developed extensively in several early twenty-first century monographs along with numerous essays.41 Overall, these studies have made significant contributions to our understanding of texts in Gen 1–11. Where many (including the present author) were once tempted to place the non-P (a.k.a. “Jahwistic”) primeval history in the early monarchal period, these more recent studies of the non-P primeval history materials have highlighted elements in it that point to a relatively later date, at least for portions of that history. Moreover, many of these studies have illuminated the character of the present (conflated) Gen 1–11 text by showing elegant ways in which the non-P parts of Gen 1–11 are selected and arranged in relation to the P materials that surround them.

P and non-P conceived separately, not supplementarilyThat said, there still are strong indicators that the P and non-P strands in Gen 1–11 were originally composed separately before they were combined: the extensive doubling of P and non-P elements (not typical when redactional strata are added), the relative readability of both strands as originally independent sources, the existence of competing conceptual systems in P and non-P, and identifiable secondary attempts to harmonize those systems. These features will be discussed at more length in the following commentary.42

P’s Relation to Non-PFurthermore, there are subtle indicators that P was partially modelled on corresponding parts of the non-P primeval history. To be sure, the narratives do not verbally parallel each other, and there is no locus where P cites non-P. In this sense, P is not a paraphrase of non-P nor is it a transformation of non-P in the manner of Chronicles vis-à-vis parts of Samuel–Kings. At the same time, the two strands are distinguished from other Near Eastern chronologies by a shared contrast in both narratives between the deity’s creation of an ideal initial creation order (P in Gen 1:1–2:3; non-P in Gen 2:4b–25) and then the disruption of that order by evil (non-P in Gen 3:1–4:24; P in Gen 6:11–13). Moreover, P’s depiction of the corruption of the earth by pre-flood violence (Gen 6:11–13; cf. 9:5–6) seems to adapt elements of the non-P depiction of events surrounding Cain’s pollution of the earth through the murder of his brother, Abel (Gen 4:8–14).43Across the following commentary I will discuss yet other elements in P that appear to have had their original home in the corresponding non-P narratives. These and other indicators suggest that the author(s) of P, though uninterested in providing an exact mirror of every element in non-P, had the non-P primeval history among its literary precursors.




Layers and Dating of the Pre-P Primeval History

The supplementary character of the non-P floodThis commentary will develop the case for one main, additional theory about the formation of the non-P strand: the idea that the non-P material in Gen 1–11 originally did not originally include a flood story. This idea was developed long ago in 1872 by Julius Wellhausen, largely on the basis of the fact that the etiology of various professions linked to Lamech’s sons in Gen 4:20–22 did not seem to presuppose that these sons and their descendants would be destroyed by a global flood.44 Ten years later Karl Budde offered a source version of Wellhausen’s approach, hypothesizing that the non-P material of Gen 1–11 originated in two J sources, one with a flood and one without.45 This two-source approach to the non-P (“J”) primeval history then enjoyed much popularity amidst a broader focus on source criticism in the late 1800’s and early 1900’s before it was discarded by most scholars in the early twentieth century.46

In recent years, Wellhausen’s original supplement approach to the question of the non-P flood narrative has been revived by scholars such as Kratz (2000) and Dershowitz (2016),47 and this commentary joins them. Not only does the etiology of professions in Gen 4:20–22 contradict the idea of a flood, but the flood also disrupts other etiological elements strewn across Gen 4:1–26; 5:29 and 6:1–4. We will see how various elements in Gen 4:1–24 etiologically explain aspects of the Kenite tribe, known as a present reality to the text’s later audience. Though Gen 5:29 and 9:20–27 are now widely separated from each other by the P and non-P flood narratives, they originally stood closer together in identifying Noah’s name as signifying the comfort that he would provide out of the ground (האדמה) from the toil (עצבון) caused by Yhwh’s curse of the ground (Gen 3:17–19). Finally, the description of divine-human marriages and Yhwh’s response to them in Gen 6:1–4, concludes with etiological elements linked to giants and famous warriors placed back in antiquity (מעולם), but an antiquity related to Israel’s earliest pre-monarchal history, not a pre-flood period.

These issues with etiologies in Gen 1–11 are the first of several indicators suggesting that the earliest non-P primeval history did not have a flood narrative. Instead, like the Mesopotamian creation traditions discussed above (most of which also did not feature a flood), the earliest non-P primeval history told a complicated story of early humans and God’s relations with them. Though this story encompassed many of the non-P materials (aside from the non-P flood narrative) in Gen 2:4b–9:27, it revolved particularly around three stories featuring the three major dyads of a primary family within a patriarchal context: male-female (Gen 2–3), brother-brother (Gen 4:1–16), and father-sons (Gen 9:20–27). It likely concluded with a couple of notes in Gen 10:15, 21 about the descendants of Noah’s sons—Canaan’s fathering of the ancestors of ancient Phoenicians (Sidon) and inland Hittites (Het) and Shem’s fathering of a vaguely defined group, “all of the sons of Eber,” that appears to have been intended as a primeval counterpart to the later concept of Hebrews. In this way the non-P primeval history did not just provide a universal account of human origins. Like the Mesopotamian primeval origin accounts surveyed above, it also provided an etiology of its audience’s own social identity (Hebrews here as “sons of Eber” in Gen 10:21) along with etiological background for the early giant inhabitants of pre-Israelite Canaan (Gen 6:1–4) and Judah’s most immediate neighbors—Kenites (Gen 4:1–24) and Canaanites (Gen 10:15). Only later was this early primeval history expanded through the addition of the non-P Noah-flood narrative and related materials that transformed Noah’s sons into the fathers of post-flood humanity and added materials pertaining to Mesopotamian kingship and major cities (e.g., Gen 10:8b–12; 11:1–9). Notably, it is these potential later expansions of non-P materials that show the most potential links to non-P materials about Israel’s ancestors that follow, both the pre-Priestly flood narrative (Gen 6:5–8:22*) showing parallels to the story of Lot’s rescue from Sodom (Gen 19) and the Babylon story (Gen 11:1–9) bridging to the outset of the Abraham narrative (Gen 12:1–4a, 6–8). This suggests that an originally independent non-P primeval history may have been expanded not just with a flood narrative and related materials (e.g., the Babylon story in 11:1–9), but that the flood expansion was the first part of a lengthening of that primeval history (originally ending with Noah and his [grand]sons) into a narrative of primeval and ancestral origins that included at least some non-P ancestral materials across the rest of Genesis.

I return to these ideas in the following commentary.48 For now it is important to anticipate this theory because this diachronic insight into the secondary character of the non-P flood narrative (and related materials) opens new horizons for the interpretation of the first chapters of Gen 1–11. For example, the above-noted reading of the Garden of Eden as a story of original sin is grounded in part on a retrospective reading of Yhwh’s absolute judgment on human evil at the outset of the flood (Gen 6:5–7) back into Gen 2–3.49 Recognizing the secondary character of these non-P flood materials allows one to more clearly perceive the more complex, ambivalent picture of humanity and God in Gen 2–3 and related texts. At the same time, the exegesis of the flood narrative and related texts may gain precision through recognizing their distinction from and yet relation to the earlier non-P materials that they expand upon.

Dating the non-P elements in Gen 1–11Though this distinction and relative dating of two overall layers in the pre-P materials of Gen 1–11—an earlier, independent primeval history (without flood narrative, etc.) and later expansion of it by a flood narrative and other materials—would be quite exegetically significant, the absolute dating of these layers to specific times is less so. After all, in contrast to time-linked texts like literary prophecies, the stories in Gen 1–11 generally refer to what were seen as lasting realities in the world of their audience. They do not purport to interpret or predict historical developments. That said, there is some evidence to link the above-described expansion of the primeval history to the Neo-Assyrian or a later period. The Neo-Assyrian and later periods are the most likely times for the kind of specific reflections of Mesopotamian literary traditions (e.g., the flood narrative as seen in the SB Gilgamesh epic) and realia (e.g., an unfinished, brick-covered tower in Babylon in 11:1–9) that occur in materials that seem associated with this expansion layer. In addition, the trauma of the Neo-Assyrian period provides a plausible background for the interruptive introduction of the flood narrative, with its new depiction of absolute human evil (Gen 6:5; 8:21), into an earlier non-P primeval history that lacked such an emphasis.

Such considerations around dating, however, must remain tentative and pertain especially to the expansion of the non-P primeval history. The earlier non-P primeval history provides fewer indicators for absolute dating in a particular historical period. To be sure, it contains some relatively archaic linguistic isoglosses, such as the qal passive (Gen 4:26; 6:1; 10:21) and the rendering of 3m.s. suffixes with ה in Gen 2:15 and 9:21, that would suggest a dating toward the early period in the development of the classical Hebrew dialect.50 Otherwise, however, the primary evidence for dating this earlier primeval history is the way it seems to be presupposed in the expansion of it with a flood narrative and related texts (e.g., Gen 11:1–9 along with its likely sequel in 10:8b–12), which in turn shows signs of being composed in the Neo-Assyrian period.

In sum, this initial diachronic picture yields the following picture of earlier synchronic layers of the pre-Priestly portions of the primeval history, with areas of particular uncertainty marked by a question mark (?):




	Initial Independent Primeval History
	One or more pre-Priestly (Neo-Assyrian period?) layers of expansion





	The first human couple and first brothers 2:4b–4:26
	



	The birth of Noah (5:29), ?interlude on divine-human pairings (6:1–4), ?introduction of Noah’s three sons (9:18*; Shem, Japheth, Canaan), Noah’s discovery of viticulture and inebriating drink as a “man of the ground”(9:20–21a)
	Addition of pre-Priestly flood narrative, transforming Noah into a flood hero (e.g., Gen 6:5–8 … 8:20–22)
Addition of “Ham” (and “who came out of the ark) to Gen 9:18 and “Ham” to 9:22



	Story of Noah and sons: failure of filial obligation by Canaan versus fulfillment of filial obligation by Shem and Japheth (9:21b–24), resulting in separate destinies of Shem and Japheth versus Canaan (9:25–27)
	(?now missing report of Ham fathering Egypt and Canaan)



	Canaan fathering Sidon and Heth (Gen 10:15) 
	Addition of Egypt’s fathering descendants (Gen 10:13–14) and (? possibly pre or post-Priestly) additional descendants of Canaan and note of their settlement (Gen 10:16–19)



	Conclusion with Shem as „father of all the sons of Eber [~Hebrews] (Gen 10:21)
	?Story of the dispersal of all humanity from Babylon in Shinar across the whole (post-flood) earth (Gen 11:1–9, also 9:19)



	
	?Notes on Nimrod, including his initial kingship in Babylon in Shinar and departure from there to construct Neo-Assyrian capitals (Gen 10:8b–12)



	
	[?missing bridge (cf. P in Gen 11:10–26) and then continuation with stories about Abraham and other ancestors of Israel (Gen 12:1–4a, 6–8 and other pre-P materials in Gen 12ff.)]









Layers and Dating in the Priestly Levels of the Primeval History

Turning to the Priestly layer, we can identify several levels of P-like composition in Gen 1–11. Toledot BookGenesis 5 begins with what appears to be a label of an originally separate document, a “book of the descendants [תולדת tōlĕdōt] of Adam” (Gen 5:1a) that likely introduced an originally separate genealogy of primeval ancestors that was one of P’s sources. As will be discussed at more length in relation to Gen 5, this Toledot book-scroll likely included the Adam-to-Noah genealogy in most of Gen 5, a few elements regarding Noah and the flood (e.g., Gen 6:9; 7:6; 9:28–29), the Shem-to-Abraham genealogy in Gen 11:10–26, and possibly a short conclusion on Terah and his three sons in Gen 11:27a, 32*.51 As such, this Toledot booklinear genealogy formed a linear genealogy establishing Abraham’s primeval heritage, posing this ancestor of Israel as part of a genealogical line of succession extending back to the flood hero, Noah, and to the first human, Adam. Its standardized linear form and ascending numbering system generally contrasts with that used elsewhere in P.52 Moreover, the chronology of ages contained in these sections does not appear designed to coordinate with the ancestral P (and non-P) narratives that the Toledot book materials precede. These discrepancies then prompted a number of scribal changes by the early tradents of the Gen 1–11 tradition and are manifest in chronological differences between the earliest manuscripts of Genesis.

This Toledot book, perhaps along with other sources available to P, then was expanded by P into a more complete Priestly primeval history that introduced a more extended Priestly treatment of Israel’s origins.53 The Priestly SourceThe Priestly primeval history included the P creation narrative (Gen 1:1–2:3), Adam-Noah Genealogy (Gen 5*), flood narrative (Gen 6:9–9:17*), and overview of post-flood humanity deriving from Noah’s sons (in parts of Gen 10*) before bridging to Abraham (11:10–26, 27, 31–32) and the following P story of ancestors and exodus-Moses account. It is not crucial for this context to define the original end of this Priestly layer. Nevertheless, the connections of Gen 1 to the Priestly narratives about the wilderness tabernacle suggest that the P-layer beginning in Gen 1 extended at least that far.54

Like the Toledot book that it expanded, it appears that the bulk of this Priestly layer in Gen 1–11 originally stood separate in some form from the non-P material with which it is now connected.55 The originally separate character of these Priestly primeval materials provides the best explanation for why those materials form a relatively readable narrative. Moreover, as will become evident in the following commentary, key elements in the Priestly primeval history seem to have been crafted to function in an exclusively Priestly context and are only secondarily coordinated with the surrounding non-P materials. This suggests that, at least in the primeval history section, the bulk of the Priestly layer initially was composed to stand separate from the non-P materials, even as parts of that layer occasionally interact in fluid ways with those (originally separate) non-P materials.56

Finally, a conflator combined this originally separate P source with its non-P precursor, producing the complex text we now have. Notably, at least in Gen 1–11, this conflator was not neutral, but seems to have combined P and non-P in a P-like way. Priestly cast and structure in Gen 1–11As mentioned above, the conflator used the P source as the superstructure for the present text. Moreover, as will be shown in more detail in the following commentary, the conflator occasionally used secondary expansions with a Priestly cast to coordinate P and non-P materials. In this way, the present form of Gen 1–11 can be seen as resulting from a multi-stage process of Priestly and P-like composition, even as it also preserves significant blocks of originally separate non-P material.57

Dating P and its conflation with non-PAs with the non-P materials, these multiple layers of P-like and Priestly composition provide little information for dating, and conclusions on that issue relate only minimally to their exegesis. Insofar as the above-discussed layers of P presuppose the pre-P primeval history, including its flood narrative, that would suggest a dating of P sometime in the Neo-Assyrian period or later. Meanwhile, the classical Hebrew dialect in which the P Toledot book and broader primeval history is written likely would not have been produced late into the Second Temple period.58 Together, these elements would suggest a tentative dating of the P Toledot book and later P source sometime in between the (very) late monarchal and the early Persian periods.59 The conflation of P and non-P then would post-date the P source, though indicators within Gen 1–11 provide little information for further specification.60


Overview of Priestly and post-Priestly layers in Gen 1–11

Pre-Priestly “Book [scroll] of the descendants of Adam” (Toledot Book)


Gen 5:1a, 3*–28, 30–32; 6:9–10, 7:6; 9:28–29; 11:10a, 11–26, 27a, 32



 

Priestly expansion of that book into an expanded genealogy of the “sons of Israel”


Gen 1:1–2:3; 5:1b–2; expanded P narrative of flood (e.g., Gen 6:11–22; 9:1–17), addition of genealogical overview of post-flood peoples (e.g., Gen 10:1a, 2–7, 20, 22–23, 31–32) and continuation with materials about Abraham and his descendants (e.g., Gen 12:4b–5; 13:6 … 17:1–24).



 

Conflation of the Priestly expanded genealogy (= Priestly source) with Pre-P materials along with the addition of some post-P elements


Candidates for such post-P elements include the label in Gen 2:4a, some animal catalogues (e.g., Gen 6:7; 7:23) and dates (e.g., Gen 8:14) in the flood narrative, addition of Joktan and his descendants as a sideline to Peleg (Gen 10:24–30)










Early Textual Transmission of Gen 1–11: The Three Major Traditions

In addition to a few fragmentary Qumran biblical manuscripts for Gen 1–11, there are three major early textual traditions for Genesis, each of which testifies to a different strand of textual transmission of Genesis during the Hellenistic period.61 The Septuagint of Genesis (LXX), probably composed in the mid-third century BCE, witnesses both to an early Hebrew Vorlage and (by way of exegesis implicit in its translation) to some traditions of Jewish exegesis at the time.62 The Samaritan Pentateuch (SP) appears to represent a slight Samaritan Recension of a Palestinian text tradition current in the early second century BCE.63 Finally, the Masoretic text (MT) generally reflects a text tradition that probably dates (for the Pentateuch and some other books) to the second or first century BCE, but did not become dominant among Jewish circles until after the destruction of the Second Temple.64

Harmonization within each traditionAs we will see, all three traditions attest to varying levels of scribal harmonization and other forms of scribal coordination. This appears particularly the case as these tradents confronted potential problems in reconciling the chronology of the above-mentioned Toledot book with parts of the narratives that followed it. For example, the Masoretic text for Gen 11:10–26 appears to reflect an early chronology that implied that all of the post-diluvian patriarchs survived into the time of Abraham, with Shem surviving into the time of Jacob. In contrast, the archetype behind the Samaritan Pentateuch and Septuagint eliminated that implication by lengthening the ages at which most post-flood patriarchs fathered their first son and then reducing the remainder of their life by a corresponding amount. So also, the Masoretic text and Septuagint both witness to an early reading for the total years of Terah’s life in Gen 11:32 that has him surviving another sixty years after Abraham’s departure for Canaan (Gen 12:4; cf. Gen 11:26), while the Samaritan Pentateuch avoids that problem by having Terah die in the year of Abraham’s departure.65 Turning to Gen 5, the Samaritan Pentateuch witnesses to an early chronology for pre-flood patriarchs that has several of them (Jared, Methusaleh, Lamech) die in the midst of the flood, while the Septuagint and Masoretic text avoid this implication by lengthening the years of their lives in different ways.66 In this way, the Masoretic text shows use of a scribal coordination strategy (here lengthening of patriarchs’ life lengths) that is also seen in the Septuagint and Samaritan traditions (SP and LXX for Gen 11:10–26; LXX also for Gen 5), even as these latter traditions, especially the Septuagint, manifest a more marked tendency toward such scribal adaptation in these and other loci across the rest of Gen 1–11.67

Continuing literary developmentThese divergences in the textual traditions for the primeval history show that the process of the formation of Gen 1–11 did not conclude with the above discussed combination of P and non-P. On the contrary, later scribal copyists continued to coordinate the P and non-P strands, dealing with specific problems that they perceived in the text that they had received. This probably began in the Persian period, but extended long after. The various “final redactions” that we now have in the Septuagint, Samaritan, and Proto-Masoretic versions of Genesis represent diverse products of this long-term process of scribal coordination and revision, including revisions that did not relate to the combination of P and non-P.

Though these three traditions represent slightly different literary wholes, they do not constitute the kind of fully separate literary composition that we see, for example, in the differences between Ezra–Nehemiah and Esdras or even the MT and LXX editions of Jeremiah. This commentary focuses on reconstructing, translating and commenting on a text of Gen 1:1–11:26 as close as possible to the archetype of the LXX, SP, and MT Genesis. Thus, the target text for this commentary stands prior to this broader process of scribal harmonization and other forms of coordination, even as these different textual recensions will be considered below at relevant points.




Moving to Commentary

The following commentary builds on and presupposes the above discussions. As with other volumes in the series, each section of this commentary begins with a translation of the text under discussion, followed by philological and text-critical annotations on the translation. Since there is little chance of this translation being adopted in any large-scale edition of the Bible, it often tends toward the formal correspondence end of the continuum, risking awkwardness in the hopes of conveying specific aspects of the Hebrew. In several cases, larger scale text-critical or translation issues are discussed in an excursus following these annotations. As noted in the preface, the discussion does not attempt to provide a full reference to the mountain of critical scholarship regarding elements in Gen 1–11, especially given the range of excellent commentaries recently or soon appearing that do more of that.68 Instead, I have reduced this volume’s size by focusing its diachronic, textual, and philological discussions on issues that appear particularly pertinent to the following commentary.

Diachrony and SynchronyThe following commentary then integrates diachronic and synchronic discussions in different ways, depending on the particular problems presented by the given text. Each section starts with a diachronic prelude providing an overview of the basic diachronic profile of the text to be treated. This prologue focuses on separate textual precursors to the text and any widely-agreed upon distinctions of non-P and P material within it. These diachronic reflections then organize and inform the following synchronic overview and commentary in diverse ways. In some cases, such as Gen 1:1–2:3; Gen 2:4–3:24; or even Gen 5, the given text block is formed largely from one, widely-agreed-upon diachronic level, and so the commentary moves directly from the diachronic prologue to a synchronic overview of the overall text and more detailed commentary on its parts. In the case of the story of Babylon (Gen 11:1–9) most diachronic discussion is postponed until after a close reading of the text at hand. Finally, in the cases of the Noah-flood story (Gen 6:5–9:17) and the overview of post-flood peoples (Gen 10), the given text represents a mix of P and non-P strata, each of which were composed for different synchronic contexts. In these cases, I initially comment on the different textual strata separately, attending to how they work in their original synchronic context, before turning to some final discussion of the composite whole. Overall, years of work on these chapters have shown me ever more that “no one size fits all” on this question, especially given the way synchronic and diachronic modes of analysis are intricately interrelated.

The above paragraph underlines the extent to which this commentary diverges from some understandings of the adjective “synchronic” as pertaining primarily to a non-historical reading of a final form of the biblical text.69 This is especially relevant for Gen 1–11 insofar as one follows the above-outlined source-critical model for the formation of Gen 1–11. Though the redactor-conflator of P and Non-P did work to create a meaningful text, much of his work seems to have been dictated by the constraints of combining large swathes of two, often overlapping and divergent narratives.70 For example, the ordering of the Eden story in Gen 2–3 after the seven-day creation account in Gen 1 is determined first and foremost by the respective contents of each block of material. Genesis 2–3 makes the most sense as a specifying follow-up to the creation of plants, animals, and humanity in Gen 1, and the reverse order would not work. Insofar as such a (conflational) decision was required on a more mechanical level, one must take care about making grand assumptions about a masterful “final redactor” creating a particular theological or literary synthesis by way of putting Gen 1:1–2:3 before Gen 2:4ff.71 The following commentary will consider some likely cases for redactional intervention, particularly in the discussion of the flood narrative and the overview of post-flood peoples. Nevertheless, many final form readings of a conflated text like Gen 1–11, though potentially meaningful for various reading communities, cannot plausibly claim to represent a meaning that was intentionally embedded by anyone within the ancient text itself.

SynthesisFor this reason, this commentary’s discussion of the significance of the text’s final form is often reserved for the synthesis sections that conclude each section. These synthesis sections aim to summarize the preceding diachronic and synchronic analyses and continue the exegetical discussion. In particular I try to provide some connections here to interpretations of Gen 1–11 that stand outside the historical approach adopted through the bulk of this commentary. Such reflections are only selective, brief, and illustrative. Nevertheless, they attempt to underline the partial nature of the analysis advanced here. This commentary is focused on providing historically-oriented diachronic and synchronic reflections that contribute to a broader interpretive conversation around these texts. It cannot claim to offer a definitive exegesis of them, especially given their above-described multi-voiced and intertextual character.







Genesis 1:1–2:3: The Seven Day Creation Account


1:1 At the beginning of when God created the heavens and the earth,a 2 the earth was utterly desolate,a darkness was above the primeval ocean, and the breath-wind of Godb moved over the waters.

3 God said,a “Let there be light,” and there was light. 4 God saw that the light was good, and God distinguished between the light and the darkness. 5 God called the light ‘day’, and the darkness hea called ‘night’. It was evening, and it was morning. One day.

6 God said, “Let there be a vast platea in the middle of the waters, and may it continually separateb waters from waters.” 7 God then made the plate and it then separateda the waters that were below the plate from the waters above the plate. And it was so.b 8 God called the plate ‘sky’.a It was evening, and it was morning. A second day.

9 God said, “Let the waters that are below the heavenly plate continually assemble themselvesa into a single collecting placeb so that the dry groundc appears.” And it was so. dThe waters that were under the heavenly plate assembled themselves into their gathering places, and the dry ground appeared.d 10 God called the dry ground ‘earth’, and the gathering of the waters he called ‘seas’. And God saw that it was good.

11 God said, “Let the earth sprout forth sprouting plantsa—plants that yield seeds andb fruit trees making fruit each according to its kindc with internal seeds—on the earth.” And it was so. 12 The earth began to bring out sprouting plants, plants that yield seeds each according to its kind and trees making fruit with internal seeds each according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. 13 It was evening, and it was morning. A third day.

14 God said, “Let there be lights in the heavenly plate to distinguish between the day and the night, and they shall serve for signs, for festivals, for days and for years.a 15 They shall be lights in the heavenly plate to illuminate the earth.” And it was so. 16 God made the two great lights, the great light for rule over the day, and the small light for rule over the night, and also the stars. 17 And God set them in the heavenly plate to illuminate the earth, 18 to rule over the day and night and to distinguish between the light and the darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19 It was evening, and it was morning. A fourth day.

20 God said, “Let the waters continually bring forth a swarm of living beings, and may birds fly about above the earth under the heavenly plate.”a 21 God created the great sea monsters, and all of the creeping living beings which swarm the waters according to their kinds, and each winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good, 22 and God blessed them, “May you be fruitful and multiply and filla the waters in the seas. And may the birds multiply on the earth.” 23 It was evening, and it was morning. A fifth day.

24 God said, “Let the earth continually bring forth living beings of every kind—domesticated animals, creeping things, and wild animals each according to its kind.” And it was so. 25 God made the wild animals of every kind, and the domesticated animals of every kind, and every creeping thing of the earth according to its kind, and God saw that it was good.

26 God said, “Let us make humankinda as our image,b similar to our likeness, so thatc they may rule the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, the domesticated animals and all the earth,d and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” 27 And God created humankind as his image. As the image of God, he created humankind. Male and female he created them. 28 God blessed them, and God said to them, “May you be fruitful and multiply,a and fill the earth and subdue it, and may you rule over the fish of the sea, the birds of the sky, and every creeping being that creeps on the ground.” 29 And God said, “Look!a I hereby give you every seed-bearing plant which is on the surface of the whole earth and every tree which has in it fruitb bearing seed. For youc it is to be food. 30 But for every animal of the earth and every bird of the air and every being that creeps on the earth, that has life in it—the green vegetation is for food.” And it was so. 31 God saw all that he had made, and, indeeda it was very good. It was evening, and it was morning. The sixth day.b

2:1 And the heavens, the earth, and all their arraya were finished. 2 When God ­finisheda on the seventh dayb his work which he had done, he refrainedc on the seventh day from all his work which he had done. 3 God blessed the seventh day and set it apart as holy, because on it he refrained from all the work which God had created by doing it.a 




Notes on Text and Translation



1a See the following excursus on translation of Gen 1:1–3 for more discussion of the translation of Gen 1:1 as prepositional phrase, literally “at the beginning of when God created heaven and earth” that introduces Gen 1:2.

2a For more on this translation, see the commentary below.

2b This expression has been interpreted in some Christian contexts as the Holy Spirit, but this is anachronistic. For more on its translation, see the synchronic analysis of Gen 1:2 below.

3a Though it produces a bit more awkward text, I have endeavored across the translation of Gen 1:1–2:3 to translate the numerous mentions of “God,” a feature characteristic of the text, not of Hebrew.1

5a Though this commentary avoids gender-exclusive language for humans and God, the (male) pronouns are left here and in some other loci in the chapter (e.g., 1:10, 27, 31; 2;2–3) where “God” is not explicitly indicated (see comment 3a directly above).

6a See Koch, Gottes himmlische Wohnstatt, 196–98, 225 for discussion of translation of רקיע as “plate” rather than the common “firmament” or “dome.” The adjective “vast” is added initially here to convey the scale of the plate being imagined here.

6b The verb “to be” plus participle (ויהי מבדיל) appearing here expresses an ongoing function for the plate. It is not just that the waters are separated once by God in a final action, but God sets up a heavenly plate to do this job over time, hence the addition of the adverb “continually” in this translation.

7a Jacob, Genesis, 40 notes that the subject of this sentence must be the heavenly plate, not God, since God would be specified and because all of God’s other creation acts in Gen 1 are acts of speech, creation and making. Moreover, God had earlier specified in 1:6 that the plate should continually separate (using an expression with a participle ויהי מבדיל rather than ויבדל) waters from waters.

7b The Old Greek has the correspondence formula, “and it was so” at the end of 1:6, rather than at the end of 1:7 as it is translated here. For discussion of the issues surrounding the LXX edition of Gen 1 on this and similar points, see the commentary below.

8a The Old Greek also has “and God saw that it was good,” seemingly harmonizing day two with similar affirmations of goodness in the other days—1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25 and similar ones in 1:4, 31. For discussion of this and similar instances of LXX harmonization in Gen 1, see below.

9a The niphal here of קוה II also occurs in Jer 3:17 and refers there to peoples converging on Jerusalem. The translation here renders this reflexive form of assembly, thus matching the more active way that earth is involved in creation in day three, fulfilling God’s commands there (1:11–12).

9b The Masoretic text along with 4QGenb, Samaritan Pentateuch, Jub 2:5; Pseudo-Philo 15:6 reads מקום here, which better fits the description of it as “one” (אחד).2 4QGenh reads מקוה and the Septuagint reads the equivalent of it (συναγωγην) probably harmonizing this verse with מקוה in 1:10.

9c The word translated here as “dry ground,” יבשה, is distinct from the word אדמה, “ground” that is used throughout Gen 2–3 (also Gen 1:25) and subsequent parts of the primeval history to refer to arable ground. The term “dry ground” is used to indicate that the ground is potentially watered, fertile land, whereas “dry land”—which is frequently used to translate יבשה (e.g., NRSV)—can have the implication of desert. The productivity of the יבשה becomes clear here already in Gen 1:11–12.

9d The phrase “The waters … dry ground appeared” is a plus reflected in the Septuagint, and possibly in a small fragment of 4QGenk. For more discussion of this plus and other issues surrounding the Septuagint, see the commentary below.

11a As in Gen 1:20, the divine speech here starts with a joining of verb and noun constructed from the root of the verb, a common combination in Hebrew (figura etymologica) that emphasizes the linguistic connection between verb and object, here “sprout” (דשא) and green plants that are sprouted (דֶשֶׁא). Apparently the push to use this figura etymologica is enough to have דֶשֶׁא function here somewhat differently than its usual usage to refer more exclusively to the sort of low-level grassy plant eaten by animals (Jer 14:5; Job 6:5) and/or the very earliest stage (generally) of plant growth, and arising with the rain (Job 38:27) or lost when land is dry (Isa 15:6).3

11b “and” is the reading in numerous textual witnesses (e.g., SP, LXX, Syriac, Targum Jonathan, Vulgate), while the MT lacks the conjunction. Though the majority reading could be understood to be a harmonization with 1:12, it conforms better with Hebrew usage, where an asyndetic list of three items would be unusual.

11c As noted in Edward J. Young, “The Days of Genesis: Second Article,” WTJ 25 [1962/63]: 143–71 [here 158, note 96], the expression מין (translated here and throughout Gen 1 as “kind”) means mainly that the producer will produce something “essentially the same as itself,” and is thus not precisely identical to the modern concept of “species.”

14a Reading לשנים (“and for years”) with 4QGenk, Old Greek, and Samaritan Pentateuch versus שנים in Syriac and the MT. Alternatively, it is quite possible, especially in this last position in the sequence, that the preposition ל (“for”) serves double duty to characterize “for days and years.” Either way, the semantic content is the same.

20a The LXX includes another “and it was so” at the end of 1:20, matching the report of making sea and air creatures to other creation acts in Gen 1. For more discussion of this and similar ways that the LXX presents a more uniform version of the creation process, see below.

22a Standing within a blessing, the imperative form functions as a modal wish, not a prediction, hence the translation “may you be fruitful” rather than “be fruitful….” The modal force of this blessing (and, by analogy, the similar blessing in 1:28) is further indicated by the marked jussive wish relating to birds in the latter part of the verse: והעוף ירב בארץ (“may the birds multiply on the earth”). For discussion of the modal use of the imperative in such blessings see the translation note below on Gen 1:28 (28a).

26a This translation, like most, renders אדם as a collective term for humanity, but cf. James Barr, “One Man or All Humanity?” in Recycling Biblical Figures, ed. Athalya Brenner and Jan Willem van Henten (Leiden: Deo Publishing, 1999), 3–21, who argues that such an inclusive use of אדם is poorly attested and that the term refers here, as in Gen 2–3, to an individual male figure. This rendering, however, becomes difficult to sustain when the text goes on in 1:26 to have this figure made in the images (plural) of the speaker, use the plural וירדו to refer to this figure’s future rule over creatures, and (in 1:27b) describe the creation of both male and female. Indeed, in contrast to the usage in Gen 2–3, there is no broader context in Gen 1 in which a reference to an individual, “the human,” would make sense. All of the rest of Gen 1 describes God’s creation of types of living creatures, and it is natural to understand God’s creation of אדמה here in similar terms. That said, see below in the diachronic discussion of the relation of Gen 2–3 to Gen 1 for one possible explanation for the choice of האדם to refer to collective “humankind” in this context.

26b As argued in Walter Gross, “Die Gottebenbildlichkeit des Menschen im Kontext der Priesterschrift,” TQ 161 (1981): 21–22; idem. “Die Gottebenbildlichkeit des Menschen nach Gen 1,26.27 in der Diskussion des letzten Jahrzehnts,” BN 68 (1993): 36–37; Garr, In His Own Image and Likeness, 168–69; and Schellenberg, Der Mensch, das Bild Gottes? 76, 114–15 (among others), both literary context and Near Eastern parallels suggest that the preposition ב here is not a bet normae focused on similarity of humans to God (e.g., “in the image of God”) but a bet essentiae (“as the image of God”) that is focused on the human role as divine representatives on earth. Nevertheless, one should be careful here not to develop a false either/or, where a primary focus on human status “as” images of God excludes the idea that this status is embodied by some human similarity to a God that is conceived along anthropomorphic lines. See the commentary below for more discussion.

26c The sequence of cohortative followed by a jussive expresses purpose, “so that.”4

26d The reading translated here, “all the earth” (בכל־הארץ) is reflected in all the major early witnesses, while the Syriac has “all the wild animals of the earth” conforming 1:26 to lists in 1:24 and 25. This latter reading could be supported by the fact that having “all the earth” as the reading here gives a premature conclusion to what the humans are to rule, since this expression is followed by “and all the creeping animals that creep on the earth.” Nevertheless, “all the wild animals of the earth” is a late attested reading and may be an assimilation to lists found in 1:24 and 25, as may be the mention of “creeping animals that creep on the earth” that follows it (in all witnesses).5 Either the Syriac preserves an earlier reading than a corrupted version in all the witnesses, or the earlier witnesses preserve a slightly harmonized reading (where “creeping animals that creep on the earth” was added by an early scribe after “and the earth” to conform 1:26b to the “all the creeping animals on the earth” in 1:28) that was later harmonized in the Vorlage to the Syriac to more fully correspond to 1:24–25.

28a The blessing here, as in 1:22, is formulated in Hebrew with an imperative form. This corresponds to the rule, wherein the contents of blessings, insofar as they are formulated in verbal form, are expressed with modal verb forms. Since ancient Hebrew uses a supplitive system (first person cohortative, second person imperative, third person jussive [short form of the prefix conjugation]), the second person blessing here is formulated with the imperative form. There is, therefore, no implication of a command to multiply or rule the earth in the imperative forms of v. 28. Instead, there is the promise of powers/capabilities.6

29a The expression הנה translated here as “Look!” and in 1:31 as “indeed” is a interjecting deictic particle calling attention to what follows. Older translations render it with the now archaic “Behold.” Contemporary English lacks an exact equivalent to הנה. Therefore, the context leads to different renderings in this commentary of this particle that is difficult to precisely translate into English or German.

29b The MT and SP have פרי עץ (“tree fruits”) here possibly anticipating this expression in Gen 3:2, while this is missing from the OG, which only has an equivalent to פרי (“fruit”).

29c Emphasis is added in the translation here to reflect the front-extra position of this prepositional phrase in the Hebrew clause.

31a See note 29a on הנה in 1:29.

31b The addition of the definite article to day six is another marker that the entire day label system beginning in 1:5, but only featuring days without definite articles up to this point, is aimed to mark off the six days prior to Sabbath. The day-label system is Sabbath-oriented.

2:1a The Hebrew word here, צבא, means “army,” whether heavenly or earthly. In many translations it is commonly rendered with the archaic English word for army “host.” For more discussion of this difficult expression see the commentary below.

2:2a This translation follows the proposal in Cassuto, Genesis Pt. 1, 61–62 that the formation in Gen 2:2 follows a pattern seen elsewhere (e.g., Gen 17:22; 24:19; 49:33; Exod 40:33b–34) where an initial clause with the verb כלה (“finish”) places the event of the second clause after the completion of a given act.7

2:2b The SP, LXX, and Peshitta (also Jubilees 2:16) read (the equivalent of) השישי “sixth” here, a reading that avoids the implication that God was still working on the seventh day. Some argue that the difficult MT (and Targum) reading השביעי (“seventh”) in this locus is the accidental product of scribal assimilation of 2:2a to the description of God’s rest on the seventh day (e.g., Ronald S. Hendel, Genesis 1–11, 33; Krüger, “Schöpfung und Sabbat,” 166). Though this latter process is possible, I opt for the difficult MT and Targum reading of “seventh,” since a reading of “sixth” here would represent a step back in the narrative into the sixth day, which is concluded in 1:31 and reflected back on in 2:1. For more discussion see the commentary below.

2:2c As discussed in the commentary below, the text here and in 2:3 does not feature the word for “rest” (רוח), but the word for cease, stop—שבת.

2:3a This expression is awkward in Hebrew as well as English. Here we do have the inverted subject-suffix-verb formulation of a pluperfect expression (cf. note 2:2b), אשר ברא אלהים (“which God had created”).






Translation of Gen 1:1–3

One of the first and most important interpretive and translation issues in this chapter is the question of whether Gen 1:1 is a dependent clause introducing what follows (“when God created…”) or an independent clause (“In the beginning, God created…”). Though some traditional Jewish commentators (e.g., Rashi and Ibn Ezra) advocated the former translation of Gen 1:1 as a dependent clause, most Jews and Christians up through the last century (including the Masoretes who added vowels and punctuation to the traditional Jewish manuscript tradition) understood Gen 1:1 as an independent clause—“In the beginning, God created heaven and earth.”8 A similar understanding of 1:1 as an independent statement has helped support Christian understandings of God having created the universe ex nihilo (“out of nothing”).9

Now, even scholars advocating a translation of Gen 1:1 as an independent clause generally reject an understanding of it as an assertion of God’s creation of the universe from nothing.10 Comparable ancient Near Eastern creation accounts, most famously the above-discussed Mesopotamian Enuma Elish epic, start their account of creation with what things were like before creation:11 

 


when on high no name was given to heaven,
nor below was the netherworld called by name …
Then were the gods formed within the(se two). (I:1–2, 9)



 

The creation account that follows Gen 1 in the Bible and likely predated it, Gen 2:5–3:24, likewise begins with a description of the uncreated prologue to God’s creation:

 


no shrub of the field was yet on the earth, and no vegetation of the field was yet sprouting up because God Yhwh12 had not [yet] caused it to rain on the earth and there was no human to work the ground…. Then God Yhwh formed the human (Gen 2:5, 7)



 

Genesis 1 similarly begins with a statement of what creation was like before God created. This begins properly in Gen 1:2—“the earth was an uninhabitable mass, darkness was on the surface of the primeval ocean, and the breath of God swirled over the surface of the waters.” Only after this description of pre-creation earth, ocean, and wind does the Genesis creation account truly get underway in Gen 1:3: “God said, ‘let there be light.’” In this sense Gen 1 agrees with other accounts in seeing cosmic elements that preceded God’s creative work.

The main issue to be considered now is whether Gen 1:1 was meant specifically to provide the setting for the following clause in Gen 1:2 (and possibly also 1:3) at the outset of God’s creation of the cosmos (the “hypotactic” understanding of 1:1) or whether it was meant to serve as a summary superscription indicating the overall theme of the entire following narrative (the “paratactic” understanding of 1:1). The former, hypotactic, understanding of Gen 1:1 as a temporal introduction to 1:2(–3) yields the translation “when God created [heaven and earth],” while the latter, paratactic, understanding of 1:1 as an independent clause yields the rendering “in the beginning God created [heaven and earth].”

Though much work has been done on the syntax of the verse, it appears that the text, particularly the Hebrew consonantal text, admits either interpretation. Nevertheless, the paratactic understanding of Gen 1:1 is undermined by the problem that “beginning” in בְּרֵאשִׁית is not vocalized in the Masoretic Text with the definite article (that would be בָּרֵאשִׁית). Instead, the vowels of בְּרֵאשִׁית imply a translation “in a beginning God created….”13 This datum is particularly striking, given the above-mentioned fact that the Masoretes, who added this vocalization to the Hebrew text, appear to have followed the paratactic understanding of the verse. To be sure, some have noted a similar lack of definite article in expressions meant as definite, including expressions of beginning (e.g., Isa 46:10; Prov 8:23), but all of the relevant examples come from poetry, where the definiteness of nouns is often unmarked.

Conversely, it should be noted that the hypotactic understanding of Gen 1:1—“in the beginning of when God created heaven and earth…”—presupposes, if one follows the Masoretic vocalization of the text, that Gen 1:1 contains a relatively rare grammatical phenomenon: the noun ראשית in construct with and modified by an unmarked relative clause “[when] God created heaven and earth.”14 Not only is this phenomenon uncommon (at least in terms of the present vocalization of the overall Hebrew Bible), but the examples of such phrases with unmarked relative clauses generally modify a limited range of words (יד [hand], יום [day] and ימי [days], כל [all], עת [time], and מקום [place]) and are most often found in poetry.15 Genesis 1, though seen as having poetic elements, is prose.

The verses that follow Gen 1:1 also provide data relevant to its translation. If Gen 1:1 were an independent clause labeling the following narrative, it would be the only instance in the Priestly narrative where a superscription is followed syndetically by a clause (Gen 1:2) beginning with “and” והארץ היתה (“and the earth was…”).16 Indeed, most Hebrew literary compositions do not begin with such a conjunction.17 Genesis 1:2 also presents somewhat of a problem for those who translate Gen 1:1–3 as one unit, with the three clauses of Gen 1:2 taken as a parenthesis before the main clause of 1:3. Though such an extended sentence (Gen 1:1–3) is theoretically possible in Hebrew and has some parallel in the prologue to the Enuma Elish epic, it is relatively unprecedented in length (within the Hebrew Bible) and contrasts substantially with the otherwise quite standardized beginnings of the other acts of creation through word found in Gen 1 (1:6, 9, 14, 19, 24).18

The (hypotactic) translation adopted above understands Gen 1:1 as providing the temporal setting for the description of pre-creation elements in Gen 1:2.19 The lack of temporal specificity in Gen 1:1 thus is not a problem, since the Priestly writing would not be concerned with establishing exact chronology for elements preceding God’s creation. Instead, the focus here is on how things stood at the outset, before “God created heaven and earth.” In this respect, the introduction to Gen 1 in Gen 1:1–2 parallels the function of the introduction to the following creation account (Gen 2:4b–3:24) in Gen 2:4b–5, with its temporal introduction in Gen 1:1 echoing that in Gen 2:4b. Where Gen 2:4b introduces the ground (אדמה)-focused account in Gen 2–3 with “when God Yhwh created earth and heaven” (ביום עשות יהוה אלהים ארץ ושמים), Gen 1:1 introduces the broader cosmology in Gen 1 with “at the beginning of when God created the heavens and the earth (בראשית ברא אלהים את השמים ואת הארץ).20 This is one of the closer parallels of the P and non-P histories. 






Diachronic Prologue


Genesis 1:1–2:3 as Priestly and Its Relations to Gen 2:4b–3:24

Genesis 1:1–2:3 has long been recognized as a key part of a broader Priestly Source extending at least into the Tabernacle Narrative at the conclusion of Exodus. The chapter as a whole is saturated by vocabulary and phrases that are otherwise mostly attested in Priestly contexts, e.g., ברא (“create”; Gen 1:1, 21, 27; 2:3); בדל (hiphil, “separate, divide”; Gen 1:4, 6, 14, 18), חית הארץ (“[wild] animals of the earth”; 1:24, 25, 30), מין (“kind”; Gen 1:11, 12, 21, 24, 25), רמש/רֶמֶשׁ (“crawl/creeping thing” Gen 1:21, 24–26, 28, 30), שרץ (“swarm”; Gen 1:20, 21) and לאכלה (“for food”; Gen 1:29, 30).21 More importantly, as we will see in the following commentary, the chapter introduces key themes that are unfolded in subsequent Priestly texts about the flood, Israel’s ancestors, and the story of Moses.

This Priestly creation account in Gen 1:1–2:3 (Gen 1) in turn is literarily distinct from the following non-Priestly Eden story in Gen 2:4b–3:24 (Gen 2–3) along with the P-like superscription in Gen 2:4a that bridges the two texts. These latter texts will be discussed in the commentary on Gen 2:4–3:24. For now it is just important to consider the potential relationship between Gen 1 and Gen 2–3. Whereas older scholarship tended to see these two creation narratives as either originally parallel or Gen 1 as dependent in some way on Gen 2–3, a number of recent studies have suggested instead that Gen 2–3 was composed from the outset as a post-Priestly expansion of the Gen 1 creation account.

This commentary likewise sees these two texts as related, but with Gen 1 later than and dependent on Gen 2–3, particularly at its beginning (Gen 1:1–3; cf. 2:4b–7) and end (Gen 1:26–30; cf. Gen 3:22, also 2:16–17). Though neither text cites the other, the beginning of Gen 1:1–2 structurally parallels that in Gen 2:4b–5 (see the Excursus on Translation below). More importantly, God’s speech to the divine council in Gen 1 about the making of humanity “as our image, similar to our likeness” (Gen 1:26) specifically contrasts with the non-P report of Yhwh’s speech to the divine council expressing concern about an emergent human similarity to God caused by the human attainment of godlike wisdom (Gen 3:22).22 These elements, along with some apparent blind motifs from Gen 2–3 in Gen 1, suggest that Gen 2–3 is one of the precursors to Gen 1.23




Separate Precursors to Gen 1:1–2:3: The Enuma Elish Epic and Psalm 104

Genesis 1 also relates to several traditions outside of the book of Genesis. In particular, Gen 1 seems to relate to and contrast with the Enuma Elish epic, a second millennium text that later became one of the most often cited and commented-on compositions in the Babylonian corpus.24 This text eclectically draws on multiple Mesopotamian traditions to establish the supremacy of Marduk and his temple in Babylon.25 After an initial description of the triumph of Marduk’s father over the sweet-water god, Apsu, the epic turns to detail Marduk’s similar triumph over Tiamat, a female dragon representing the primeval ocean. The gods then proclaim him king (IV: 14, 28), and he further demonstrates his absolute power by making constellations of stars appear and disappear at his command (IV:19–26). After the gods reaffirm his absolute kingship (V:109–110, 131–36, 151–2), Marduk then further demonstrates his power through his following acts of creation: using the upper half of Tiamat’s carcass as a barrier to keep the upper ocean from merging with the lower one (IV:137–138), creating the astral bodies to mark calendar days and give divinatory signs (V:1–41), and reorganizing Tiamat’s watery body into the clouds along with the Tigris and Euphrates rivers that were so important to Mesopotamian civilization (V:48–62). The epic’s description of creation concludes by adapting older Mesopotamian traditions about the creation of humanity, now having Marduk prompt Ea to create humans so that the gods can rest, which they eventually do in Marduk’s own Esagila temple (VI:2–66).26 This creation section is followed by yet more reaffirmations of Marduk’s kingship in the council of the gods (VI:95–120) and in the epic’s concluding list of fifty names for him (VI:121–166).

Though Gen 1 never once uses the word “king” for God, it echoes the Enuma Elish epic in its use of a creation account to demonstrate the absolute supremacy of ‘God’. God now creates every element of the cosmos by decree (cf. Enuma Elish IV:19–26). There is no Tiamat-like opposition to this God’s supremacy, and we only see faint echoes of this motif in a fleeting reference to God’s creation of sea monsters (תנינם Gen 1:21) and possibly the choice of the Hebrew word תהום to refer to the primeval ocean (1:2).27 With such divine opponents out of the picture, the demonstration of God’s power in Gen 1 comes exclusively through God’s creation of a cosmos crowned by humans, a creation description whose major components parallel those in the Enuma Elish epic—the creation of a heavenly roof to separate upper ocean from lower (Gen 1:6–8; cf. Enuma Elish IV:137–38), the making of astral bodies for marking time and signs (Gen 1:14–18; cf. V:1–41), the organization of world waters (Gen 1:9–10; cf. V:48–62); and a climactic focus on the creation of humans in the wake of a process of divine consultation (Gen 1:26–27; cf. VI:1–33).28 Along the way, certain elements in the Gen 1 creation account, such as its echo of the Enuma Elish epic’s idea of stars as useful for divination (“for signs” לאתת Gen 1:14), seem to be blind motifs derived from its Mesopotamian precursor text.

Finally, though less clear, it is likely that Gen 1 draws as well on Psalm 104, and—by way of Psalm 104—possibly on Egyptian and/or Canaanite hymnic traditions, such as the famous Egyptian Hymn to the Aten.29 Scholars have long observed numerous parallels between the first part of Gen 1 and Psalm 104, earth initially covered by a primeval ocean (again תהום Ps 104:6; Gen 1:2), God’s wind and light at the outset of creation (Ps 104:2, 4), God’s spreading out the heavens (Ps 104:2b; Gen 1:6–8), gathering the waters (Ps 104:7–9; Gen 1:9–10), providing food from the earth (Ps 104:10–18; Gen 1:11–12), creating heavenly bodies to mark time (Ps 104:19–23; Gen 1:14–18), and forming the sea and its creatures (Ps 104:25–26; Gen 1:20–21).30 Though the different wording and genre of the texts makes a precise determination of their relationship difficult, the extent of their parallels seems to indicate some kind of particular connection. Moreover, if they are genetically related to each other, it is easier to see how the author of Gen 1 might expand the praise of creation in Psalm 104, than it is to see the author of the Psalm 104 hymn as only praising the less theologically central parts of the Gen 1 creation.31




The Question of Stratification within Gen 1:1–2:3 Itself

One final place to ask diachronic questions is exploration of the possibility that we might reconstruct within Gen 1:1–2:3 itself embedded precursor texts, whether in the form of sources or earlier oral or written traditions distinguished from later reshaping and/or redaction. From the late 1700’s onward, scholars have thought it possible to identify later additions to the chapter.

The most plausible theory proposed so far is the earliest one. Already in the late 1700’s, several scholars (Ziegler, Gabler, and Ilgen) argued that the theme of the Sabbath in 2:2–3 had been added secondarily to the creation narrative that preceded it.32 There were two main grounds for this theory—their intuition that the style of the seventh day narration diverged from that of the preceding chapter, and their belief that the distribution of eight creation acts over six days in Gen 1:3–31 is a secondary adaptation of an earlier account to the present seven-day structure. This theory has gained many adherents in subsequent years and a few new arguments. For example, in 1877 Wellhausen found it problematic that day and night were said to alternate from day one, even though the sun and other heavenly bodies that would enable such alternation are not created until day four.33 Furthermore, Westermann noted that the closest parallels between Gen 1 and its probable Enuma Elish epic precursor begin after the problematic creation of light on day one, with the creation of a plate divider on Gen 1:6–8 that parallels Marduk’s splitting of upper and lower oceans with Tiamat’s carcass (IV:137–38). This led Westermann to follow an earlier 1939 study by May, that posited a secondary Sabbath layer in Gen 1:1–2:3 that included the first day in 1:3–5, the broader day structure it enables (Gen 1:5b, 8b, 13, 19, 23, 31b) and God’s rest on the seventh day in 2:2–3.34

The following close reading of Gen 1:1–2:3 could provide some additional grounds for taking this theory seriously. For example, towards the conclusion we will see how the text preserves competing structural frameworks, one that connects to the broader Sabbath theme of the present chapter (a balance of 3+3 days) and one that does not. Nevertheless, some ongoing problems with the theory of a secondary Sabbath redaction of Gen 1 render this theory too speculative to form the basis for synchronic commentary.35 As we will see, the present form of the description of creation of heavenly bodies in Gen 1:14–18 seems shaped to account for how day and night might be distinguished in the wake of the intervening creation of the heavenly plate (Gen 1:6–8). In addition, a good argument can be made that the motif of God’s Sabbath rest in Gen 2:2–3 is the Gen 1 counterpart to the rest of the gods featured at multiple points in the Enuma Elish epic.36


Theories of Word and Act Sources or Strata in Gen 1

It should be emphasized that there are fewer indicators in Gen 1 to point to the reconstruction of “word” and “act” sources of the kind posited initially by Schwally in a 1904 lecture in Giessen (published in 1906) and then published by his former professor in Giessen, Stade, in 1905,37 and there are even more serious problems with the more recent modification of this theory into “word” or “act” compositional layers.38 These approaches are first of all founded on a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of the above-discussed correspondence formula as an independent statement, an understanding initially refuted in responses from Jacob and Humbert.39 Second, they over-read and misunderstand slight differences in formulation between the divine creation speeches and creation events, differences that the text itself bridges with regular correspondence formulae and statements of divine approval. Third, as Steck points out, more recent redactional approaches differentiating a later “act” or (more often) “word” layer fail to capitalize on the argument of doubling between act and word reports that was so crucial to Stade and Schwally’s initial proposals of parallel sources, and they fail to explain why an “act” or “word” redactor would have so carefully preserved an earlier source whose perspective they felt so compelled to correct.40 








Synchronic Analysis

Gen 1:1–2If the above treatment of translation of Gen 1:1–2 is correct, Gen 1:1 is a temporal expression that places the following description of primeval waters, darkness and wind (1:2) at “the beginning of when God created heaven and earth.” The absolute use of the divine designation אלהים (“God”)—without any definite (“the”) or possessive (“my,” “your”) article—stands here as an implicit monotheistic claim. To be sure, analogous terms were often used in the surrounding context of Israel to refer more generally to a “god,” without specifying a particular deity’s name.41 In this case, however, the reference to אלהים in Gen 1 is part of a broader narrative where the “god” referred to here will turn out to be a quite specific god, Yhwh, the God of Israel (see Exod 6:2–3). The verb ברא used here for “create” underlines the exclusive creation power claimed for this one and only “God” since the verb is reserved in the Bible exclusively to refer to divine creation (in contrast to עשה [“make”; e.g., Gen 2:4b).42

Genesis 1:2 then begins with a clause that contrasts the pre-creation state of the earth with the created “earth” (הארץ) featured in Gen 1:1. The contrast is made by putting הארץ at the outset of the clause soon after the mention of earth in the preceding verse: “at the beginning of when God created heaven and earth, the earth was…” The particular construction of 1:2, הארץ (“the earth”) followed by היתה (“was”), produces an effect akin to “now the earth previously was an uninhabitable mass” [before God created heaven and earth].43 The past sense thus introduced by the perfect verb in 1:2aα then transfers to cover the following two statements that follow in 1:2aβ and 1:2b.

The expression describing the earth, תהו ובהו often used to be understood as a more general description of chaos. Nevertheless, work by Tsumura in particular suggests that this description of earth is focused instead on the hostility to life of pre-created earth.44 The following verses of Gen 1 focus on God’s shaping of a livable cosmos, including preparing earth to be the home of plants, animals and people (especially Gen 1:9–12). This clause at the outset of 1:2 establishes that earth was previously unsuited for such purposes.

The next clause in 1:2 “darkness was above the primeval ocean” characterizes the pre-creation state of affairs as dark and introduces the ocean that will be especially prominent in God’s creative acts on days two (separation of the oceans) and five (creation of the sea creatures). A primeval ocean is prominent in earlier creation accounts as well. Some have even seen a faint echo of the name of Tiamat in the choice of the word תהום to represent the ocean here.45 Nevertheless, the primeval ocean mentioned in Gen 1:2 is but a passive precursor to creation, a far cry from the powerful, combative mythical presence of Tiamat in the Enuma Elish epic.

Genesis 1:2 concludes with a third clause about a רוח אלהים moving across the surface of the waters just mentioned. The Hebrew word רוח can mean “breeze,” “wind,” “breath,” or (particularly in construct with divinity) “spirit.” Ancient Christian interpretations have readily found a reference here to the Holy Spirit of the Christian Trinity, but that idea is certainly anachronistic here. Others have seen a reference to a “wind” over the waters, a primal force analogous to the uninhabitable earth and primeval waters mentioned just previously in Gen 1:2. If so, the qualifier “of God” here would mean that this “wind of God” was supremely powerful. Nevertheless, as Steck and others have pointed out, the Hebrew word used here, אלהים, means “God” everywhere else in Gen 1, including the verses appearing immediately before (1:1) and after (1:3) this reference in 1:2b to a רוח אלהים.46 Moreover, Gen 1:2b is a prologue to God’s speech in Gen 1:3, and as such could be referring to a voiceless divine “breath” that is about to speak its first words. Therefore, in this commentary the רוח אלהים concluding Gen 1:2 is understood to be a divine breath preceding creation, though this evocative, multivalent expression may also be suggesting that this divine “breath” was—at the same time—a powerful primeval “wind” (perhaps echoing Ps 104:3b–4a) on analogy with the earth and water that preceded God’s creation.

In summary, the prologue of Gen 1:1–2 tells us that, at the outset of God’s creation, there were three main precursors, with the description of each element building on the others: the uninhabitable formless mass of earth (1:2aα), the dark primeval ocean in which that earth was submerged (1:2aβ), and God’s breath/primeval wind moving over the face of the waters (1:2b). The initial elements—uninhabitable earth/wilderness, water, and darkness—are all ancient symbols of chaos, while the last element—the multivalent wind of God/breath of God—represents a more positive element transitioning toward God’s creative ordering speeches to follow.47


Overview of Gen 1:3–31

Genesis 1:3–31 is a highly orderly description of God’s development of a human-inhabited biome out of the pre-creation elements of earth, sea, and wind described in Gen 1:2. God’s creation of this biome occurs through eight creation acts spread over six days. In a mode roughly akin to the regularity of the Priestly genealogies that follow (e.g., Gen 5; 11:10–26),48 each act of this Priestly creation report follows a similar pattern. It starts in each case with a divine speech commanding that a certain element be put in place as part of an ongoing order of creation: light (1:3a), heavenly plate divider (1:6), waters gathering and uncovering dry ground (1:9a), the earth sprouting self-replicating plants and trees (1:11), etc. This is followed by the initial fulfillment of God’s creation decree, sometimes by elements of creation itself (e.g., waters 1:9; earth 1:12), but often initiated by God (e.g., 1:21 versus 1:20).49 Though there are slight divergences between these overall orders of creation and the wording of the initial executions of God’s orders, the fundamental agreement between them is often emphasized through the insertion of the statement “it was so” (ויהי כן) into creation acts, usually between the divine speech and initial execution of it. This statement will be termed a “correspondence formula” because of the way it functions, here and elsewhere in the Bible, to stress the correspondence between a divine word and events that followed that word.50

These creation elements (divine word, correspondence formula, and creation act/event) are followed in almost every case in Gen 1 with a statement that God “saw that it was good,”51 an element that lends a semi-doxological, hymnic tone to the overall stately creation report.52 Each day concludes with the statement “it was evening, it was morning” and a number labeling for the day (e.g., “one day” 1:5b).53 The presence of this generally steady sequence across 1:3–31, without real narrative tension or resolution, justifies the application of the generic term “creation report” to Gen 1, rather than creation “story” or “narrative.”54 It represents a stately, sometimes semi-poetic narrative counterpart to hymns that praise God’s creation, such as Psalm 104 discussed above.55

Together, these initial four elements in the creation descriptions of Gen 1 show God as supremely powerful through God’s speaking and having God’s wishes precisely fulfilled. The strong correspondence between God’s wishes and their fulfillment are underlined not only by consistent pairing of divine speech and act of fulfillment, but also by the frequent inclusion of the correspondence formula “and it was so” (ויהי כן; varied to ויהי אור in the first instance) in the creation acts and similarly frequent concluding note that God approved of the fulfillment (“and God saw that it was good” וירא אלהים כי טוב). Together these elements, occurring in some form across virtually all eight creation acts, stress in different ways God’s absolute domination of the cosmos. This will be relevant as we later look at God’s creation of humanity “as God’s image” for godlike rule over the creation’s living creatures.

Finally, this particular focus on the depiction of God as powerful ruler in Gen 1 resembles a similar use of cosmogonic traditions in the Enuma Elish epic to demonstrate Marduk’s supreme power. Nevertheless, despite this broader similarity to the Enuma Elish and some more specific similarities (and contrasts) to be discussed below, there is one massive difference between Gen 1 and that early Mesopotamian Epic (alongside numerous smaller differences). Whereas the Enuma Elish epic demonstrates Marduk’s supreme power over the gods through his vanquishing of the goddess Tiamat, Gen 1 does not contain the slightest hint of any other deity or power that might oppose God.


The Septuagint (= LXX) and Other Textual Editions of Gen 1

The textual editions for Gen 1:1–2:3 diverge on how regularly they reproduce the pattern described above. In particular, the LXX quite precisely follows this pattern while most other ancient witnesses (e.g., MT, SP, Qumran manuscripts) feature minor divergences. These include the following: the first specific occurrence of the correspondence formula (“and it was so”; 1:7b) occurs after (rather than between) God’s initial order about the heavenly plate (1:6) and God’s making of that plate (1:7a); there is no statement of divine approval directly after God’s creation of the divider (1:8); and there is no correspondence formula at all in the description of God’s creation of the sea/air creatures (1:20–21). In each of these cases, the LXX provides a Greek rendering that more strictly follows the overall pattern of the chapter. Though one could argue that the LXX is original and the divergent versions the result of secondary errors,56 most studies of this set of problems have opted to see the Septuagint as representing a generally harmonizing tradition here, much as it represents a harmonizing tradition in numerous other parts of the Genesis primeval history.57 It appears that the original, non-harmonized version of Gen 1:1–2:3, though highly regular overall in its emphasis on God’s supreme control of the process, is irregular in details. In this respect the chapter, like other texts in the Priestly tradition, manifests a interplay between regular structure and variation.58

That said, there are some cases where the LXX may witness to an earlier text in Gen 1. For example, the function of the correspondence formula in the non-LXX traditions for day two (formula after divine act in 1:7, versus after divine word in 1:6 LXX) is unclear, since this would be the only instance of the formula that does not immediately follow the quoting of a divine word (e.g., 2 Kgs 7:20a; cf. 7:19 and 15:12b; cf. 15:12a) or human request for a divine sign (Judg 6:38, cf. 6:37). If the MT and other traditions represent the earlier reading in this case, it is difficult to know what was intended by the placement of the formula in 1:7.

More significant for actual interpretation is the probability that the LXX reading including the waters gathering themselves into their gathering places in 1:9 is earlier than its MT and SP counterparts. In this case, the loss of this plus in other manuscript traditions can be explained by a more substantial error of homoioarkton skipping from the [וו]ויק (“and they gathered”) retroverted at the outset of the LXX plus to the [רא]ויק that is reflected in all textual witnesses at the outset of 1:10.59 In addition, this case of divergence in the LXX is unlike others in that in the missing element is not just a formulaic element—correspondence formula or statement of divine approval—accentuating the complete execution of God’s orders, but an entire report of that execution, indeed one that diverges from God’s orders in featuring a plural for the gatherings of waters (τὰς συναγωγάς αὐτῶν < מקוהם) that contrasts with the stress in God’s order on waters gathering in “one place” (מקום אחד; 1:9aα). That said, some have argued that the LXX is harmonizing in the case of this plus as well.60 
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