WEST OF ENGLAND MINISTERIAL TRAINING COURSE
Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 2 – Supplementary handout on Genesis

Genesis 1-11

Genesis 1-11 is ‘Chapter 1’ of the ‘Big Story’ of the Bible, the story we are to make our own. The first 11 chapters of Genesis are known as the primeval history/ prehistory and are often considered to be a later addition to the Old Testament. Perhaps added as a preface to the cycles of stories about Abraham, sometime in the 5th and 6th centuries BCE when the OT canon was formed. If so, its primary purpose seems to be to explain how the known world came into existence and Abraham's connection to it. More modern literary theory sees 1-11 as a deliberately woven preface to Genesis.

Genesis 1-3 

If this is true then Genesis 1-3 is the prologue to the Big story. Literary theory tells us that the beginning of a story sets up the characters and the issues, which the rest of the book has to resolve. e.g. the murder in a murder mystery, the characters who will eventually fall for each other in a romance. 

We could see Genesis 1-3 in that light. The issues of Genesis 1-3 mould the rest of the biblical material and if we want to understand the bible we need to be sure that we have grasped the introduction. Genesis 1-3 is first and foremost a theological summary of the problem that the rest of the bible seeks to answer. Of course there are many ways of understanding Genesis 1-3 and the issues it sets up.

The following is one way the author(s) may have meant us to read Genesis 1-3:

· In the beginning God (character 1) created everything good (Genesis 1 - contra the claims of other religions)

· Humanity (character 2) - male and female is part of the created order yet has a special place – alone of all creatures they are in the image of God. The rest of creation is for humanity and God to share. God alone is the Creator and owner, humanity is a steward. Humanity was created for harmonious friendship with God, each other, the created order and self and this is symbolised by the Garden of Eden.

· But humanity disobeys (the problem causing event) and the result is disharmony with God, each other, nature and self.

The Main Issue: 

How can harmony be restored/ gained? 

This is perhaps the question raised by the introduction which the rest of the Bible will set out to resolve. The answer will only be fully revealed in Chapters 3 - 5 (of the Big Story)  - meanwhile we are on a journey that leads to finding this harmony.

Genesis 4-11

Genesis 1-3 is followed by Genesis 4-11 which might appear to be just a boring genealogy to connect Adam to Abraham. Not so. It too is part of our introduction, fleshing out the issues that the rest of the story must resolve. It is primarily a story with 2 key characters - Adam's family and Noah's family. But even the intervening genealogies are in fact a theological explanation for many things in the, then known, world:

· e.g. it shows the origin of the various crafts and trades of the world (remembering that in the ancient world one almost invariably follows the trade of one's father!) 4:20 -22

· e.g. it sets out to show how every known country came into existence

(Egypt 10:6;  Assyria 10:11; Philistines 10:14; Canaanites 10:15-19; Syrians (Aram) 10:23-31; - a few more come later e.g. Moabites 19:37; Ammonites 19:38; Edomites 32:3)
· e.g. it sets out to show how different languages evolved Genesis 11:1-9

One of its main themes, however, seems to be the seriousness of the disharmony and how widespread it is. 

We can see this decline of humanity in the decline of life spans – Adam 930, Seth 912, Enosh 905, Lamech 777 and Terah 205 (Abraham 175 years). Death is the result of sin, so crudely the earlier the death the worse the sins of the time. 

We can also see the decline in the ever increasing depravity - Adam eats the fruit, Cain kills Abel, Lamech however wants 77x vengeance (Gen 4:24). 

The point comes where the wickedness/ disharmony is so great that God is sorry he made humanity Gen 6:5-7,11. Perhaps it would be better to start again. But God cannot bring himself to utterly destroy his creation even though he knows it has inherent flaws (Gen 8:21). And indeed starting again doesn't work - Noah immediately sins (Gen 9:21) and the decline starts again (Gen 11:1-9).

By the end of chapter 11 of Genesis we know that there really is a serious issue here. It is not going to be easy to bring humanity into the harmonious friendship with God and each other that they were created to have. Some radical solution is going to be needed which is the cue for the next chapter of our story - Abram.

Before we leave Genesis 1-11 there are 2 main issues that you should know about. So far we have taken a very literary approach to the story – exploring how it works as a story. That of course is not the only way that we can study or approach the text. Nor is it the approach that has been most common in the last century.

The Authorship and Composition of Genesis

1. Genesis 1 vs Genesis 2 

One of the questions that has intrigued scholars for the last century is the origin of Genesis 1-11 – Who wrote it and when - an enlightenment concern that probably wasn't the primary interest of the original readers and was certainly documented by the writers!

The 2 extremes i.e. that God dictated Genesis to Moses (a more Islamic approach to scriptures) or that it was written by post-exilic sixth century BCE authors creating from scratch a parable of their theological beliefs, do not, I suggest, do justice to God's complex working through people.

The predominant theory has been that Israel in exile had a whole set of traditions - stories created, retold and passed on through the generations until at some time they were written down. Different parts of the country had different traditions and told their stories slightly differently. The Exile was the impetus for the collection of these traditions into a united whole, although the collecting, sifting and editing process probably began long before this. Certainly shortly after the return from the Exile the content and order of the Pentateuchal books becomes fairly fixed. But those who collected and recorded the traditions had an unenviable task. What stories should be kept and what left out and what do you do if the stories don't fit together neatly? In answer to the last question – you can either splice the stories together with a few joining passages and no attempt to make them consistent; or you can rewrite them to make a unified whole. 

Most scholars in the twentieth century took the first view of the Pentateuch, i.e. that it was a set of different traditions spliced together with no attempt to tie up the loose ends – either because the redactors didn't notice them or didn't feel that they could alter the traditions handed to them. This helped to explain some of the inconsistencies that seem to abound in the Pentateuch. e.g. by Gen 17:25 Ishmael is 13 and Isaac is not yet born, but Gen 21:14-15 suggests that Ishmael is only a small child when Isaac is born. Clearly, the scholars suggested, there were two traditions with differing ages for Ishmael.

The documentary hypothesis

The result of this type of thinking is known as the "documentary hypothesis" which gives 4 sources for the Pentateuch – EJDP.
· Scholars noticed that certain passages called God 'El' while others called God 'YHWH' (pronounced ‘Yahweh’, and usually translated ‘the LORD’ in English Bibles), so they called one the 'E' source and one the 'J' source (from the German ‘Jahweh’).
· They noticed that certain passages contained matters of priestly concern – lists, genealogies, tabernacle worship etc. and they called these 'P' - the priestly traditions. 

· The parts that seemed to hold it all together echoed Jeremiah and exilic language were called the 'D' Deuteronomist sections.
Traditional Documentary Hypothesis as initiated by Graf and Wellhausen and developed by later scholars considers the E and J sources to be earliest, with the D traditions coming from the exile and P being latest. 

A lot of effort was expended in the twentieth century in defining where the splicing occurred - allocating paragraphs, verses, words to a particular source. It was soon realised that not all the 'El' passages had the same theology, so subdivisions occurred E1, E2, E3 etc. While at the macro level scholars could agree as to the sources, when they began quibbling over words and subdivisions, disillusionment with the value of source criticism arose.

Nevertheless the documentary hypothesis as a general hypothesis still holds sway and scholars still debate which verses come from which source, and also what order the sources were written. For instance a current vociferous minority wants to place J after P.

More recently, however, a growing number of scholars have asked whether the second option might be nearer to the truth, i.e. in bringing the collection together the editors (known as redactors) took a more active part in editing and weaving the traditions in order to present a very specific message. Rather than ‘neutral’ compilers, they suggest, the redactors were like preachers taking different stories and weaving them together to preach to their hearers. These literary scholars see a much more concerted plot to the Pentateuch and consider that often what seem to be inconsistencies are part of the story teller's art. So different names for God may be a literary device to avoid unhelpful repetition, gaps and discrepancies in the stories may be deliberate to stimulate the imagination and involve the readers/hearers. In contrast to source criticism’s concentration on the differences and disunity in the text, literary criticism is concerned with its unity.

Genesis 1 and 2 are a good example of the debate between the source critics and the literary critics.

When we read Genesis 1 and 2 together we notice that Gen 2:4 is a typical opening line for a story and seems to begin a second account of the creation, telling the story again from a different perspective.

There are several differences in the two stories, e.g. 

· Gen 2:5-7 suggests God made humans before plants, cf. Gen 1 other way around. 

· In Gen 1 water is the chaos, which is subdued and controlled to make dry land, while in Gen 2 land is dry and arid until God brings water etc.

The source critics suggest that we have 2 stories from different sources with different theological aims (Gen 1 on the goodness of creation, God's easy subjection of chaos and veneration for the Sabbath; while Gen 2 is concerned with humanity's stewardship of the earth and male/ female divide). The redactors of Genesis did not wish to exclude either tradition so they placed one story after the other with no attempt to harmonise. Gen 1:1 - 2:3 is considered Priestly (P) while Gen 2:4 ff is attributed to the Yahwist (J). Source critics point out the numerous things these passages have in common with other passages attributed to J and P.

More recently literary scholars have suggested it is unlikely the redactors could have been so unaware of the contradictions in the stories. Rather, they deliberately juxtaposed the two stories (as they do elsewhere in the Bible) and may even have highlighted the differences in order to portray a nuanced theology of creation.

Genesis 12-50

There is a major change at chapter 12 from the cosmic universalism of Genesis 1-11 to a specific, elect person – Abraham – and a specific elect place – the land of Canaan. Not until the prophets do we return to anything like the universal interests of the prehistory.
This complete change of tack, emphasis and content at this point means many scholars see a substantial divide between Genesis 11:9 and 12:1. Nevertheless there are many links between Genesis 11 and Genesis 12 which suggest a strong integration between the two parts of Genesis. 

Gen 11:10-32 is the pivot between the two providing a genealogy that joins Abraham to Noah. Moreover Gen 12:1-3 seems to be a deliberate reversal of Gen 11:1-11. Babel dispersed and cursed but Abraham unites and blesses. At Babel people attempt to take unity and greatness by force and fail, the very things God gives freely to Abraham. Rather than reversing the fall or moving closer to harmony, Adam's succeeding generations move into greater disharmony. It is possible therefore to see God as setting about resolving the problem of Gen 3 by a new method - working with one particular person in order to achieve the harmony that is the goal of this story and is predicted in Gen 12:3.

Turning now to the stories in Genesis 12-50 we find them all linked by a common promise or covenant from God about land and descendants. If the problem of Genesis 3 is how harmony will be attained, the problem for the Patriarchal Narratives is how the covenant God had given will be fulfilled. How will God bring about his promise?
The stories are a saga of threats to the promise (e.g. Sarah is barren and so is Rebecca, Isaac is to be sacrificed, Abraham and Isaac keep having to leave the land, there is famine instead of prosperity, the ancestress given to foreign kings etc.). We are constantly on tenterhooks about whether the promises will be fulfilled and we get tantalising partial fulfilments – Abraham becomes wealthy and then loses his wealth, he gains Isaac and then must sacrifice him. 

Even at the end of the book we are still on tenterhooks - yes the promise of descendants looks set to be fulfilled but they are only 70 and not yet a great nation, and they are even further from owning the land than when they started.

The promise of blessing both material but also spiritual is one of the key themes of the Pentateuch. It is the promise of the divine initiative where human initiatives fail and it is the one promise that is renewed to every generation. But, as with all God's gifts, a human response is required, and Abraham becomes the archetype for a response of faith (Gen 15:6 cf. Romans ch.4)

God promises in 12:2 that Abraham will be blessed so that through him all the peoples of the earth may be blessed. He will be blessed in order to be a blessing. There is after all a missionary, universal element to the story that follows. Abraham is not elected and chosen simply for his own salvation or his own benefit, as if God has given up on the rest of the world or has favourites. Abraham is elected for a task and a responsibility. He is to be means of the blessing of the world.

And perhaps an encouragement for us from Genesis is that none of the Biblical heroes are perfect, all have major flaws. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob may become in time the ideal ancestors, exemplars of faith. But to the writers of Genesis none are shown in a very good light – yet God uses them to accomplish his purposes.
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