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BEGINNINGS

I find it unfathomable that my two children are growing up so quickly. How did those cute, cuddly babies
become a precocious, sweet pre-adolescent and a handsome, hungry teenager? I wish no time away because

I know that the day is quickly approaching when they will both be independent, busy adults.

When I'look back at photographs and savor memories of their days as babies, I see that much of who they
are now was already there at the beginning. They both have retained familiar looks, the essence of their

personalities, and they have been shaped by the same forces of love since before they were born.

The Book of Genesis is like a baby picture. While our journey as God’s people has perambulated through
history, much of who we are now is reflected in our baby pictures from the beginning. While the world has
changed dramatically since those days, humanity has not changed all that much. Even as our technology
and our culture have evolved significantly, human nature has proven to be remarkably static. Fortunately,
the character of a merciful and gracious God has proven to be static as well, or else we would not still be

here either through our own self-destructive tendencies or through justifiable divine frustration with us.

This work aims to help us tease out how the beginning of humankind as narrated in Genesis provides us
continued insight into the challenges and joys we face today. It attempts to offer a close reading of the text,
slowing down to look at details which give us pause for reflection and deeper understanding of ourselves
and of God. We start at the very beginning of the Book of Genesis and close at the beginning of chapter 12,

which takes us from the creation stories until Abram and Sarai are called to center stage.

Each chapter begins with quotations of a pericope of the text and utilizes the translation from the New
Revised Standard Version (NRSV). The title is taken from the great liturgical song of response, the Gloria
Patri:

“Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost.
As it was in the beginning, is now and ever shall be,

world without end, Amen, Amen.”*
May God’s grace continue to overwhelm, overshadow, and overgrace humanity!
Ben Alexander

Cary, NC
December, 2023

' “Glory Be to the Father,” from the United Methodist Hymnal, 71.



1. Let There Be Light (1:1-5)

“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then God
said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light. And God saw that the light was good; and God separated the
light from the darkness. God called the light Day, and the darkness be called Night. And there was

evening and there was morning, the first day.”

The Creator could have begun things by many different means and in any order. God’s possibilities are
limitless. That God chose to use the brush strokes of words as the tool of creation is telling. Words are
vehicles of the imagination. Words tell stories, words communicate ideas and emotions, words can
share across distance and time. When God declares, “Let there be light,” we witness the power of

words to create.

As creatures made in God’s image, we too carry words with great power to shape the world. Unlike
God, though, our words are not always used to make things that are good. While words can provide
comfort and healing, they can also inflict harm. While words invite and welcome, they can also exclude
and shun. While words can inspire faithfulness, they can also incite hatefulness. God’s use of words to

create all that is as good begs the question: How will we use our words?

The first object of those words, the first fruit of creation, the first divine word recorded in the Holy
Scriptures, shines forth brightly: “Let there be light” (3). Think of all that God could have created
first: “Let there be mass,” or “Let there be water,” or “Let there be life,” or even “Let there be love.”
Some say that this is a point of the divine account coinciding with our theories of the origins of the
universe, that these first words are shorthand for the explosive emergence of energy which seems to
have occurred some 14 billion years ago. And perhaps there is something to this, for life as we know it
emerges from the power of light providing energy and temperatures at which order might emerge from

chaos.

Yet a theological thesis seems to be more in keeping with the interests of the Genesis account. Perhaps
no other metaphor better encompasses the moral life than does light. The God who from the very
beginning is already bringing the moral framework of “good” into creation, is anything but neutral.
God creates light, and the light is good. The struggle of all that comes after is to stay in the light and to
eschew the darkness. God only creates light, but in creating the light, darkness becomes defined: “God
separated the light from the darkness” (4). In all that follows, humanity’s choice between light and

darkness looms. Will we be agents of light and illumination? Or will we be agents of darkness ?



Reflection Questions:

1. God begins creation with words and creates all things to be good. How can you be more
mindful of the power of your own words?
2. Why do you believe God created light first?

How does the image of light resonate with your life? How can your life better reflect the light?



2. Creation (1:6-25)

And God said, ‘Let there be a dome in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the
waters.” So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from the waters that
were above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome Sky. And there was evening and there was

morning, the second day.

And God said, ‘Let the waters under the sky be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land
appear.’ And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together be
called Seas. And God saw that it was good. Then God said, ‘Let the earth put forth vegetation: plants
yielding seed, and fruit trees of every kind on earth that bear fruit with the seed in it.” And it was so. The
earth brought forth vegetation: plants yielding seed of every kind, and trees of every kind bearing fruit
with the seed in it. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening and there was morning, the

third day.

And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the dome of the sky to separate the day from the night; and let them be

for signs and for seasons and for days and years, and let them be lights in the dome of the sky to give light
upon the earth.’ And it was so. God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the day and the
lesser light to rule the night—and the stars. God set them in the dome of the sky to give light upon the earth,
to rule over the day and over the night, and to separate the light from the darkness. And God saw that it

was good. And there was evening and there was morning, the fourth day.

And God said, ‘Let the waters bring forth swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth
across the dome of the sky.’ So God created the great sea monsters and every living creature that moves, of
every kind, with which the waters swarm, and every winged bird of every kind. And God saw that it was
good. God blessed them, saying, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds
multiply on the earth.” And there was evening and there was morning, the fifth day.

And God said, ‘Let the earth bring forth living creatures of every kind: cattle and creeping things and
wild animals of the earth of every kind.” And it was so. God made the wild animals of the earth of every
kind, and the cattle of every kind, and everything that creeps upon the ground of every kind. And God saw
that it was good.

The pattern of creation: God speaks, and it was so, and God saw that it was good. From God’s
incredible imagination comes all that is, and all that is is made good. Never does God pause through
this burst of creation to comment on any created thing as less than good. Itis, in the parlance of our

day, “all good.” Every star, every wave, every sprig, every creature was made to be good, nothing less.

Humanity’s capacity for creativity echoes this divine spark. While much of what we make is good, too,
often our pride in our own capacity loses sight of the origins of our creative spark. Our creativity at its
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best is a crude facsimile of the width and breadth and depth of our Creator’s. Instead of pride,
reflecting on the unfolding of creation can appropriately ground us in humility. For if we step back

and marvel at the goodness and the genius of what God has made, we inevitably seem a bit smaller.

As God creates, time comes into existence. The measure of days unfolds in that first week. The undue
attention to the concept of literal 24 hour periods seems to lack perspective. While we rightfully
appreciate the bounty of our earth and rely on the regularity with which the earth turns on its axis as it
revolves around our star, the sun, we have discovered other planets with different rotation speeds and
we have discovered other stars, too. We have discovered a measure of time which harkens beyond our
own sun and back to that first movement of God, time measured by the speed of light. It seems strange
that we would bound the God that creates light and all that is by the bounds of how long it takes for
this planet to spin. It is through God’s creation that time spins out, not through time that God
creates. When we remember that God is greater than time, and not bound by time, we begin to
understand God’s omniscience and omnipresence. The earth is great, but it is not the center of the

universe. God is the center of the universe.

The theme of humility continues when we recognize that God’s first words directed to creation come
before the arrival of humanity and even before land animals are created. Beloved though humans are,
on the fifth day God first blesses and speaks to the animals of the sea and the air: “God blessed them,
saying, ‘Be fruitful and multiply and fill the waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth™
(22).

Consider the implication of how the author of Genesis tells this story: Before human beings existed,
God was speaking directly to animals. Perhaps the songs sung by birds and by whales and dolphins are
echoes to those words. And perhaps we humans need to pause to consider how we are furthering or

impeding this first commandment recorded in the Scriptures.

Reflection Questions:

1. When was the last time you allowed yourself time to marvel over creation? How did it inform
your perspective on God and on humanity? What does it mean that everything was created as
“good”?

2. When you consider that time itself is a creation of God, how does that affect your thoughts
about God? Does it change your perspective?

3. How does God’s first commandment, spoken to animals, give you cause for reflection? Are

there implications for your life?



3. Imago Dei (1:26-7)

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness; and let them have
dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the wild
animals of the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’

So God created humankind in bis image,

in the image of God he created them;

male and female be created them.

Over the course of the preceding five-and-a-half days, God has already made light and life and all that is
needed to sustain life. For the sixth time we have heard that “God saw that [what had been made] was
good” (1:25). In the decidedly modern conception of environmental purity, stopping there would
have been ideal, for the checks and balances of nature alone seem far less chaotic than the wild and

unpredictable presence of humans.

The God who had created all of this, though, chose to extend creation with the birth of humankind.
What emerges is a creature described differently than any of the other creatures, for humans are
fashioned “in our image” (26). The plural language is fascinating. Some see it as indicative of a
pantheon of deities in a divine court scene. Other presume it to be God speaking to angels, who may
have been the ears hearing and executing the “let there be” commands throughout the previous six
days. Some take it as reflective of the habit of monarchs to use plural pronouns instead of singular, i.e.

the “royal we.” These theories all have their merit.

For Christians in particular, though, there is a tradition of tying this first person plural language with
our trinitarian and communitarian commitments. We believe God’s triune nature of Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit is in its essence communal. To be like God is not to be an individual as much as it is to be
part of something bigger. God did not make us to be alone any more than God has ever been alone as
an individual being. That the first scriptural story of our origins begins not as individualistic but as a

people, as humankind, as male and female, affirms our human identity as being first grounded as a

people.

This sense of connection beyond the individual is critical to understanding the purpose God lays out
for humankind even before humanity was spoken into existence: “Let them have dominion” (26). If
the purpose of our existence is to be individuals fighting for ourselves, then dominion would morph
into its related word “domination.” Yet when we hold the goodness of all that has been created with
the connectedness of our very identity, we are challenged to hear this word in an appointive way, to be
made a ruler or Lord. Because God appoints us to this role, and because we are the bearers of God’s

image on earth, our calling is not to dominate but to oversee for the common good. This does not



mean that we cannot build buildings, use wood, eat meat, or even use oil. But it does mean that we
must bear in mind that our calling is not about our individual desire and is instead about God’s
gracious appointment to tend to the cradle of life and life itself. Before God made us, God made
everything and called it good. When God made us, God gives us the honor of tending to all
that is good.

Many have wondered about the difference between, on the one hand, the spoken intention of
humanity being created in both God’s image and likeness, and on the other hand, the creation
description which only includes God’s image and omits likeness. Does our lack of likeness show a
diminishment of God’s original vision for humanity? Did God change his mind with foreknowledge
of how we would fall? Are we meant only to reflect God’s form and not God’s power? Is this just

semantics?

Since the ancient world was one in which patriarchy was the dominant paradigm, take note that
Genesis leads with a story that does not privilege men over women. In this first telling, male and female

emerge simultaneously. Male and female are equally reflective of the image of God.

Reflection Questions:
1. What are the implications of being made in God’s image? What does God’s triune nature
mean for our nature?
2. How do you understand the difference between “dominion” and “domination”? How does
intertwining the telling the story of the creation of humanity with the rest of creation frame
our ecological understanding?

3. What do you think of the difference between “image” and “likeness”?



4. Missio Dei (1:28-31)

God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and
have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that moves
upon the earth.’ God said, See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the
earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And to every beast of the earth,
and. to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of
life, I bave given every green plant for food.” And it was so. God saw everything that he had made, and

indeed, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day.

After creating humanity, God bestows a blessing. Here there is the slightest contrast with the previous
blessing and speaking to the animals. Whereas the blessing and speaking to the animals in 1:22 is a
combined action (“God blessed them saying...”), with humanity there are two distinct actions implied
(“God blessed them, and God said to them...”). Is there not a tenderness here? The God who creates
with words comes to a moment where only a word of description can suffice to name something
intangible which precedes the substance of the blessing. A blessing is a benevolence, a bestowing of
good favor. Perhaps in this pause and pivot, separating the blessing from the words, we gain a glimpse
at what later will be summed up in English by the inadequate four-lettered word of “love.” God
blessed them.

God’s first words to humanity echo the words to the animals but extend them. To both sets God says
“Be fruitful and multiply,” but whereas the animals are limited in the scope of their fruitfulness and
multiplication, humans are invited not only to the dominion over all the animals as referenced in 1:26,
but are also invited to “subdue” (28) the earth. As with dominion, this is a charge which has a wide
array of potential implications. Are we to subdue the earth by conforming it to our will? Or are we to

calm the earth by sharing the peace which we receive through the grace of our creator?

As God describes the food chain in this speech, it certainly implies the latter. This description does not
include any creature eating another creature! Food sources for humans and animals are limited to
plants and fruits: “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon the face of all the earth,
and every tree with seed in its fruit; you shall have them for food. And to every beast of the earth, and
to every bird of the air, and to everything that creeps on the earth, everything that has the breath of life,
I have given every green plant for food.” (29-30). Perhaps the call for dominion and subduing is a
foreground from which the prophet Isaiah:

The wolf shall live with the lamb,
the leopard shall lie down with the kid,
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the calf and the lion and the fatling together,
and a little child shall lead them. (9:6)

After God gives these instructions regarding dominion, subduing, and the provision of food through
vegetation, the author of Genesis states, “And it was so” (30). This strange nonviolent beginning, this
call for dominion and subduing, is not a fantasy or an aspiration. “It was so.” It all begins as God

wishes.

God now reflects as God has five times before and confirms the goodness of what is. But now that this
creative process is complete, God intensifies the acclamation: “God saw everything that he had made,
and indeed, it was very good” (31). Often our anthropocentrism has linked the expanded goodness to
the creation of humanity, but Genesis is clear that God is looking over the totality, “everything,”
perhaps linking the connective aspect of creation. The individual components of creation were good,

but they have become “very good” because the fullness has now been created.

Reflection Questions:
1. What does God’s call for us to “subdue” the earth imply?
2. Have you ever imagined the initial state of creation as being vegetarian and free from killing?
Would such a world be more like paradise, or can there really be paradise without bacon?
3. What do you make of God’s declaration at the end of the sixth day that “everything” is “very
good”?
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5. The Sabbath (2:1-4a)

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their multitude. And on the seventh day God
finished the work that be had done, and be rested on the seventh day from all the work that be had done.
So God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that be had

done in creation. These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created.

The sixth day is done, and the author of Genesis makes a bold statement, namely that “the heavens and
the earth were finished...” (1). The Book of Genesis takes its name from the first word in 1:1, “in the
beginning...” and that word will echo again in this passage, “These are the generations,” (2:4a) the same

Hebrew word as “beginnings” from earlier.

Now the beginning has ended...and the story is only beginning. Perhaps this finishing anticipates the
finishing voiced by Jesus from the cross (“It is finished,” John 19:30) just before his death, just before
he finishes his life, and just before the new beginning of his resurrection. God’s creation may have
been completed, but the creator does not set it up on a shelf for eternity, and neither does God stay out

of creation like the watchmaker God of Deism. As the Hymn of Promise puts it,

In our end is our beginning; In our time, infinity.
In our doubt there is believing; In our life, eternity.
In our death, a resurrection; At the last, a victory,

Unrevealed until its season, Something God alone can see.”

While the description of creation’s emergence gives no exhaustive details about the specifics of how
words translated into work, the author is clear that these six days have been full of effort for God:
“God finished the work that he had done...” (2). Even as the incarnation of Jesus represents the
ultimate self-giving of God, this recognition that creation was work and that God was the worker is an
incredible acknowledgement of God’s character. God is the God who is willing to work, and God’s
work is all that is. The concept of work is fraught with mixed connotations, and often in our day itis a
term of darkness foiled with the light of pleasure, joy, and freedom. God may rest from this work, but
God does not complain about work. For God, work is not evil, but the source of so much good.

Should it not be the same for us?

Yet if work is the source of goodness, rest is a source of holiness: “So God blessed the seventh
day and hallowed it, because on it God rested from all the work that he had done in creation” (3). The
God who made everything and called it good over the first six days decides to declare the next day

“holy” and to rest on that day.

2 “Hymn of Promise,” from the United Methodist Hymnal, 707. Natalie Sleeth, 1986.
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How is resting holy? Sabbath can provoke protests with those espousing a “Protestant work ethic,”
evoking fears about laziness. Rest, though, reminds us of our limits. When we rest, we remember that
all that has been created does not rotate around us. Resting is holy, if for no other reason, than this:
when we rest, we follow God in doing so. On the seventh day, God makes easy what has challenged us

for millenia. God strikes a balance between good work and holy rest.
Reflection Questions:
1. How was creation work for God? In what sense does God still work and participate in
Sabbath?

2. How do the balance of work and sabbath in creation frame work and rest for us today? How is

resting holy?
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6. Creation Redux (2:4b-17)

In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens, when no plant of the field was yet in the
earth and no herb of the field had yet sprung up—for the Lord God had not caused it to rain upon the
earth, and there was no one to till the ground; but a stream would rise from the earth, and water the whole
face of the ground— then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into bis
nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being. And the Lord God planted a garden in
Eden, in the east; and there be put the man whom be had formed. Out of the ground the Lord God made
to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree of life also in the midst of the
garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

A river flows out of Eden to water the garden, and from there it divides and becomes four branches. The
name of the first is Pishon; it is the one that flows around the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold;
and. the gold of that land is good; bdellinm and onyx stone are there. The name of the second river is
Gihon; it is the one that flows around the whole land of Cush. The name of the third river is Tigris, which
flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it. And the Lord God
commanded the man, You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of
good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.’

Many people are quite shocked when they get around to reading the second chapter of Genesis. For all
of the debate about the potential literal and historical descriptions of the first chapter (were these 24
hour days? was everything created without evolution?) the second chapter significantly diminishes the
argument for a literal and historical reading and significantly bolsters a wider lens for reading. Here we
have an additional account of creation that is quite different in detail from the first one. Here, God
creates everything in a day (“In the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens” (2:4b)).
Here, God creates humanity before any other life (“when no plant of the field was yet in the earth and
no herb of the field had yet sprung up...then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground”
(2:5,7)). Read closely and you will see that this list could go on and on.

Scholars tell us that we see throughout Genesis evidence of distinct sources for the material (the three
most predominant sources being the Yahwist [J], the Elohist [E], and the Priestly [P]) and the editor or
editors do not seem the least bit self-conscious about pairing accounts that have significant differences.
Our modern scientific biases make us uncomfortable with these texts in ways that did not make the
ancients uncomfortable. The reason these stories are part of our Bible is not because they are scientific
or even historical, fields which were unknown to their writers and editors. They are part of our Bible
because they tell us about the nature of God and the world and ourselves. They are part of the Bible

because they are zrue, over and above their status as factual or consistent.
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In recent centuries, more literally minded Christians have spent great energy trying to reconcile
discrepancies. Yet focusing on trying to reconcile the two accounts of creation takes our attention away
from the beautiful and fascinating offerings each story gives on its own. This story tells us that “the
Lord had not yet caused it to rain upon the earth” (5), and rain is not mentioned again until the story
of Noah. Instead, we hear that “a stream would rise from the earth, and water the whole face of the
ground” (6) and as Eden is introduced we are told that the four major rivers find their sources there.
How fascinating to imagine a world without rain, dependent upon the lushness of rivers to provide
what is needed. Rain has an indiscriminate quality (e.g. Jesus says that God “sends rain on the
righteous and the unrighteous” in Matthew 5:45), whereas this watering technique seems to be far
more discriminating. Have you ever thought of rain as a repercussion of sin? This second story of
creation hints that if we had not left Eden, there literally would never have been a rainy day! And what
does it mean that God’s practice of providing the basic need of water changes over time, from a spring

to rain? Does God change the way of creation in response to the change of humanity’s status?

If the first story of creation shows a God willing to work, the second story shows a God willing to get
his hands dirty. The tactile nature of God on display here (“the Lord God formed man from the dust
of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life” (2:7)) emphasizes a “God with us” who
evidences as much solidarity as we see at the incarnation of Jesus. God is not distant. God is

shaping our bodies from dirt and breathing into our nostrils.

In this story, God is not merely saying, “Let there be...” and it is so. Here, we see God doing work:
“And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden...” (2:8). While God moves Adam into the garden and
gives him a duty “to till it and keep it” (2:15), first the earth is God’s garden. When our hands get dirty,
when we care for the earth, we are doing what God has done. There is something elemental and holy
about this particular work. While some of us have more passion for gardening and tending the earth
than others, should we be as separated from the earth as our culture has allowed us to become? What
does it tell us that God’s first act of construction is not a building, much less a Temple, but a

garden?

Trees come next, trees with fruit (vegetarians are still ruling, it seems), and then the two trees on which
so much of the next chapter leans: the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. The
author gives us absolutely no context for either of these two trees. We learn more of all the other trees
in the world, namely that they were “pleasant to the sight and good for food” (9) than these two trees
upon their introduction. If Genesis were a scientific account, we might learn of these trees’ attributes.
If Genesis were an historical account, we might get a context for them at the outset. Frankly, all we get
here is mystery. Two trees so important that they get named, and yet no description beyond the

naming. Nothing is explained. Perhaps this is the point where the reader looks up from the book and
15



realizes that our own curiosity is meant to be part of this unfolding tale? The nonchalant introduction
of these two trees is surely meant to provoke our notice and incite our wonder, pulling us into the story

as participants rather than disinterested readers and listeners.

After describing the four rivers flowing from Eden, God “took the man and put him in the garden of
Eden” (15). From this description, it does not sound like Adam was made in Eden, but rather placed
there. Itis almost as if God has fashioned a crib for the newborn baby, and upon arrival takes the baby
to the nursery and places him in the crib. There is a tenderness in this ordering, because it is clear that
God’s love for Adam drives so many other choices along the way. Hearing that God “put him in the
garden” also has a tactile implication, for Adam is the direct object of God’s action. For a people who
love to sing songs like, “He’s got the whole world in his hands,” this notion of God’s placing Adam in

Eden carries that intimate implication. Our God is the kind of God who puts us in beautiful places.

But God is also the God of boundaries. While the author tells us that Adam’s arrival in Eden includes
responsibility “to till it and keep it” (15), God’s instructions have nothing to do with gardening. Itis as
though Adam knows how to do this work by instinct. Think of all the different instructions that God
could have chosen to share with Adam: “Do not leave Eden” or “Do not curse my name” or
“Remember the Sabbath” or “Here are the 10 commandments” or “I am one God and three persons”.
God says none of these things, though. Instead, God’s only recorded direct command to Adam is this:
“You may freely eat of every tree of the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you
shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die” (17).

A literal reading of the Scriptures would set us up to mistrust God. For if God is being literal in this
command, then God is a liar. After all, Adam does not die “in the day” when he eats from this tree.
Metaphorically, though, this admonition speaks truth deeper than literal facts. Death does emerge
from the consumption of this fruit: in the form of the loss of innocence, in the form of sin’s

unleashing, in the form of literal death that we see subsequently in the killing of Abel.

Like the concept of tithing, God’s generosity gets lost in this command. When we consider tithing, we
sometimes lose sight of the 90% that God has allowed us to keep and instead focus on the pain of
giving 10%. Similarly, we often lose sight of God’s incredible generosity of naming every single tree in

the Garden as being available to Adam, save this one tree.

A last consideration: While we will see God wrestle with the possibility of eating from the tree of life
later (3:22), why does God not prohibit eating it at this point? The tree has already been named, so
why not prohibited? Would God have wanted Adam and Eve to eat from it if they had not broken

this command?
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Reflection Questions:

1. Read the two accounts of creation. Where do you see differences? Does having these
differences impact how you read the scriptures in light of the distinction between truth and
fact?

2. Does having the two stories of creation give us a more full account of who God is and who we
are? How?

3. What do you make of God’s “dirty hands” as a point of emphasis for the second story of
creation?

4. What does it tell us that God’s first act of construction is not a building, much less a Temple,
but a garden?

5. We do notlive in Eden anymore, but how should what we see in this Edenic scene impact how

we live today?
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7. It is Not Good that Man Should be Alone (2:18-25)

Then the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him a helper as bis
partner.’ So out of the ground the Lord God formed every animal of the field and every bird of the air,
and brought them to the man to see what be would call them; and whatever the man called each living
creature, that was its name. The man gave names to all cattle, and to the birds of the air, and to every
animal of the field; but for the man there was not found a belper as bis partner. So the Lord God caused a
deep sleep to fall upon the man, and be slept; then be took one of bis ribs and closed up its place with flesh.
And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a woman and brought ber to the

man. Then the man said,

This at last is bone of my bones
and, flesh of my flesh;
this one shall be called Woman,
for out of Man this one was taken.’

Therefore a man leaves bis father and bis mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh. And

the man and his wife were both naked, and were not ashamed.

In the first creation story, God created the animals and then created humanity. In this second story,
God creates animals in response to human need, not as a source of food but so that the human is not
alone and has a helper. Yet this intent falls short. Even as God brings the animals before the human
and the human names them, none is “a helper as his partner” (20). What is it that makes the animals
less than “a helper as his partner”? What was God’s posture in these moments of presentation? Was
God hoping that the human would give the bear a hug and declare it to be a partner? Did the human
know what God was doing and reject the options? Or was God creating and experimenting to see if
any of these would quell the loneliness? And how did God decide that it was not “good that the man
should be alone” (18)?

God intervenes directly, and graciously causes sleep to come upon the man before removing a rib and
fashioning it into a woman. The man’s response gives credence to the interpretation that the man had
been rejecting the animals as options for helpmates, for he declares: “This at last is bone of my bones
and flesh of my flesh...” (23). Itis interesting that we hear nothing from the woman at this stage and
that she is not spoken #0 but only spoken about: “This one shall be called Woman, for out of Man this
one was taken” (23). Adam responds to her just as he had responded to all the animals, by labeling her.
The first direct address of the woman recorded in the Scriptures occurs in the next chapter, when she
responds to the serpent speaking to her. We hear a brief etiology explaining the origin of marriage as a

ritual of family departure and family creation. Itis here that the woman receives another label: “Wife”
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(24). All the action in this brief description reflects the presumed patriarchal power dynamic, for the

man is the one who leaves and who clings to his wife. She is passive, he is active.

This second creation story ends with a declaration of innocence: “And the man and his wife were both
naked, and were not ashamed” (25). This will be a key evidence of the forthcoming betrayal and fall
(3:7,11,21). This emphasis provokes our wonder, for is this innocence meant to be normative for us or
is it simply a state as lost to us as Eden is lost to us? What is it about nakedness that is emblematic of

our shame?

Reflection Questions:

What does God’s decree that “it is not good that man should be alone” tell us about humanity?
2. Obviously this text has been a grounding text for the institution of marriage. How does
reading this closely inform your understanding for marriage today?
3. Why are nakedness and shame connected? Is being naked and unashamed a virtue or

ignorance in this part of Genesis?
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8. The Fall (3:1-7)

Now the serpent was more crafty than any other wild animal that the Lord God had made. He said to the
woman, ‘Did God say, “You shall not eat from any tree in the garden”?” The woman said to the serpent,
‘We may eat of the fruit of the trees in the garden; but God said, “You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree

» o

that is in the middle of the garden, nor shall you touch it, or you shall die.”’ But the serpent said to the
woman, You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be
like God, knowing good and evil.’ So when the woman saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was
a delight to the eyes, and that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and ate; and
she also gave some to ber husband, who was with ber, and be ate. Then the eyes of both were opened, and

they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig leaves together and made loincloths for themselves.

If the serpent was “more crafty” (1), was this by design? What was God’s hope in creating the serpent
to be crafty? Were there other projects, other aspirations, other dreams for this crafty creature which

were diverted by the Fall?

As noted previously, this is the first time a conversation with the woman is recorded. Itis also the first
time that God’s words get quoted. What a powerful and humbling truth that the first recorded
quotation of God in the Scriptures is an intentional misquotation: “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat
from any tree in the garden?’” (1). Misquoting and misrepresenting God seems to be the norm from
which we can depart rather than the exception. The woman’s response, while correcting the serpent’s
exaggeration about eating from any tree, also misrepresents the word from 2:17, adding a new layer to

God’s boundaries by saying that the tree may not even be touched (3).

The serpent’s response is true in a sense: ““You will not die; for God knows that when you eat of it
your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil”” (4-5). They do not die in
the moment of eating and they do begin to see good and evil. Is the serpent more honest than God?
Were the humans right to trust these words from the serpent and to doubt God’s motivations for their
restrictions? It is important to note that God’s boundaries were given to humans who did not have
the capacity for moral knowledge, who could not have possibly understood the complex reasons for the
restriction. More important than the reasons behind the restriction was the trust and the love implicit

in the request. God’s love and our call to trust God ought to outweigh our need to understand.
More questions: How did the serpent know this information? Had the serpent already eaten fruit

from the tree? Or was the craftiness of the serpent commensurate with the knowledge of good and

evil?
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The lure of the serpent’s words are not all that proves attractive. The woman also sees that the tree is
“good for food,” “a delight to the eyes,” and “desired to make one wise” (6). This last description
seems to stretch the insinuations from the serpent from mere “knowledge” to “wisdom.” Sin and

temptation have the capacity to stretch and strain, to seize the imagination.

Of course, it must be noted that the man “was with her,” which begs us to wonder about how long he

had been with her. Had he heard the silver tongue of the serpent, too?

Of all the responses to their new knowledge, the opening of their eyes, the man and the woman realize
their nakedness first. As their minds were opened, their imaginations immediately went to the low
fruit of nudity. Standing with newly opened minds in the midst of their Creator’s garden, their energy

was invested into base modesty.
Reflection Questions:

1. What do you make of the fact that the first recorded quotation of God in the Scriptures is an
intentional misquotation? Is there an implicit warning for us?

2. Inlight of the lure of the serpent’s words, can you see how sin and temptation have the
capacity to stretch and strain, to seize the imagination?

3. How do you interpret the opening of their eyes after eating the fruit?
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9. Caught (3:8-13)

They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden at the time of the evening breeze, and the
man and his wife bid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But the
Lord God called to the man, and said to him, ‘Where are you?’ He said, ‘I beard the sound of you in the
garden, and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself.” He said, ‘Who told you that you were
naked? Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?’ The man said, “The woman
whom you gave to be with me, she gave me fruit from the tree, and I ate.” Then the Lord God said to the

woman, ‘What is this that you have done?’ The woman said, “The serpent tricked me, and I ate.”

In their imaginations, as they yearned to eat the fruit which was “good for food,” “a delight to the
eyes,” and “desired to make one wise” (3:6), it is not hard to conjecture the glorification to which the
man and the woman may have aspired. The desired results of sating this desire would have surely
included satisfaction, and perhaps even power and status. What they were unlikely to imagine as they
allowed themselves to fall into temptation, was the skulking, shame, and hiding which resulted: “And

the man and his wife hid themselves from the presence of the Lord God among the trees of the garden”

(8).

This is the fruit of sin, that when we hear the sound denoting God’s presence, we run and
hide rather than run and embrace. This is what Amos reveals in his question, “Why do you want
the day of the Lord? It is darkness, not light...” (5:18). When we give in to sin and temptation, the

day of the Lord becomes a source of fear instead of hope, and darkness instead of light.

What unfolds next is intentional theater. God’s investigation and inquiries are not for the sake of the
omniscient God uncovering information: God already knows! This scene is for the sake of the man
and the woman, and perhaps most importantly, for all the generations who hear this story. God pierces

the story with a question, “Where are you?” (9).

What would be your answer to that question right now? “Where are you?” Is there anything you have
imagined you are hiding from God? Is there shame which haunts you and causes you to flee God’s
presence, even in a partial sense? Are there parts of your life, of your history, of your desire, which you
bury in the busy-ness of your life in hopes that God will not notice or inquire? “Where are you?” is the

phrase which pierces this moment.

The man does not directly answer the literal question, saying something like, “I am right here hiding!”
Instead, he uses his new found knowledge to explain himself: “I heard the sound of you in the garden,
and I was afraid, because I was naked; and I hid myself” (10). This of course does nothing but further
implicate his guilt. God drills down with two pointed questions, “Who told you that you were naked?
Have you eaten from the tree of which I commanded you not to eat?” (11). This rebuff forces the man
to answer the deeper question. But instead of confession, he casts blame on the woman and the
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serpent. When God turns to the woman, she mimics the man’s blame-casting: “The serpent tricked
me, and [ ate” (13).

This is how sin spreads. Where truth and honesty lead us to overcome our fallings, sin is like
mud which easily spreads from our hands to our shirts. When sin rules, no one takes

responsibility.

Reflection Questions:

1. “This is the fruit of sin, that when we hear the sound denoting God’s presence, we run and
hide rather than run and embrace.” Have you seen this in your life?

2. How might you spiritually answer the question God asks of Adam and Eve, “Where are you?”

3. When have you seen someone caught try to lay the blame at others? Can you remember doing

this yourself?
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10. The Fallout (3:14-24)

The Lord God said to the serpent,

Because you have done this,
cursed are you among all animals
and among all wild creatures;

upon your belly you shall go,
and dust you shall eat
all the days of your life.

1 will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and bers;

he will strike your bead,
and you will strike bis heel.’

To the woman be said,

T will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing;
in pain you shall bring forth children,

yet your desire shall be for your husband,
and be shall rule over you.’

And to the man be said,

Because you have listened to the voice of your wife,
and have eaten of the tree

about which I commanded you,
“You shall not eat of it”,

cursed is the ground because of you;
in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life;

thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;
and you shall eat the plants of the field.

By the sweat of your face
you shall eat bread

until you return to the ground,
for out of it you were taken;

you are dust,

and to dust you shall return.’

The man named his wife Eve, because she was the mother of all who live. And the Lord God made
garments of skins for the man and for bis wife, and clothed them.

Then the Lord God said, ‘See, the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil; and now, be
might reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever’— therefore the
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Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden, to till the ground from which be was taken. He drove
out the man; and at the east of the garden of Eden be placed the cherubim, and a sword flaming and
turning to guard the way to the tree of life.

As God speaks to each of the three offenders, he reverses the order in the line of questioning. Each
receives an etiological response, a mythical explanation for the way the world is. But there is value to

look beneath a merely mythological reading here.

God does not turn to the serpent to offer him an opportunity to give an account of the mess. While

this crafty creature was able to sweet talk the woman and the man, the serpent is now silenced. Of the
three responsive speeches from God, this is the only one in which an actual curse is issued. Is the curse
simply the slithering and evocation of fear, or does the curse run deeper? Ophidiophobia remains one

of the most common fears among humans.

If the serpent had been given the chance to speak, it is not hard to imagine the kind of defense that he
might have offered: “Why are you getting upset at me? I’'m not the one who did anything! They are
the ones who ate the fruit!” How quickly we look for loopholes when it comes to sin and blame. Just
like Pilate after Jesus is sentenced to death, we try to wash our hands of blame when we do not actually
do the deed (see Matthew 27:24). But let us pause with trepidation here: God’s single explicit curse is
reserved for the one who didn’t touch the forbidden fruit! Itis the one who instigates, the one who

perverts the imagination, the one who leads others away from God that receives the curse.

God’s words to the woman are brief and haunting. The pain of childbirth is the first repercussion,
particularly interesting because of its sexual connection, the first explicit connection of the text. For all
of the association between the “Fall” and sexual misconduct through the years, it is only here that
sexuality is obliquely referenced (knowing their nakedness it not necessarily sexual). But sexuality
blossoms more fully with God’s stating of desire, which again has obvious sexual undertones. The last
word to the woman establishes the patriarchy: “And he shall rule over you” (16). Itis only now that
the patriarchy emerges from God’s vantage, right after the man has blamed the woman for his sin. This
seems less prescriptive and normative than it is descriptive. As we pursue a world of holiness and
justice, is our calling not to get back to the normative state of Eden? It is interesting that the woman

does not have any description of her sin like the other two, just repercussions.

Finally, God turns to the man, whose sin is explicitly named as listening to the voice of his wife, and
eating the fruit from the forbidden tree. His etiology is the nature of hard toil and the humbling
return to the earth, as the church remembers each Ash Wednesday: “You are dust, and to dust you
shall return” (19). This declaration clearly makes death a repercussion and a reality, not a normative

good. Jesus will help us to climb this boundary through the ladder of the resurrection.
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With his newfound patriarchal power, the man goes beyond the prior work of labeling her as a woman
and wife, and he gives her an actual name: Eve, echoing the Hebrew word for life. However, this is the
last act of speech, even if indirect, recorded from Adam. Eve will take over the naming duties for the

children and offer brief commentary through that process. From here on, Adam is not quoted.

In one of the most touching scenes in the Scriptures, God then addresses the shame the humans had
experienced by creating garments and clothing them. This is emblematic of how God responds to our
shame, even when the shame is entirely of our own creation. God comes alongside us and helps to
cover our shame. This dressing comes at the cost of life; the skins of the animals represent the
first death in the history of creation. The link between sin and death comes at the first

instance of both.

Yet even as God has clothed the man and woman in their shame, the separation of sin becomes more
pronounced through exile on the basis of the possibility of Adam and Eve approaching the Tree of
Life. Why would God not want them to approach the Tree of Life? Perhaps unfiltered eternal life for a
people with moral knowledge but without moral development could lead to a population of crafty

creatures for all time.

This passage says first that “God sent him forth from the garden...” (23) and then “He drove out the
man” (24). Itis hard not to speculate that there was a lingering in Eden, a reluctance to leave, feelings
not unlike a child being forced to leave the security of home for school. Despite the harshness of the
verb “drove,” we must acknowledge that the authority of God is not to be flaunted. And while the
people are forced from the bucolic life of Eden, God does not abandon them. God continues to be
their God. Sometimes God drives us for our own good and in response to our own inability to choose

the good. Even as we linger and clutch onto what has been, we must trust the authority of God.

And we must note, that as merciful and gracious as the Scriptures affirm God to be, God is also no
fool. In God’s hesitancy to fully trust the man, the woman, and their descendents, God guards the

door back to Eden with angels and sword of fire. For us, there is no going back.
Reflection Questions:

1. While the serpent never touches the forbidden fruit, only the serpent receives a curse from
God. What are the implications for us?

2. When God declares that the man shall rule over the woman, is this meant to be descriptive,
prescriptive, or punitive?

3. Does Adam’s permanent silence after God’s inquiry send us a message? If so, what?
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4. What do we learn about God through God’s response to the fall?

5. Do we still experience exile akin to the exodus from Eden? How?
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11. Falling Further (4:1-16)

Now the man knew his wife Eve, and she conceived and bore Cain, saying, ‘I have produced a man with
the belp of the Lord.” Next she bore bis brother Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of
the ground. In the course of time Cain brought to the Lord an offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel
for bis part brought of the firstlings of bis flock, their fat portions. And the Lord had regard for Abel and
his offering, but for Cain and bis offering be had no regard. So Cain was very angry, and his countenance
fell. The Lord said to Cain, ‘Why are you angry, and why has your countenance fallen? If you do well,
will you not be accepted? And if you do not do well, sin is lurking at the door; its desire is for you, but you

must master it.’

Cain said to bis brother Abel, Let us go out to the field.” And when they were in the field, Cain rose up
against bis brother Abel and killed him. Then the Lord said to Cain, ‘Where is your brother Abel?” He
said, ‘I do not know; am I my brother’s keeper?” And the Lord said, ‘What have you done? Listen; your
brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground! And now you are cursed from the ground, which bas
opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood from your hand. When you till the ground, it will no
longer yield to you its strength; you will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth.” Cain said to the Lord,
My punishment is greater than I can bear! Today you bave driven me away from the soil, and I shall be
hidden from your face; I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me may
kill me.” Then the Lord said to him, ‘Not so! Whoever kills Cain will suffer a sevenfold vengeance.” And
the Lord put a mark on Cain, so that no one who came upon him would kill him. Then Cain went away
from the presence of the Lord, and settled in the land of Nod, east of Eden.

If we are tempted to view God’s response to Adam and Eve as punitory, Eve seems to see things
differently. She responds to childbearing not through the lens of pain but as being part of God’s
creative miracle, saying, “I have produced a man with the help of the Lord” (1). Our imaginations and

mindsets have incredible power to see good and to see ill.

Unfortunately, Cain’s imagination lacks his mother’s ability to gaze upward. With no recorded
theological instruction, the brothers engage in the first explicit act of worship in the Bible, a sacrificial
offering. While the details are ambiguous, God has “regard” (4) for Abel’s animal sacrifice, but “no
regard” (5) for Cain’s grain offering. From the outset, Cain shows that we humans have had a
propensity to misunderstand worship. Like someone who gives a gift in order to receive thanks, it
appears that Cain has made an offering in order to receive favor. In the very first explicit act of
worship, motives and orientation get mixed. We who would worship well must consider ourselves

warned.
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Cain responds with anger, but even with this reaction God does not leave him alone to stew, warning
him to “master” sin (7). There are so many possibilities before Cain in this moment. How different
might the story have been if Cain humbly listened to God? How different might the story have been if
Cain worked through his anger to seek understanding from God? How different might the story have

been if Cain had seen God’s response as holding his best interests in mind?

So many possibilities before Cain, but instead, like his parents, Cain eats the fruit from the proverbial
tree. The familiar pattern repeats itself: Cain sins, murdering his brother; then God asks a question;
then Cain answers inadequately; and finally, God lays out the consequences, firmly but not without
compassion. This pattern underlies the scriptural story from beginning to end. As much as we may
want to “master sin,” it seems that we are unable to do so on our own volition. True progress, true

holiness, true mastery, comes when we accept the grace we have come to see most explicitly in Jesus.

Like the grace of clothing Adam and Eve in the wake of their nakedness which their sin unveiled to
their eyes, God covers Cain with a mark which ofters protection from the violence he had unleashed on
his brother. Here we hear the number seven repeated from earlier; if there was a wholeness in creation
over seven days, there is a wholeness of protection God offers Cain: “Whoever kills Cain will suffer a
sevenfold vengeance” (15). Given how young creation is at this point and how little we have heard of

the primordial ancestors, we might wonder: Protection from whom?

Cain’s exile to the land of Nod hurts because it is not only a new homeland to which he must adjust.
He is also described as going “away from the presence of the Lord” (16). This tells us that despite the
exile from Eden, Adam and Eve were still in God’s presence. This means that God had self-exiled from
Eden, the place where he had personally planted a garden and tended the grounds. In other words,

God had left paradise in order to be with humanity. Sound familiar?

Reflection Questions:

1. How do you reconcile God’s discussion of pain in childbearing with Eve’s positive description
upon the birth of Cain?

2. What lessons about worship might we learn from this episode?

3. How do we “master sin” in light of Jesus Christ?

4. What is the implication of God’s self-exile from Eden as implied by Cain’s going “away from

the presence of the Lord”?
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12. Alternative History (4:17-26)

Cain knew bis wife, and she conceived and bore Enoch; and be built a city, and named it Enoch after his
son Enoch. To Enoch was born Irad; and Irad was the father of Mebujael, and Mebujael the father of
Methushael, and Methushael the father of Lamech. Lamech took two wives; the name of one was Adab,
and the name of the other Zillah. Adab bore Jabal; he was the ancestor of those who live in tents and have
livestock. His brother’s name was Jubal; be was the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and pipe. Zillah

bore Tubal-cain, who made all kinds of bronze and iron tools. The sister of Tubal-cain was Naamabh.

Lamech said to bis wives:
Adab and Zillab, bear my voice;
you wives of Lamech, listen to what 1 say:
1 have killed a man for wounding me,
a young man for striking me.
1f Cain is avenged sevenfold,
truly Lamech seventy-sevenfold.’

Adam knew bis wife again, and she bore a son and named him Seth, for she said, ‘God bas appointed for
me another child instead of Abel, because Cain killed him.’ To Seth also a son was born, and he named

him Enosh. At that time people began to invoke the name of the Lord.

The author of Genesis pulls over to give us a view down the road of Cain and his progeny. Clearly, the
author offers this story of Cain’s clan without the whole narrative in mind, for Cain’s people reflect to
the author’s present (Jabal is “the ancestor of those who live in tents and have livestock” (20) and Jubal
is “the ancestor of all those who play the lyre and the pipe”(21)) even though all of humanity would be
wiped out by the flood in the story of Noah.

Of more interest than explanations of ancestors, though, is the escalation of violence and the
manipulation of God’s word through Lamech. When God had spoken of a “sevenfold vengeance”
(4:15) for Cain, the intent was to offer protection for Cain to prevent his murder when he was
ostracized from his people and from the presence of the Lord. This protection has now devolved into
the bolstering of personal power: “I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for striking me.
If Cain is avenged sevenfold, truly Lamech is avenged seventy-sevenfold” (23-24). A mere physical
blow from a boy justifies murder for Lamech, making apparent the merciful aspect of Hammurabi’s
code (after all, “an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” makes retribution equal rather than
escalating). Perhaps most hauntingly, Lamech utters his bullying decree not to any warriors or rivals,
but to his wives. What a humbling reminder of how easy it is to twist God’s graciousness into our own

Weapons.
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It is not accidental that Jesus reverses and redeems Lamech’s boast in the form of our call to forgive
rather than avenge: “Then Peter came and said to him, ‘Lord, if another member of the church sins
against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” Jesus said to him, “Not seven times,
but, I tell you, seventy-seven times” (Matthew 18:21-11). Just as a means of execution was turned into

a symbol of hope, so was a threat of violence transfigured into a call for grace and mercy.

Having left us with the view of Lamech’s violence, the author turns us back to the bereaved Adam and
Eve, who had lost one son to death and the other to exile. Upon the birth of their third son, Eve
characteristically offers faithful commentary through his name of Seth, which plays on the Hebrew
word for “appoints,” saying: “God has appointed for me another child instead of Abel, because Cain
killed him” (25). Rather than blame God for the loss of her sons, Eve sees grace in the birth of Seth.
Again, her imagination seems holy, for Eve has the grace of seeing God’s kindness where others might

not. Perhaps this gift is why her voice, even more than Adam’s, is remembered in this instance.

This chapter ends with an intriguing statement about the time after their grandson is born: “At that
time people began to invoke the name of the Lord” (26). Are the people being referenced here simply
the offspring of Adam, or are there other tribes and clans being referenced? Was the name being
invoked the name which would be revealed to Moses in Exodus, “Yahweh” or “I am who I am” (3:14)
or a different name? How did God respond to these invocations? And how were the people using the
invocation of the name of the Lord? Simply to worship and glorify, or as a way of garnering favor?
Like much that is offered in Genesis, we receive an understated word which provokes more questions
than answers. This is part of the joy of reading the Bible closely and slowly. The closer you read and

the more you pay attention, the more you find yourself fascinated.
Reflection Questions:

1. Lamech twists God’s protective promise for Cain into a threat. How have you seen that today?
Have you been tempted to do the same?

2. This is our last interaction with Eve. How would you describe her from the little we are given?

3. What do you imagine is meant by the statement, “At that time people began to invoke the

name of the Lord™?
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13. Epitaphs (5:1-32)

This is the list of the descendants of Adam. When God created humankind, be made them in the likeness
of God. Male and female be created them, and be blessed them and named them ‘Humankind’ when

they were created.

When Adam bad lived for one hundred and thirty years, be became the father of a son in bis likeness,
according to bis image, and named him Seth. The days of Adam after be became the father of Seth were
eight bundred years; and he had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days that Adam lived were nine
bundred and thirty years; and be died.

When Seth had lived for one hundred and five years, be became the father of Enosh. Seth lived after the
birth of Enosh for eight hundred and seven years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of

Seth were nine hundred and twelve years; and he died.

When Enosh had lived for ninety years, be became the father of Kenan. Enosh lived after the birth of
Kenan for eight hundred and fifteen years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of Enosh

were nine bundred and five years; and be died.

When Kenan had lived for seventy years, be became the father of Mahalalel. Kenan lived after the birth
of Mahalalel for eight hundred and forty years, and bad other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of

Kenan were nine hundred and ten years; and he died.

When Mahalalel had lived for sixty-five years, he became the father of Jared. Mabalalel lived after the
birth of Jared for eight hundred and thirty years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of
Mabhalalel were eight hundred and ninety-five years; and be died.

When Jared had lived for one hundred and sixty-two years be became the father of Enoch. Jared lived
after the birth of Enoch for eight hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of

Jared were nine hundred and sixty-two years; and be died.

When Enoch had lived for sixty-five years, be became the father of Methuselah. Enoch walked with God
after the birth of Methuselab for three hundred years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the
days of Enoch were three hundred and sixty-five years. Enoch walked with God; then he was no more,
because God took him.

When Methuselah had lived for one hundred and eighty-seven years, be became the father of Lamech.
Methuselab lived after the birth of Lamech for seven bundred and eighty-two years, and bad other sons
and daughters. Thus all the days of Methuselah were nine hundred and sixty-nine years; and be died.
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When Lamech bhad lived for one hundred and eighty-two years, he became the father of a son; he named
him Noah, saying, ‘Out of the ground that the Lord has cursed this one shall bring us relief from our work
and from the toil of our hands.” Lamech lived after the birth of Noah for five hundred and ninety-five
years, and had other sons and daughters. Thus all the days of Lamech were seven hundred and

seventy-seven years; and he died.
After Noah was five hundred years old, Noah became the father of Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

As the author prepares to share Adam’s genealogy, we are reminded of the origins by recapitulating
1:26-27, affirming the divine origins of humanity, our creation in God’s image, and the inclusion of
both genders in that creation: “When God created humankind, he made them in the likeness of God.
Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ‘Humankind’ when they were
created” (1-2). There is no new information here, but this reminder is quite intentional. Like Lamech
in the previous chapter, we forget and manipulate and recreate the story to suit our own purposes.

This origin story must be told and retold in order to prevent us from creating our own foundation.

In 4:25, it was Eve who named Seth, but as this list of the patriarchal lineage begins, the story is
remembered differently: “He became the father of a son in his likeness, according to his image, and
named him Seth” (3). If humanity was only made in the image of God, and not God’s likeness, the
same is not true of the generations issuing forth from Adam. While we are not bound by those who
have come before us, we do bear their image and likeness. We must make peace with the reality that we

cannot be isolated beings, truly independent of others. Too much binds us together.

The list that follows is mostly economical, swiftly tracing the patrilineal thread from Adam to Noah.
Because of the economy of words and patriarchal presumptions, deemphasizing Eve and the other
women and other children from the tale is logical. But it leaves us feeling empty, like summarizing the
life of someone based on their tombstone. In this list, even the heartbreaking losses of Cain and Abel
are not included, and Seth seems to be the only son who matters. What other tragedies and ecstasies
may have been eliminated for the sake of economy? And how was it that the patriarchs had such long
lives, when life expectancy was surely lower than today? Methuselah was 969 years old when he died.
Imagine, today, being able to speak with someone who was born in the eleventh century! What were
the events which led to Enoch being taken directly by God? When he is described as being “no more,”
does that mean he simply disappeared or was there a chariot of fire like Elijah? Are the names from this
list which duplicate names from Cain’s lineage (Enoch, Lamech) distinct or separate memories of

patriarchs? Intrigue abounds, even in what someone might describe as a boring, long list of names!

When we get to Noah’s birth, more details emerge though. Lamech ties Noah’s name, which means

“rest,” to an intriguing etiology: “‘Out of the ground that the Lord has cursed this one shall bring us
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relief from our work and from the toil of our hands™ (29). While the Lord has issued a curse related to
the ground to Cain, there has never been a general cursing of the ground. Lamech, like his name’s sake
in the Cain story, appears to twist God’s words and actions, or to draw on a lost background story.
Regardless, Noah clearly had hopes and expectations placed upon him from his birth. How did those
expectations help shape his ability to listen to God’s calling? Lamech died S years before the flood.

Did he see his son as a success or as a failure? How often do we make judgments without the full

picture?

The only instance in this long lineage of 10 generations of having details for more than one son is when
we get to Noah, whose three boys are named. The economical narrator of Genesis will finally pause to

tell us more as Noah’s and his family’s story is about to unfold.
Reflection Questions:
1. The lineage of Adam and Eve reflects their “likeness.” In what ways are we beholden to our
ancestors? In what ways are we not?

How would you tell your family’s story over the course of generations?

What do you think was intended by Noah’s name? How did he live into it (or not)?
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14. An Interlude (6:1-4)

When people began to multiply on the face of the ground, and daughters were born to them, the sons of
God saw that they were fair; and they took wives for themselves of all that they chose. Then the Lord said,
My spirit shall not abide in mortals for ever, for they are flesh; their days shall be one hundred and
twenty years.” The Nephilim were on the earth in those days—and also afterwards—when the sons of God
went in to the daughters of humans, who bore children to them. These were the beroes that were of old,

warriors of renown.

If the intrigue in the epitaphs of the first patriarchs was not intriguing enough, now we get a brief
glimpse into the interbreeding of the Nephilim and humans! Some associate these creatures with
giants, others with fallen angels. Generations later, there is a brief reference to the giants spotted by the

Hebrew spies in the book of Numbers:

“The land that we have gone through as spies is a land that devours its inhabitants; and all the
people that we saw in it are of great size. There we saw the Nephilim (the Anakites come from
the Nephilim); and to ourselves we seemed like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.’
(13:32-33)

There seems to be some presumed cultural memory lost here, as the author references without
explanation the hybrid offspring as “the heroes that were of old, warriors of renown” (4). How
humbling to realize how many stories of individuals get lost in this telling. All that matters, it seems,

are those who participate in moving forward the story of God.

After the long lives of the patriarchs in the previous chapter, the author now gives an explanation of
how the span of human lives match up with our experience better. It is hard not to speculate, though,
given that this decision of limitation is mentioned in the middle of discussion of interbreeding,

whether this decision was a result of the Nephillim. Queue up an Ancient Aliens episode!

One final but critical note: as if the patriarchal structure of human society were not oppressive enough
for human women, here they face oppression from a different class of beings, which “took wives for
themselves of all that they chose” (2). There is much to lament in the way that early sprigs of society
emerged.

Reflection Questions:

1. What do you make of this mention of the Nephilim?
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If “all that matters, it seems, are those who participate in moving forward the story of God,”
how can you imagine your life moving forward the story of God?
How do you interpret the patriarchal nature of these early chapters in Genesis? How do you

see God at work in patriarchy (or despite it)?
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15. Noah Prepares (6:5-22)

The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the
thoughts of their bearts was only evil continually. And the Lord was sorry that be had made humankind
on the earth, and it grieved him to bis beart. So the Lord said, ‘T will blot out from the earth the human
beings I have created— people together with animals and creeping things and birds of the air, for I am
sorry that I have made them.’ But Noah found favour in the sight of the Lord.

These are the descendants of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked
with God. And Noah had three sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was filled with violence. And God saw that the
earth was corrupt; for all flesh bad corrupted its ways upon the earth. And God said to Noah, ‘I have
determined to make an end of all flesh, for the earth is filled with violence because of them; now I am
going to destroy them along with the earth. Make yourself an ark of cypress wood; make rooms in the ark,
and cover it inside and out with pitch. This is how you are to make it: the length of the ark three hundred
cubits, its width fifty cubits, and its beight thirty cubits. Make a roof for the ark, and finish it to a cubit
above; and put the door of the ark in its side; make it with lower, second, and third decks. For my part, 1
am going to bring a flood of waters on the earth, to destroy from under beaven all flesh in which is the
breath of life; everything that is on the earth shall die. But I will establish my covenant with you; and you
shall come into the ark, you, your sons, your wife, and your sons’ wives with you. And of every living thing,
of all flesh, you shall bring two of every kind into the ark, to keep them alive with you; they shall be male
and female. Of the birds according to their kinds, and of the animals according to their kinds, of every
creeping thing of the ground according to its kind, two of every kind shall come in to you, to keep them
alive. Also take with you every kind of food that is eaten, and store it up; and it shall serve as food for you
and. for them.” Noah did this; be did all that God commanded him.

The story of Noah begins with the story of corruption. God is devastated to see humanity, in the
course of just 10 generations, become utterly wicked, evil, and violent. This corruption has taken on
cosmic proportions, for the author declares that “the earth was corrupt in God’s sight” (11) and “all
flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth” (12). The God who made everything “good” and who
marveled in the goodness on the seventh day has been utterly disappointed with the lack of goodness

that has come from creation.

Except with Noah. Noah’s nobility of character gets only a few descriptions: he “found favour in the
sight of the Lord” (8) and “was a righteous man, blameless in his generation” (9) and, like Enoch,
“Noah walked with God” (9). Yet this brief testimony stands in great contrast to the lack of favor and

lack of righteousness which pervaded creation. Noah is the only source of divine joy in a dark age.
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What about our world today gives God heartbreak? What makes God “sorry that he had made
humankind on the earth” (6)? What “ grieve(s) him to his heart” (6)2  When we pause to consider the
fallen state of the world in light of the creator that made everything to be good, we realize the depth of
God’s grief. If we want to be part of helping restore the creator’s joy, let us be a people who take on the
character of Noah. For in all of creation, it was only Noah’s character that delighted him. Let us find

our path to walk with God, too.

As God tells Noah what will happen, we hear for the first time the promissory language of covenant:
“But I will establish my covenant with you” (18). We have a memory for the covenant after the flood
(more on that soon), but do we notice that God offers the covenant prior to Noah so much as cutting
down one cypress tree? God makes the first move, initiating a relationship. We call this “prevenient
grace,” God’s willingness to initiate with us, moving close, offering commitment, not in response to
our acts of faithfulness but as an invitation that our responding love will lead us to acts of faithfulness.
This is what makes God gracious, moving in our direction in trust that we will responsively move in

God’s direction.

Noah does respond faithfully, for he “did all that God commanded him” (22). While the lore around
this story has added layers that are not found in the scriptural story (like Noah’s supposed hesitancy to
build the ark or the heckling of Noah by skeptical neighbors), the actual narrative offers nothing but
business. God gives many details about the dimensions of the ark and the ordering of the animals and
the inclusion of Noah’s family. Noah says not a word, he just obeys and does “all that God

commanded him.” Would that we could say the same of ourselves!
Reflection Questions:

1. What grieves God today? How can you be like Noah in finding God’s favor and helping the
world be a source of joy for the Lord?

2. God asks so much of Noah (building the ark, herding the animals, being set apart from the
world). Noah’s response is to simply do what God commands. Where do you struggle with

obedience? How might you follow Noah’s example?
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16. The Flood (7:1-8:12)

Then the Lord said to Noah, ‘Go into the ark, you and all your household, for I bave seen that you alone
are righteous before me in this generation. lake with you seven pairs of all clean animals, the male and its
mate; and a pair of the animals that are not clean, the male and its mate; and seven pairs of the birds of
the air also, male and female, to keep their kind alive on the face of all the earth. For in seven days I will
send rain on the earth for forty days and forty nights; and every living thing that I have made I will blot
out from the face of the ground.’ And Noah did all that the Lord had commanded him.

Noah was six hundred years old when the flood of waters came on the earth. And Noah with his sons and
his wife and his sons’ wives went into the ark to escape the waters of the flood. Of clean animals, and of
animals that are not clean, and of birds, and of everything that creeps on the ground, two and two, male
and female, went into the ark with Noah, as God had commanded Noah. And after seven days the waters
of the flood came on the earth.

In the six-hundredth year of Noah's life, in the second month, on the seventeenth day of the month, on that
day all the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the beavens were opened. The rain
fell on the earth for forty days and forty nights. On the very same day Noah with bis sons, Shem and Ham
and Japheth, and Noah’s wife and the three wives of his sons, entered the ark, they and every wild animal
of every kind, and all domestic animals of every kind, and every creeping thing that creeps on the earth,
and every bivd of every kind—cvery bird, every winged creature. They went into the ark with Noah, two
and two of all flesh in which there was the breath of life. And those that entered, male and female of all
flesh, went in as God had commanded bim; and the Lord shut him in.

The flood continued for forty days on the earth; and the waters increased, and bore up the ark, and it rose
high above the earth. The waters swelled and increased greatly on the earth; and the ark floated on the face
of the waters. The waters swelled so mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under the whole
heaven were covered; the waters swelled above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits deep. And all
[flesh died that moved on the earth, birds, domestic animals, wild animals, all swarming creatures that
swarm on the earth, and all human beings; everything on dry land in whose nostrils was the breath of life
died. He blotted out every living thing that was on the face of the ground, human beings and animals and
creeping things and birds of the air; they were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those
that were with him in the ark. And the waters swelled on the earth for one hundred and fifty days.

But God remembered Noah and all the wild animals and all the domestic animals that were with him in
the ark. And God made a wind blow over the earth, and the waters subsided; the fountains of the deep and
the windows of the heavens were closed, the rain from the heavens was restrained, and the waters

gradually receded from the earth. At the end of one hundred and fifty days the waters had abated; and in

the seventh month, on the seventeenth day of the month, the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat.
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The waters continued to abate until the tenth month; in the tenth month, on the first day of the month, the
tops of the mountains appeared.

At the end of forty days Noah opened the window of the ark that he had made and sent out the raven; and
it went to and fro until the waters were dried up from the earth. Then he sent out the dove from him, to see
if the waters bad subsided from the face of the ground; but the dove found no place to set its foot, and it
returned to him to the ark, for the waters were still on the face of the whole earth. So be put out his hand
and took it and brought it into the ark with him. He waited another seven days, and again be sent out the
dove from the ark; and the dove came back to him in the evening, and there in its beak was a freshly
plucked olive leaf; so Noah knew that the waters bad subsided from the earth. Then he waited another

seven days, and sent out the dove; and it did not return to bim any more.

Noah’s obedience continues as he and his family enter into the ark with the animals. But what is more
incredible is the fact that they remain inside even as it takes a week for the flood to begin: “And after
seven days the waters of the flood came on the earth” (7:10). How many times might Noah and his

family have second-guessed themselves as they waited a week before the waters could be seen?

They must have been encouraged by God’s direct action, though. For God does not appear merely in
dreams or whispers, but speaks directly to Noah. God even enters physically into their adventure by
sealing them inside the ark: “And the Lord shut him in” (7:16).

This physical act must have been savored by Noah and his family. According to the narrative, the ark
remains sealed through the rains and the crest of the flood, until 40 days after the ark had come to rest
at the peak of Mount Ararat, when Noah finally “opened the window of the ark that he had made”
(8:6). Hebrews 11:1 declares, “Now faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things
not seen.” Depending on your calculations and assumptions, this could have been as long as 7 months
in the dark! What faith must have been forged in the darkness of the ark, floating on the surface of a

tempestuous sea, with mere remnants of a teeming planet, with no timeline for the end expressed.

As children, this tale often provokes our wonder as we witness both predator and prey making their
way into the orderly stalls of the ark (Remember, though, that as yet there has been no introduction of
animals eating animals in the description of creation!). As adults, this tale tends to provoke our
wonder at how we call God “good” in the midst of the intentional genocide of nearly the entire world.
It is hard not to see dogs, cats, horses, elephants, gorillas, much less children, all gasping and drowning
in the waters by God’s intention. Sure, we can take solace in the fact that God promises never to do
this again, and certainly we can take comfort that God chooses a different way of handling sin with the
incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus. But the light of those stories does not erase the darkness

which haunts this story. This is a story of death.

40



Perhaps, with humility, we must remember that the God that created everything has the power to take
everything away, as Job noted early in his travails: “Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked
shall I return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job
1:21). Perhaps this story reminds us that God does not conform to our theology, and that there is good
reason for the word from Proverbs that “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (Proverbs
9:10). While we may not be able to know the limits of mercy, we do know that God’s goodness is

unimpeachable, for it is aversion to evil that leads to this moment.

As the flood recedes, Noah uses the dove as a way of determining the readiness of the earth for
disembarking from the ark. The dove, the bearer of the olive leaf, will be associated explicitly with the
Holy Spirit in the Christian tradition: “Now when all the people were baptized, and when Jesus also
had been baptized and was praying, the heaven was opened, and the Holy Spirit descended upon him
in bodily form like a dove.” (Luke 3:22). The may also represent the second person of the trinity, the
Son of God, in its fitness for sacrifice (e.g. Leviticus 1:14). The full force of God comes into bear in the
form of gracious presence in the wake of darkness. Do we stay on the lookout for God’s manifestation

in our own times of darkness?
Reflection Questions:

1. For days on end, Noah’s family and the animals remained sealed inside the ark without even a
window to see what was happening outside. When have you felt similarly shrouded? Was your
faith helpful?

2. How do you reconcile our affirmation of a good and loving God with the pall of death which

shrouds the story of the flood?
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17. The Covenant (8:13-9:17)

In the six bundred and first year, in the first month, on the first day of the month, the waters were dried
up from the earth; and Noah removed the covering of the ark, and looked, and saw that the face of the
ground was drying. In the second month, on the twenty-seventh day of the month, the earth was dry. Then
God said to Noah, ‘Go out of the ark, you and your wife, and your sons and your sons’ wives with you.
Bring out with you every living thing that is with you of all flesh—birds and animals and every creeping
thing that creeps on the earth—so that they may abound on the earth, and be fruitful and multiply on the
earth.’ So Noah went out with his sons and bis wife and his sons’ wives. And every animal, every creeping

thing, and every bird, everything that moves on the earth, went out of the ark by families.

Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered
burnt-offerings on the altar. And when the Lord smelt the pleasing odour, the Lord said in bis beart, T
will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil
from youth; nor will I ever again destroy every living creature as I have done.
As long as the earth endures,
seedtime and harvest, cold and beat,
summer and winter, day and night,

shall not cease.’

God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the carth. The fear
and dread of you shall rest on every animal of the earth, and on every bird of the air, on everything that
creeps on the ground, and on all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered. Every moving thing
that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. Only, you
shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. For your own lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning:
from every animal I will require it and from buman beings, each one for the blood of another, I will
require a reckoning for human life.
Whoever sheds the blood of a human,
by a buman shall that person’s blood be shed;
for in his own image
God made humankind.
And you, be fruitful and multiply, abound on the earth and multiply in it.”

Then God said to Noah and to bis sons with him, As for me, 1 am establishing my covenant with you and
your descendants after you, and with every living creature that is with you, the birds, the domestic
animals, and every animal of the earth with you, as many as came out of the ark. I establish my covenant
with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be
a flood to destroy the earth.” God said, “This is the sign of the covenant that I make between me and you

and every living creature that is with you, for all future generations: I have set my bow in the clouds, and
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it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth. When I bring clouds over the earth and the
bow is seen in the clouds, I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living
creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh. When the bow is
in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of
all flesh that is on the earth.” God said to Noah, “This is the sign of the covenant that I have established
between me and all flesh that is on the earth.”

Noah’s first act after disembarking is to build an altar and to make a sacrifice to God from a limited
pool of animals. The Scripture gives us a rare glimpse here of God’s internal monologue, for God’s
declaration of never again destroying so much life comes from commentary that “the Lord said in his
heart” (8:21). What a gift of the Holy Scripture, that we would receive the revelation of God’s very
heart! While we are quick to judge God on our own terms, we must be astute in noticing the width
and breadth of God’s mercy in making a promise like this, knowing omnisciently that the evils of

humanity will ravage the earth, threatening the very earth’s endurance of which God speaks.

When God blesses Noah and his family, there are significant changes from the original charge of
fruitfulness to Adam back in 1:28-30. Instead of the initial call for the humans to “subdue” and
establish “dominion,” now all the living creatures will possess “fear and dread of you” (9:2). Whereas
in the first charge, all animals were to eat plants and fruit, now humans become omnivorous (“Every
moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and just as I gave you the green plants, I give you
everything.” (9:3)). Now, instead of merely establishing a mark of protection for Cain, God speaks of
retribution for any killing of humans: “For your own lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning: from
every animal I will require it and from human beings, each one for the blood of another, I will require a
reckoning for human life. Whoever sheds the blood of a human, by a human shall that person’s blood
be shed” (9:5-6). Creation as it was originally intended has been compromised by an expectation of
violence. This violence continues to wreck our world. But we must remember that this is not the
original intent of God. Despite the evil and killing that God foresees in allowing the world to continue
at this juncture, God continues to give humanity and the world the grace of existence. While we
inhabit this broken place and continue to witness evil in all its violence, we who follow the Lord must

cultivate peace. We must remember that the brokenness is not God’s first choice.

God’s post-diluvian covenant is not simply with Noah, but with all flesh. “Never again” (8:21), God
says. And through this promise we receive the etiology of the rainbow as a sign of this promise. It is
not lost upon us that the rainbow, the reflection of light, harkens back to God’s first act in the created
word: “Let there be light” (1:3). Despite the fallenness of the world, despite the ways that evil and
death plague the place God created as good, light continues to shine. Perhaps a rainbow is the best

tulfillment of John’s prologue: “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome
it” (John 1:5).
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Reflection Questions:

1. How do you interpret Noah’s construction of an altar as the first act after disembarking from
the ark? While we no longer offer the sacrifice of animals, how might you metaphorically build
an altar today?

2. How do you understand the contrast of God’s language of this covenant with the original
charge from chapter 1?2 Why does everything change now?

3. God created humans in the image of God, yet we hear God say that “the inclination of the
human heart is evil from youth.” How does Genesis help us interpret how we have gone from
those extremes?

4. How do you understand the sign of the rainbow? Is its significance meant to tie to the first day

of creation? What else might it signify?
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18. The Sin of Ham (9:18-27)

The sons of Noah who went out of the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Ham was the father of Canaan.
These three were the sons of Noab; and from these the whole earth was peopled.

Noah, a man of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard. He drank some of the wine and became drunk,
and be lay uncovered in bis tent. And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of bis father, and
told his two brothers outside. Then Shem and Japheth took a garment, laid it on both their shoulders, and
walked backwards and covered the nakedness of their father; their faces were turned away, and they did
not see their father’s nakedness. When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had
done to him, he said,
‘Cursed be Canaan;

lowest of slaves shall be be to his brothers.”
He also said,
Blessed by the Lord my God be Shem;

and let Canaan be bis slave.
May God make space for Japheth,

and let bim live in the tents of Shem;

and let Canaan be bhis slave.”

While the first action recorded of Noah after the flood is the noble construction of an altar and making
a sacrifice to the Lord, the second act is a bit less noble. He plants a vineyard, drinks too much wine,
and passes out in the buff. For all the ways we uphold Noah as a paragon of virtue, he reminds us that

he is just as human as the rest of us.

Noah’s middle son, Ham, sees his father in this sad state and seems to show no respect, instead making
him an object of ridicule by telling his brothers. Shem and Japhet, rather than laughing, choose to help
restore Noah’s dignity by covering him. When Noah sobers up, his scorn for his middle son extends
through the ages, predicting Ham’s son Canaan will become a slave, and blessing Shem and Japheth

and their descendents in the name of the Lord.

Some might squirm at the risks of allowing a profane text like this to be read without context. After
all, for a great patriarch to pass out drunk and naked without any rebuke from the text does not exactly
lay groundwork for reflective morality! Yet Noah’s preservation in the annals of the faithful despite
this part of his story reminds us that God’s work of forgiveness and redemption outshines our own

works and mistakes.
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Far more morally questionable than Noah’s fall, though, is how this passage has been used to justify
violence and enslavement. Surely this aided to the justification of the destruction and displacement of
the residents of the promised land, the Canaanites. The warning from earlier in this chapter about
spilling blood (9:6) apparently is only to be selectively enforced. Again, this text was picked up in the
18th and 19th centuries to justify the enslavement of Africans, as slave owners and dealers convinced

themselves that people of African descent were descendents of Ham.

And how quick we are to judge those who have bastardized God’s Word without reckoning the ways
we may be doing the same thing. “Then Jesus said, ‘Father, forgive them; for they do not know what

they are doing.”” (Luke 23:34).
Reflection Questions:
1. Noah’s fall reminds us of God’s graciousness. While are quick to dismiss and to write off
people when they disappoint us, God remains merciful and gracious. How can we be part of

God’s redemptive work in today’s world?

2. When have you seen God’s word twisted for an agenda? When have you done the same thing?
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19. Noah’s Lineage (9:28-10:32)

After the flood Noab lived for three hundred and fifty years. All the days of Noah were nine hundred and
[ifty years; and he died.

These are the descendants of Noah’s sons, Shem, Ham, and Japheth; children were born to them after the

flood.

The descendants of Japheth: Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan, Tubal, Meshech, and Tiras. The descendants
of Gomer: Ashkenaz, Riphath, and Togarmah. The descendants of Javan: Elishab, Tarshish, Kittim, and
Rodanim. From these the coastland peoples spread. These are the descendants of Japheth in their lands,

with their own language, by their families, in their nations.

The descendants of Ham: Cush, Egypt, Put, and Canaan. The descendants of Cush: Seba, Havilab,
Sabtah, Raamah, and Sabteca. The descendants of Raamah: Sheba and Dedan. Cush became the father
of Nimrod; he was the first on earth to become a mighty warrior. He was a mighty hunter before the Lord;
therefore it is said, ‘Like Nimrod a mighty hunter before the Lord.’ The beginning of his kingdom was
Babel, Erech, and Accad, all of them in the land of Shinar. From that land he went into Assyria, and
built Nineveh, Rebhoboth-ir, Calah, and Resen between Nineveb and Calab; that is the great city. Egypt
became the father of Ludim, Anamim, Lebabim, Naphtubim, Pathrusim, Caslubim, and Caphtorim,

from which the Philistines come.

Canaan became the father of Sidon bis firsthorn, and Heth, and the Jebusites, the Amorites, the
Girgashites, the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites, the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and the Hamatbites.
Afterwards the families of the Canaanites spread abroad. And the territory of the Canaanites extended
from Sidon, in the direction of Gerar, as far as Gaza, and in the direction of Sodom, Gomorrah, Admabh,
and Zeboiim, as far as Lasha. These are the descendants of Ham, by their families, their languages, their

lands, and their nations.

10 Shem also, the father of all the children of Eber, the elder brother of Japheth, children were born. The
descendants of Shem: Elam, Asshur, Arpachshad, Lud, and Aram. The descendants of Aram: Uz, Hul,
Gether, and Mash. Arpachshad became the father of Shelab; and Shelah became the father of Eber. To
Eber were born two sons: the name of one was Peleg, for in his days the earth was divided, and bis brother’s
name was Joktan. Joktan became the father of Almodad, Sheleph, Hazarmaveth, Jerah, Hadoram, Uzal,
Diklab, Obal, Abimael, Sheba, Ophir, Havilab, and Jobab; all these were the descendants of Joktan. The
territory in which they lived extended from Mesha in the direction of Sephar, the bill country of the east.
These are the descendants of Shem, by their families, their languages, their lands, and their nations.

These are the families of Noah’s sons, according to their genealogies, in their nations; and from these the

nations spread abroad on the earth after the flood.
47



The descendents of Noah’s sons spread out geographically as the earth is repopulated. Like the
descendents of Cain and Seth earlier, there is no explanation about how they found the mothers of

these children, nor any explicit acknowledgment of females at all. So much has been lost.

Most tantalizing in this list is the brief outline of Nimrod, “a mighty hunter before the Lord” (10:9)
and founder of important cities like Babel and Nineveh. Though there are no biblical grounds, many
have associated Nimrod with the building of the tower of Babel in the next pericope. There has been
much extra biblical speculation about Nimrod, including some mythological encounters with
Abraham. Yet, like so many, we get almost nothing substantial from the Biblical narrative. The Bible
leaves much to human sources to document, while holding tightly to people missed by history and

heralds of power.
Reflection Questions:
1. The children of Noah fan out to populate the world after the flood. Where are the frontiers
for us today, especially in sharing our faith? Where are the places uninhabited by the Lord?

2. If you were to lay out the ancestors in the story of your faith, who would you mention and

why?
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20. Babel (11:1-9)

Now the whole earth had one language and the same words. And as they migrated from the east, they
came upon a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there. And they said to one another, ‘Come, let us
make bricks, and burn them thoroughly.” And they had brick for stone, and bitumen for mortar. Then
they said, ‘Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its top in the beavens, and let us make a
name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.” The Lord came
down to see the city and the tower, which mortals had built. And the Lord said, ‘Look, they are one people,
and they have all one language; and this is only the beginning of what they will do; nothing that they
propose to do will now be impossible for them. Come, let us go down, and confuse their language there, so
that they will not understand one another’s speech.’ So the Lord scattered them abroad from there over the
face of all the earth, and they left off building the city. Therefore it was called Babel, because there the
Lord confused the language of all the earth; and from there the Lord scattered them abroad over the face
of all the earth.

This is the second major construction story of the scripture. The first was the ark, of course, where
Noah responded to God’s commands and built the ark by faithfulness. When compared to that
project, this project’s deficiencies become more glaring, with its motivation to “make a name for

ourselves” (4).

It is hard to imagine a more relevant warning parable for today. There are people today whose lives we
follow and lift up simply for the sake of their celebrity status. They are famous for being famous.
Those who would “make a name for (themselves)” dominate our culture of politics, academia,
entertainment. Beyond the literal towers we construct are so many fields pushing the boundaries of
our own limitations into ethically murky waters: artificial intelligence, bioengineering, genetic
modification, virtual reality, weapons of mass destruction. We live in an era when it seems God’s
words are again relevant: “Nothing that they propose to do will now be impossible for them” (6). Will

we limit ourselves or will it take an act of God?

The story of Pentecost is often seen as a companion story to the tower of Babel. The disciples were
gifted by the Holy Spirit to be able to be understood by people who spoke different languages. That
anti-Babel remains part of the call of the church today; if people have been divided, our job is to unite.
Yet the uniting cannot be grounded in the motives of Babel. Our Pentecostal uniting grounds us
instead in the Kingdom of God, in the power of the Holy Spirit, and in the spreading of the “name

that is above all names” (Philippians 2:9).
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Reflection Questions:

1. Why is the goal of “making a name for ourselves” not what God wants for us?
2. Do you believe the story of the tower of Babel is a pertinent warning for today?

3. What are appropriate limits to human technology?
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21. Getting to Abram (11:10-11:32)

These are the descendants of Shem. When Shem was one hundred years old, be became the father of
Arpachshad two years after the flood; and Shem lived after the birth of Arpachshad for five hundred

years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Arpachshad had lived for thirty-five years, be became the father of Shelah; and Arpachshad lived
after the birth of Shelab for four hundred and three years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Shelah bad lived for thirty years, be became the father of Eber; and Shelab lived after the birth of
Eber for four hundred and three years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Eber bad lived for thirty-four years, be became the father of Peleg; and Eber lived after the birth of
Peleg for four hundred and thirty years, and had other sons and danghters.

When Peleg had lived for thirty years, he became the father of Reu; and Peleg lived after the birth of Reu

for two bundred and nine years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Reu bad lived for thirty-two years, be became the father of Serug; and Reu lived after the birth of

Serug for two hundred and seven years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Serug had lived for thirty years, be became the father of Nahor; and Serug lived after the birth of
Nahor for two bundred years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Nahor bad lived for twenty-nine years, be became the father of Terah; and Nahor lived after the
birth of Terah for one hundred and nineteen years, and had other sons and daughters.

When Terah had lived for seventy years, be became the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran.

Now these are the descendants of Terah. Terah was the father of Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and Haran
was the father of Lot. Haran died before bis father Terah in the land of bis birth, in Ur of the Chaldeans.
Abram and Nahor took wives; the name of Abram’s wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor’s wife was
Milcah. She was the daughter of Haran the father of Milcah and Iscah. Now Sarai was barren; she had
no child.

Terah took his son Abram and bis grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Saraz, bis son
Abram’s wife, and they went out together from Ur of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan; but
when they came to Haran, they settled there. The days of Terah were two hundred and five years; and
Terah died in Haran.

For the fourth time so far in Genesis, we receive a long list of the generations. This time, we hear of the
lineage from Shem until the next major patriarch: Abram. As anticipated from 6:1-4, the life span of
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these men begins to decrease. While Noah lived to be 950 years old (just a couple decades shy of
Methuselah!), the average lifespan of his descendents steadily decreases all the way down to 205 for
Abram’s father, Terah.

For the first time in a long time, women are mentioned, and for the first time since Eve, they are even
named. Milcah will play an important role later, when Isaac seeks a wife. Sarai, of course, will play a
role as important as Abram’s role in the chapters ahead. In a world where women are often not
mentioned even in the bearing and birthing of children, Sarai is also distinguished as the first woman in
the Bible to be noted for being “barren” (30). How countercultural this strong woman proves to be!
While women continue to be marginalized through the patriarchal perspective, they refuse to be

silenced altogether.

Many of us begin the story of Abram in the next chapter by marveling over how “out of the blue”
God’s call to go, his calling is connected to his father: “Terah took his son Abram and his grandson Lot
son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, his son Abram’s wife, and they went out together from Ur
of the Chaldeans to go into the land of Canaan; but when they came to Haran, they settled there” (31).
In some ways, Abram’s call to go is a fulfillment of what his father began. There is a context of

pioneering and exploration that undergirds the story of Abram’s moving to the promised land.

Notably, though, there is no theological description of Terah’s calling. There is no mention of God at
all in tracing the genealogy from Shem to Abram. It is as though God had been forgotten over time.
Was Terah aware of God in making the way towards Canaan? What stopped him from fulfilling the

journey? And are there dreams of your ancestors that you are seeking to fulfill?
Reflection Questions:
1. Why might making long lists of ancestors have been important for the author of Genesis?

2. For reasons we don’t know, Terah was trying to go to the land of Canaan. Abram fulfills his

father’s dream. Is there any aspiration from your previous generation that you hope to fulfill?
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22. The Call of Abram (12:1-9)

Now the Lord said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land
that I will show you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so

that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse; and in

you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

So Abram went, as the Lord had told him; and Lot went with him. Abram was seventy-five years old
when be departed from Haran. Abram took his wife Sarai and his brother’s son Lot, and all the possessions
that they had gathered, and the persons whom they had acquired in Haran; and they set forth to go to the
land of Canaan. When they had come to the land of Canaan, Abram passed through the land to the place
at Shechem, to the oak of Moreh. At that time the Canaanites were in the land. Then the Lord appeared to
Abram, and said, “To your offspring I will give this land.’ So be built there an altar to the Lord, who had
appeared to bim. From there be moved on to the hill country on the east of Bethel, and pitched bis tent,
with Bethel on the west and Ai on the east; and there be built an altar to the Lord and invoked the name

of the Lord. And Abram journeyed on by stages towards the Negeb.

Many generations had passed without any documentation of God speaking. With the exception of
God’s cameo at the tower of Babel, in which God speaks only with angels and not with humans, the
last substantive encounter with God was when God made a covenant with Noah. Sometimes we wish
to hear God’s voice more clearly today, but God’s voice is a gracious offering, not an entitlement. We
can take comfort in remembering that for long stretches of time, our ancestors endured silence from
God. Or at least, for long stretches of time, our ancestors did not hear or record God’s voice. Perhaps

God spoke to each generation...but only Abram heard?

With this inbreaking of the voice of God, everything hinges on the conditional command to “go” (1).
While we do not know the circumstances of Abram and his family at Haran, this call certainly asks
Abram to leave behind all the safety and comfort of the “knowns” in order to venture to forth into the
vulnerability of the unknown. If we take this genealogical timeframe seriously (as opposed to
Stephen’s in Acts 7:4), then Abram’s father was still alive when he left (Terah had Abram at 70, Abram
left when he was 75, and Terah did not die until he was 205 years old, meaning Terah lived for 60 years
in Haran after Abram left). This makes Abram’s departure even more poignant, not unlike James and

John leaving their father Zebedee in the boat with the nets as they followed Jesus (Matthew 4:21-22).

God makes a more specific covenant with Abram than had been made with Noah, where all of creation
was included. In the preceding generations, all of Abram’s ancestors had started to father children in
their twenties and thirties, with the exception of his father. Abram is now older than his father by five

years, and his wife is Sarai “is barren” (11:30). Yet God promises “I will make of you a great nation, and
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I will bless you, and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing” (2). God interrupts with an

audacious promise that will change the history of the world.

In response, there is no bartering, no contemplation, no table of pros and cons, no poetic declaration
of faith. There is no verbal response from Abram at all. We hear these simple words: “So Abram went,
as the Lord had told him...” (4). So much of the meaning derived from Abram for subsequent
generations stems from this silent obedience. What are the journeys God invites us to take today?

What audacious promises are for us? How can we follow Abram in his model of obedience?

Like Noah emerging from the ark, Abram’s first action after arriving in the land of Canaan is to build
an altar, which he does both at the Oaks of Moreh and east of Bethel. Today, our altars have become
highly symbolic, tables in our sanctuaries which hold worship symbols like candles and the Bible, and
which also hold the elements of Holy Communion. For the ancients, altars were no less holy, but they
also filled the practical function of a place to offer burnt sacrifices as worship. Abraham would have
taken choice animals from his flocks, ritually slaughtered them, and roasted them upon the altar,
burning them entirely as a symbol of making them available to the invisible God. What does it mean
that these two patriarchs were so quick to build altars, to make sacrifices and to worship God? How

might we be the kind of people who follow them?

Even as God declares that the land will be given to Abram (“To your oftspring I will give this land” (7)),
Abram keeps moving (“And Abram journeyed on by stages towards the Negeb” (9)). How did Abram
discern when to stay and when to go? Even as the Canaanites lived in the land, it would have been

easier to stay and try to possess the land than to continue moving through unchartered territory. How

might we discern our next steps like Abram did?

Reflection Questions:
1. For the first time in a long time, we hear documentation of God speaking to humans in the call
of Abram. Has God ever spoken in your life, directly or indirectly?
2. Itseems that Abram’s father Terah was still alive when Abram left Haran. Have you had to
make decisions where you had to leave others behind?
3. God’s call to Abram is quite simple: “Go...” How might God be calling you to “go” today?

How can we learn to discern our next steps like Abram did?
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Endings

With the transition into the story of Abram and Sarai, we have come to an end of this beginning.
Despite the distances of time and geography and culture, holding the Scripture close helps us to see
how the ancient story is also our story. The same God that was there is here. The same temptations

and triumphs that were there are here.

These stories have been preserved and treasured through hundreds of generations because they help us

to see the continuity of our identity through God and our ancestors.
“In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. Then

God said, ‘Let there be light’; and there was light.” (1:1-3)

Through the remembering of the beginning, may we continue to see the light in our lives today.

Amen.
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