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In the Beginning:  
Preaching Genesis 1-3 

—John de Hoog— 

John de Hoog is the Lecturer in Hebrew and Old Testament 
at the Reformed Theological College 

Introduction: Purpose and purpose 

In the 1980s, Jay Adams encouraged us to preach from every text according to 
the telos (“end, purpose or goal”) of the text. Adams’ idea was that God always 
has a purpose, a telos, for every text. If a preacher could line up with the God-
intended telos of a passage and make that the telos of his sermon, then he would 
be preaching the passage according to God’s intended purpose for the passage.1

Adams identified three fundamental purposes for sermons: “to inform, to 
convince (to believe or disbelieve) or to motivate…”2 William Taylor argues 
that in a very general sense all preaching should have an evangelistic end, for it 
is such preaching “that shapes and orders an entire congregation so that it is fit 
for purpose as an assembly of God, holding up and holding out the gospel to 
the local community.”3 Taylor argues this on the basis of an examination of the 
way Paul articulates, in 1 Timothy, God’s purpose for his word in the life of an 
assembled congregation. Murray Capill has extended the analysis of applied 
preaching to suggest that God’s Word has work to do in people’s lives with four 
main purposes: “Teaching the truth and rebuking false doctrine; training 
believers in godly living and correcting wrong patterns of behaviour; testing 

1  Jay E. Adams, Preaching with Purpose: A Comprehensive Textbook on Biblical Preaching
(Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1982), 11-33. 
2 Adams, Preaching with Purpose, 31. 
3 William Taylor, "Preaching and the Church that is Fit for Purpose: Lessons from 1 Timothy," 
in Serving God's Words: Windows on Preaching and Ministry (eds. Barker, et al.; Nottingham: 
IVP, 2011). 
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the state of people’s hearts and bringing conviction of sin; and encouraging and 
exhorting people according to their particular needs.”4 What these approaches 
share is a conviction that the Word of God is intentional, that God has 
particular purposes in mind when he communicates his Word through the 
authors of Scripture. 

Genesis 1-3 are the opening chapters of the Bible; as such they open up the 
narrative arc of the whole Bible from creation in Genesis 1 to new creation in 
Revelation 21-22. Throughout the Bible the end of this narrative arc (“new 
creation”) is foreshadowed (e.g. Isaiah 65:17; 2 Corinthians 5:17). 
Bartholomew and Goheen call this narrative arc the “drama of Scripture,” 
which they conceive of as telling the “true story of the world” in six Acts: 

Act 1: God Establishes His Kingdom: Creation 
Act 2: Rebellion in the Kingdom: Fall 
Act 3: The King Chooses Israel: Redemption Initiated 

Scene 1: A People for the King 
Scene 2: A Land for His People 

Act 4: The Coming of the King: Redemption Accomplished 
Act 5: Spreading the News of the King: The Mission of the Church 

Scene 1: From Jerusalem to Rome 
Scene 2: And into All the World 

Act 6: The Return of the King: Redemption Completed5

Clearly Genesis 1-3 are important in this drama; both Acts 1 and 2 “occur” 
within the compass of these chapters and arguably Act 3 is initiated. If God’s 
Word has work to do in the lives of his people, and if these words are the “right 

4 Murray A. Capill, The Heart is the Target: Preaching Practical Application from Every Text
(Phillipsburg, N.J.: P&R, 2014), 62. 
5 Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding Our Place in 
the Biblical Story (London: SPCK, 2014), 22-23. 
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words in the right order,”6 then articulating an approach to preaching from 
Genesis 1-3 in terms of God’s purpose for these chapters is an urgent task. 

Hesitations in Preaching Genesis 1-3 

(a) Creation and evolution 

But many preachers hesitate when it comes to Genesis 1-3. How will they 
conform their messages to God’s purposes for these chapters? Sidney 
Greidanus articulates well the problem that many preachers face. “[O]ne can 
easily be drawn into the controversies of what has been called ‘the conflict 
between Genesis 1 and science.’”7 In a similar way, Gordon Wenham notes that 
“the most serious problem for the modern reader of Genesis is to know how to 
relate Genesis 1-11 to current scientific and historical knowledge.” He urges 
that “Genesis be read on its own terms, not on ours.”8 But that commendable 
principle is extremely difficult for the interpreter to implement. To take one 
example: Elizabeth Achtemeier urges the reader of Hebrew narrative to 
remember its historicity and to steer clear of using the text allegorically. 
“…when preaching from narratives, the preacher should cling to the character 
of the biblical story as having taken place in a specific geographical place at a 
particular time in world history.”9 But Achtemeier identifies an exception to 
this general rule. “There is one section of the Old Testament, however, that is 
meant to be symbolic in its entirety… it is important for the homiletician to 
realize that the so-called primeval history in Genesis is not intended by its 
writers and compilers to be a history of the beginning of the world… No. The 

6 Kevin J Vanhoozer, "Lost in Interpretation? Truth, Scripture and Hermeneutics," JETS  48, no. 
1 (2005): 95. 
7 Sidney Greidanus, Preaching Christ from Genesis: Foundations for Expository Sermons (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2007), 43. 
8 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15 (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1987), lii-liii. 
9  Elizabeth Achtemeier, Preaching from the Old Testament (Louisville, Kentucky: 
Westminster/John Knox Press, 1989), 70. 
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primeval stories in these eleven chapters are intended by the Bible itself to be 
the story of us all.”10 Achtemeier does not provide an argument for her position 
beyond mentioning some of the accounts in Genesis 1-11 and asking the reader 
to judge if they could be understood as anything but “symbolic.” She appeals 
to the reader’s credulity rather than to a careful argument to support her 
position. 

Achtemeier’s particular reading of Genesis 1-3 sits comfortably within one 
particular approach to the so-called “conflict between Genesis 1 and science” 
(to use Greidanus’s phrase mentioned above), but appears to be dependent 
upon particular pre-judgments about the nature of the text. The arguments 
about the nature of the text of Genesis 1-3 are legion. As one example of an 
approach based on a contrary pre-judgment about the text, one could consider 
Craig Bartholomew’s argument that the Garden of Eden in Genesis 2 was a 
particular historical place made necessary by “the creaturely embodiment of 
human beings.”11 If an interpreter holds that Eden was a particular historical 
location on this planet in space and time, then many potential readings of the 
text are necessarily excluded. 

Faced with the mountain of literature and the complexity of the arguments, 
typical pastors will ask themselves whether or not they are sufficiently-
informed on the so-called “creation-evolution debate.” They wonder how they 
will interact with the scientifically-literate in their congregations. If they are old 
enough they will remember that in the 1960s Whitcomb and Morris, argued 
for the “vapour canopy” model of the “waters above the expanse” of Genesis 

10 Achtemeier, Preaching OT, 71. Achtemeier goes on to argue that the paradigmatic (non-
historical) character of Genesis 1-11 is an advantage for preachers, who can then apply the stories 
freely to the people in their congregations without having to be concerned about particular times 
and places as in, for example, the Abraham narratives (72-74). 
11 Craig G. Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell: A Christian View of Place for Today (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2011), 25. 
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1:7. In this model the earth was encapsulated in a vapour canopy,12 which then 
collapsed and became the source of the flood waters of Noah’s day. The vapour 
canopy model was a popular theory amongst creationists for about two 
decades, but now, as Jonathan Sarfati has noted, “it is rejected by most 
informed creationists.” 13  The collapse of the vapour canopy model is not 
perceived as a problem for creationists, for as Sarfati correctly notes, scientific 
models have a “ministerial” function rather than a “magisterial” one. The latter 
is reserved for Scripture, while scientific models come and go. As Sarfati 
candidly notes, “If we marry our theology to today’s science, we may well be 
widowed tomorrow.”14 Sarfati himself is a young earth creationist who dates 
the creation at 4178 BC ± 50 years, with the Flood occurring c. 2522 BC.15 His 
2015 commentary on Genesis 1-11 is a dazzling collection of detailed 
comments on theological, historical and scientific matters. The range, scope 
and erudition are astonishing. But as a preacher, one suspects that for nearly 
every argument in the book, another expert could mount a counter-opinion. 
The debates are complex and the experts are many, and on all sides there seem 
to be scholars committed to the inerrant truth of Scripture (and a wide range 
of other opinions about the character of Scripture). Preachers may well feel that 
they could spend the rest of their short lives coming to terms with all the 
arguments and counter-arguments; they experience an Ecclesiastes 12:12 
moment! Greidanus summarises the result: “Unfortunately, because of these 
difficulties many preachers in our generation avoid preaching on Genesis 1. 
But that is a tragic omission, for Genesis 1 lays the foundation of our Christian 
faith.”16

12 John C. Whitcomb and Henry M. Morris, The Genesis Flood (Phillipsburg, N.J.: Presbyterian 
and Reformed, 1961), 255-258. 
13 Jonathan D. Sarfati, The Genesis Account: A Theological, Historical and Scientific Commentary 
on Genesis 1-11 (Powder Springs, Georgia: Creation Ministries International, 2015), 158. 
14 Sarfati, Genesis Account, 4. 
15 Sarfati, Genesis Account, 127. 
16 Greidanus, Christ from Genesis, 44. 
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(b) Correlations between Genesis 1-3 and Science 

The rest of the argument in this essay will take as its starting point, and will 
build upon, the valuable work that Vern Poythress has done on the relationship 
between the Bible and science.17 I will lay out some foundations of Poythress’s 
approach, and then it will colour my argument in what follows. The aim is to 
explain one particular approach that could be taken by preachers who wish to 
preach the God-intended message of Genesis 1-3; in other words, this essay 
aims to present one particular reading of the text. It is based on many principles 
which could be discussed with detailed arguments. This essay is not the place 
to provide those detailed arguments. Rather, the principles will be stated and 
then their implications for preaching Genesis 1-3 will be teased out. 

The first thing to say from the perspective to be outlined here is that it is 
entirely valid to investigate the correlations between Genesis 1-3 and science. 
The book of general revelation and the book of Scripture, when rightly 
understood, do not contradict each other, for God is the author of both. There 
are no errors in either; the errors are in our understanding of them. As a 
general principle, we will be careful to give the Bible precedence. The Bible is 
the Word of God written; it should help us understand the world. It is from the 
Bible that we learn that God is the author of the book of general revelation. We 
may find all kinds of correlations between Genesis 1-3 and science, and that is 
a right and proper pursuit. But when we find these correlations between 
Genesis 1-3 and science, we will not assume that the correlations we have 
discovered are the meaning of the text. For example, in the 1960s, many 
assumed that the flood was the collapse of the vapour canopy. But the text did 
not teach that as its meaning. 

17 See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton Ill.: Crossway, 
2006). See more especially three articles published in the Westminster Theological Journal in 
2014 and 2015: “Three Modern Myths in Interpreting Genesis 1” WTJ 76 (2014): 321-50; 
“Correlations with Providence in Genesis 1” WTJ 77 (2015): 71-99; and “Rain Water Versus a 
Heavenly Sea in Genesis 1:6-8” WTJ 77 (2015):181-91. 
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The Book of Genesis is the first book of the Pentateuch; the latter can be seen 
as a unified work which comes substantially from the time of Moses.18 Through 
Genesis God addressed the ancient Israelites of that time,19 but because the 
book became part of the growing canon, God spoke to subsequent generations, 
including to us who read it in the 21st Century. Paying attention to the original 
audience of Genesis and its God-intended meaning for them is a crucial step 
in the process of interpretation. As John Walton argues, the author of Genesis 
“is writing intelligently with a purpose, and each narrative and each segment 
of text (whatever the genre) is intentionally chosen to contribute in some way 
to that purpose.”20 God’s initial purpose had the original audience in mind. 
John Sailhamer has observed that, especially the second half of the Pentateuch 
“was not written primarily to the generation that came out of Egypt. Its 
readership was specifically the generation that was about to go into the 
Promised Land.”21 Greidanus agrees, suggesting that “we should probably see 
the original addressees of the original book of Genesis as Israel in Moab, soon 
to enter the land of Canaan.”22

Building on these assumptions, Genesis was originally intended for Israel, the 
Exodus generation and the subsequent generation, a people coming out of the 
polytheistic context of Egypt and about to enter the polytheistic context of 
Canaan. God’s intention for the Pentateuch was to give his people life. God 
intended to lead Israel out of polytheistic darkness to the light of truth. In 
Murray Capill’s phraseology, the Pentateuch had work to do. Genesis 1-3 had 

18  Vern S. Poythress, "Correlations with Providence in Genesis 1," Westminster Theological 
Journal 77 (2015): 72. There are of course, many arguments and points of view on this matter. A 
valuable approach is provided in Duane A. Garrett, Rethinking Genesis: The Sources and 
Authorship of the First Book of the Bible (Fearn: Mentor, 2000). 
19 For an argument about the historical horizon represented by the book of Genesis, see for 
example Bruce K. Waltke, Genesis: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2001), 29-
31. 
20 John H. Walton, Genesis (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2001), 21. 
21 John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative: A Biblical-Theological Commentary (Grand 
Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 6. 
22 Greidanus, Christ from Genesis, 35. 
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work to do, first in Israel, eventually for all people in all cultures. Genesis 1-3 
is the opening section, the foundation of everything else in the Pentateuch. But 
if we say that the scientific correlations between Genesis 1-3 and modern science 
that we have discovered in the twenty-first century are the meaning of the text, 
then the meaning of the text has been inaccessible to the vast majority of humans 
in the history of the earth. And certainly it was inaccessible to the ancient 
Israelites coming out of Egypt.23

Discerning the God-Intended Meaning of Genesis 1-3 for Preaching 

As preachers, we want to preach Genesis 1-3 according to the telos of the text, 
according to what God intends to communicate through these opening 
chapters of the Old Testament. The overall guiding question for this question 
is: What is the message of the text in its own terms? But as we engage in a quest 
for the message of the text, it is worth repeating again that we do so in a 
particular hermeneutical context. Craig Bartholomew reminds us of some of 

23 It is worth quoting Poythress at length at this point. “Genesis 1 needs to be interpreted first of 
all in a manner independent of modern scientific knowledge, lest we fall victim to the myth of 
scientistic metaphysics in our interpretation. If we are victims, we may arrive at an approach that 
artificially imports misinterpretations because of prior expectations influenced by science. We 
should first attempt to interpret Gen 1 with careful attention to its own terms. But afterwards we 
may raise other kinds of questions. We may ask how a reasonable interpretation of Gen 1 could 
go together or fail to go together with a modern scientific account. When we approach this 
question, we should acknowledge that we are no longer simply interpreting the text of Gen 1 on 
its own terms. We are no longer focusing on the primary purpose of Gen 1, in instructing ancient 
Israelites and peoples of every culture. Rather, we are asking about its relation to modern 
scientific descriptions. When we explore these relationships, we may find correlations between 
Gen 1 and science. If we find correlations, we are not saying that Gen 1 by itself directly and 
obviously ‘means’ everything that we find in the correlations. We are only seeking to understand 
Gen 1 in relation to other things that people have found out in our day. In all this, we must 
understand the tentative character and fallibility of science, as well as the fallibility of our 
interpretation of Gen 1. On the other hand, because God reveals to us in the Bible that he is the 
author of nature as well as the author of the Bible, it is legitimate for us to explore how the two 
fit together within his comprehensive plan.” (Poythress, “Correlations,” 96-97.) 
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the factors that complicate our reading process:24 Readers are just as embedded 
in history as is the text (with the added complication that the period of history 
we are embedded in is very different from that of the text). We can never read 
Scripture with a tabula rasa, but we always read in the context of the traditions 
within which we are located. Bartholomew finds most welcome “the recent 
emphasis on reception history [italics in original]… as a crucial component in 
biblical hermeneutics,”25 since it encourages interpreters to be self-conscious 
about the traditions within which they operate.26

Within the confines of a particular hermeneutical tradition then, how can we 
strain towards a perspective on the God-intended meaning of Genesis 1-3? 
Noting the overall תּוֹלֵדוֹת structure of the Book of Genesis suggests that 1:1-2:3 
forms a prologue to the book as a whole, with 2:4 containing the first תּוֹלֵדוֹת

heading. So we can divide our consideration of Genesis 1-3 into two parts. 

(a) Genesis 1:1-2:3 

General comments 

Discussions of the meaning of these opening verses of Scripture are as legion 
as the commentaries, OT Introductions, systematic and biblical theologies and 
apologetics handbooks (and many more besides) that deal with these 
foundational verses. As Abraham Kuruvilla notes, “The thorny issue of the 
nature of the creation account has consumed reams of paper, gigajoules of 
energy, and tons of ill-will.”27 In order to “narrow” the field, I will seek to 
answer a particular question. Given the assumptions about the original 
provenance of this passage already outlined above (the passage is part of God’s 

24 Craig G. Bartholomew, Introducing Biblical Hermeneutics: A Comprehensive Framework for 
Hearing God in Scripture (Baker Academic: Grand Rapids, Michigan, 2015), 113-114. 
25 Bartholomew, Introducing Biblical Hermeneutics, 114. 
26 It must be frankly admitted that many aspects of the tradition embodied in the assumptions 
taken in this essay are foreign to mainstream biblical scholarship. 
27 Abraham Kuruvilla, Genesis: A Theological Commentary for Preachers (Eugene, Or.: Resource 
Publications, 2014), 8. 
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communication through Moses initially to Israel coming out of Egypt), what 
did this passage communicate to the Israelites in their ancient Near Eastern 
context?  

In terms of the overall structure of the canonical book of Genesis, chapters 1-
11 sets the background for the call of Abram in Genesis 12. Genesis 12 is a 
turning point in the book, and Genesis 1-11 explains why it is necessary. As is 
made very plain in Genesis 1-11, without the direct intervention of God there 
can be no renewal, there will be no hope. Moses’ purpose in writing28 Genesis 
1-11 is to explain the background and the reason for God’s decisive 
commitment to the nation of Israel, who are the descendants of Abraham. 
Genesis 3 tells the story of the fall, and Genesis 4-11 tells the story of the effects 
of the fall, including the need to judge the world with the Flood. 

The creation account in Genesis 1:1-2:3 sets the scene for the whole of Genesis 
1-11 (and for the rest of the book). The creation account teaches this particular 
people of Israel, about to enter the Land, some essential truths about their God, 
about human beings in general and about the relationship that “should” exist 
in the triangle between God, people and the earth. If the Pentateuch was 
finalised when the people of Israel were about to face another seductive 
polytheistic context, the audience needed especially to know that God alone is 
God, that he is sovereign over the universe, that he rules it and cannot be 
manipulated by human means, that people are designed to rule and subdue the 
earth and be fruitful and multiply within it as agents of God’s rule, so extending 
God’s rule over his creation, and that the entry into the Land is the first stage 
of God renewing the whole earth. 

Poythress suggests that the creation account “polemicizes against all forms of 
polytheism and pantheistic confusion,” but only indirectly and by implication, 

28 Since all the events in Genesis pre-date Moses, he most probably used pre-existing sources to 
substantially gather/edit the final form of the book. The tóledôt headings may well point to 
existing sources he used. 
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unlike other passages that directly criticize polytheism and idolatry (e.g. Deut 
4:15-39; Isa 44:9-20).29 One of the classic articles on the creation narrative as a 
polemic is that by Gerhard Hasel.30 A brief summary of some of his main points 
(as taken from his article) follows: 

1. The idea of a separation between heaven and earth is present in all the 
ancient Near Eastern documents and is a matter of similarity between 
the biblical and other accounts. However, the differences are greater 
than the similarities. For example, the Genesis account, unlike 
Egyptian ideas, does not imagine a return to a chaotic state, does not 
see creation events as cyclical, does not have a god arising out of a pre-
existent, personified ocean, and does not rely on God defeating hostile 
forces before he can create the world. The Enuma Elish and Egyptian 
mythology have water as the primal generating force instead of God. 

2. In Genesis God creates through his powerful, effortless word. In 
Egyptian thought, which is polytheistic, matter exists eternally, and its 
potentialities must be released by uttering the appropriate mantic-
magic words. Furthermore, in Egyptian thought creation by magic 
words is only one of many ways creation takes place. 

3. In Genesis 1 the tanninim (“sea monsters”) are created aquatic 
creatures, they are not pre-existent rivals of the Creator that need to be 
conquered as in Canaanite mythology. 

4. In Genesis 1 the sun, moon and stars are created on Day 4 and are 
given functions so as to serve the rest of creation. In Mesopotamia and 
Egypt the luminaries were worshipped. In Genesis 1 Moses avoids the 
names “sun” and “moon” in what many see as a conscious opposition 
to ancient Near Eastern astral worship. 

29 Poythress, "Correlations," 73. 
30 Gerhard F. Hasel, "The Polemic Nature of the Genesis Cosmology," The Evangelical Quarterly
46 (1974). 
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5. The purpose of man’s creation in Genesis 1 and in Sumero-Akkadian 
mythology is completely different. In the Atrahasis Epic, a conflict 
between the gods results in the creation of man to relieve the gods of 
hard labour. Man was supposed to feed the gods by supplying them 
with food and drink, which was the universal Babylonian rationale for 
sacrifices and temple worship. In Genesis 1 the creation of mankind is 
the pinnacle of creation; he is given the glory and freedom of ruling the 
earth. 

6. The Enuma Elish maintains that a huge battle was necessary before 
creation could come about. In Genesis 1 God acts in complete serenity 
and control. 

As Wenham puts it, “Though Genesis shares many of the theological 
presuppositions of the ancient world, most of the stories found in these 
chapters are best read as providing an alternative world view to those generally 
accepted in the ancient Near East. Gen 1-11 is a tract for the times, challenging 
ancient assumptions about the nature of God, the world and mankind.”31

The creation narrative may also have been designed to communicate 
something about what the future held for Israel coming out of Egypt. The 
Promised Land that Israel has been sent to enter is sometimes described as if it 
is a new Eden, in stark contrast to the situation they had endured in Egypt (e.g. 
Exod 3:17; Num 13:27; Deut 11:11-12; cf. Isa 51:3; Ezek 36:35). In writing the 
creation account, Moses may have been pointing out to Israel how things 
“should” be in contrast to the difficult situation they had endured in Egypt. 

The problem of Genesis 1:1-2 

Vs 1 is a clause that begins with a prepositional phrase בְּרֵאשִׁית. The noun is 
not definite, literally the phrase can be translated “in a first.” It could be: 

31 Wenham, Genesis 1-15, xlv. 
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1. An independent clause, which makes a statement on its own, perhaps 
as the theme statement of what follows. “In the beginning God 
created…” This is the translation supported by all the ancient versions 
(e.g. LXX, Vulgate, Targum Onqeles). 

2. A temporal circumstantial clause “When God began to create…” or 
“in the beginning when God created…” If it is a temporal clause it 
depends on a clause that follows. Vs 2 or vs 3 could be the main clause 
on which vs 1 depends. “The NRSV reflects the variety of linguistic 
interpretations that are available and offers three options: (1) in the 
main text, In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth; 
and in footnotes (2) When God began to create … and (3) In the 
beginning God created.…”32

There was a famous dispute about this between the rabbis in the 12th century. 
Both Ibn Ezra and Rashi saw vs 1 as temporal. Ibn Ezra thought vs 1 was 
subordinate to vs 2 as the main clause: “In the beginning when God created the 
heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void…”  Rashi saw vs 1 as 
subordinate to vs 3 as the main clause “When God began to create heaven and 
earth – the earth being unformed and void… God said…” (NJPS).33

The only other places where the actual expression בְּרֵאשִׁית appears in the 
Hebrew Bible are Jeremiah 26:1; 27:1; 28:1; 49:34, and in these places it is always 
followed by a noun with which בְּרֵאשִׁית is in construct. Here in Genesis 1:1 it 
is followed by a finite verb “created.” The waw + noun clauses in 1:2 that follow 
are non-sequential. There also appears to be an inclusio between  אֵת הַשָּׁמַיִם

וְהָאָרֶץהַשָּׁמַיִם in Genesis 1:1 and וְאֵת הָאָרֶץ  in Genesis 2:1, suggesting that 1:1 
functions as a heading, 2:1 as a conclusion and the intervening six days as 
providing the detailed content. Although we cannot be certain, Genesis 1:1 can 

32 Barry Bandstra, Genesis 1-11: A Handbook on the Hebrew Text (Waco, Tx: Baylor University 
Press, 2008), 42. 
33 For a brief account of the 12th Century discussion, see Bandstra, Genesis 1-11, 43.  
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be understood as an independent clause that operates as a heading to the 
account as a whole. The fact that starting a section with a heading and then 
giving details is a familiar tactic in Genesis34 reinforces this conclusion. 

Genesis 1:2 consists of three independent clauses each introduced by waw + 
noun (חשֶֹׁ�וְ  ,וְהָאָרֶץ , and  �ַּוְרו). These clauses do not carry the narrative forward, 
they are not sequential; rather they are circumstantial, characterising the 
nature of the earth before the first act of creation recorded in vs 3. There may 
be a narrowing of focus between Gen 1:1 and 1:2. The heavens and the earth of 
vs 1 can be understood as a merism, indicating everything in the cosmos. הָאָרֶץ

in vs 2 and then in the rest of Genesis 1 most likely refers to planet earth in 
particular. Earth when it was first made was formless, empty and dark; it was 
not yet the place the readers know as earth. It was empty, unproductive, not 
yet suitable for life. But it was part of God’s perfect work of creation. One way 
of reading the flow of the narrative could be to understand that that God did 
two things on Day 1. He created a perfect, formless, empty, darkened, water-
covered earth with great potential, potential which he would unleash in the six 
days, and then he flooded it with light. 

The Creation Narrative is God-Centered  
and Human-Oriented 

The account of the six days comes to a climax with the creation of human 
beings, male and female, in God’s image. In Genesis 1:26 the impersonal “let 
there be…” is replaced by the personal “let us…” Only in the case of the 
creation of humans is God’s intention announced beforehand. The formula 
“and it was so” is replaced by a threefold blessing. “And let them have 
dominion over the fish of the sea” (וְיִרְדּוּ בִדְגַת הַיָּם). The  ְו + yiqtol can probably 
be translated as “so that,” expressing consequence. “Let us make man in our 
image so that he may rule…”35

34 Walton, Genesis, 70. 
35 Ian Hart, "Genesis 1:1-2:3 as a Prologue to the Book of Genesis," Tyndale Bulletin 46, no. 2 
(1995): 320. 
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The expression זָכָר וּנְקֵבָה (“male and female”) is used only in Gen 1:27; 5:2; 
6:19; 7:3, 9, 16; the context is always one of generation of life. Humans are both 
part of creation and set over the rest of creation. They are made out of dust just 
as the other creatures are – see 2:7, 19 and the expression “Let the earth bring 
forth…” in 1:24. Humans feed as animals feed (1:29-30) and are blessed with a 
similar blessing (for reproduction) – see 1:22, 28. They are part of creation, 
separate from the Creator. Yet the stress here is on human distinctiveness. “Let 
us make…” not “let the earth bring forth…” Humans are set apart by their 
office to rule and by their nature (2:20), but mostly by their relation to God – 
made in his image, after his likeness. Not “according to their kind…” but “in 
God’s image.” The creation of humans is repeated three times in vs 27 in poetic 
fashion, in a way perhaps designed to make the reader slow down and consider. 

In the rest of the ancient Near East human beings are depicted as abject slaves 
and pawns of the gods, but Genesis portrays human as the crown of creation, 
made in God’s image and appointed to a royal station in the creation. In other 
accounts only the king was in the image of God, but in the Hebrew perspective 
that status was extended to humanity as a whole. The rest of the account seems 
to point to the human-orientation of the whole. For example, the plants are put 
in two broad categories in 1:11-12 – low growing shrubs and higher growing 
fruit trees. These appear to relate to human orientation. The lights in Gen 1:14 
are for marking seasons, “appointed times” when special worship celebrations 
are held. The animals are put into three broad categories, domestic animals, 
wild animals and “creepy crawlies” – things we step on. “This is a classification 
of animals not based on size and shape, but how they relate to us.”36 Again it’s 
oriented towards humans. As part of his argument that the fundamental 
plotline of the Pentateuch revolves around the goal that humanity dwell with 
God, Michael Morales argues that “Creation… manifests God’s purpose, the 
same purpose found at the heart of the covenant with his people (namely that 
he will be their God and they will be his people, and he will dwell among 

36 Alasdair Paine, The First Chapters of Everything: How Genesis 1-4 Explains Our World (Fearn, 
Ross-Shire: Christian Focus, 2014), 48. 
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them).”37 Morales sees the creation account as portraying the construction of 
the cosmos as God’s house, culminating in the Sabbath’s day communion with 
God as the goal for humanity.38

The Creation Account Is Narrative with Poetic Features 

A “simple reading” of the narrative in Genesis 1:1-2:3 could proceed in the 
following way: 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. “Heavens and earth” 
is a merism – it includes everything. At some point in time God created 
everything; before that point there was nothing but God. Now there were 
heavens and earth. This is creation ex nihilo in Genesis 1. 
The heavens are not described further here, but planet earth is. It is dark, empty 
and formless.  
It is not a suitable place for human habitation.  
But God goes ahead, and in six days he makes it suitable for humans. 

He commands that light exist, and it does.  
He separates light from darkness and calls one Day and the other Night.  

37 L. Michael Morales, Who Shall Ascend the Mountain of the Lord? A Biblical Theology of the 
Book of Leviticus (Downers Grove: IVP, 2015), 40. See also Craig Bartholomew’s argument that 
one of the chief connections between Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 is that Genesis 1 presents a “place 
story” in which the earth is readied for human existence, and Genesis 2 describes how the 
potential for human habitation is actualized in terms of a “placement” of the humans in Eden. 
See Bartholomew, Where Mortals Dwell, 9-29. Bartholomew goes on to describe Genesis 3 as a 
story of “displacement.” 
38 See also chapters 6 and 7 of Gregory K. Beale, The Erosion of Inerrancy in Evangelicalism: 
Responding to New Challenges to Biblical Authority (Wheaton Ill.: Crossway, 2008). These 
chapters address the question “Can Old Testament cosmology be reconciled with modern 
scientific cosmology?” and suggest an affirmative response by arguing that OT cosmology as 
expressed in Genesis 1-3 and in other places is either phenomenological description or 
theologically-motivated description, not “scientific” description in the modern understanding 
of that term. 
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He makes an expanse separating the waters under the expanse from the waters 
above the expanse. He names the expanse and calls it “sky.”  
He gathers the water under the sky into one place and so separates between the 
earth and the sea, both of which he names.  
He causes the earth to bring forth vegetation, which is classified into two kinds: 
seed-bearing plants and fruit-bearing trees, suitable as food.  
So the first three days. 

He then appoints a greater light to rule the day and a lesser light to rule the 
night.  
Oh, and by the way, the stars too.  
Then by God’s command, sea creatures fill the seas, and birds multiply on the 
earth.  
On the sixth day God commands the earth to bring forth earth-living creatures.  

Then he speaks about a plan – let us make mankind, male and female, in our 
image, after our likeness. And he does so. He commands them to rule over and 
subdue the rest of creation.   

Thus the heavens and the earth were finished, and all their host. And so God 
finishes his work, and he rests from it, and he blesses the seventh day because 
on it he rested. 

Is such a simple reading justified? Is “simple” the right word to describe such a 
reading; shouldn’t it be “simplistic” or even “laughable”? Does not such a 
reading “paper over” cracks large enough to occupy volumes of books and 
years of academic toil? In one sense it does, but there is good reason why such 
a reading is not unreasonable, for Genesis 1:1-2:3 is designed to be accessible to 
all. In both Hebrew and in English translations, the account is spare, majestic. 
There is no clutter. It refuses to speculate or “theorise” about anything. It does 
not dwell on technicalities. It is meant for non-specialists, non-academics; it is 
meant for all. 
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The account is cast as Hebrew narrative (e.g. the use of wayyiqtols, the 
difference between Genesis 1 and poetic accounts of creation like Psalms 8, 104 
and 148), but it clearly has poetic features. Highlighting repetitions and 
patterns provides some evidence of poetic features in Genesis 1: 

And God said… (3a) 
… and there was light (3b) 
and God saw that it was good (4a) 
and there was evening and there was morning, day one (5b) 

And God said… (6a) 
…and it was so (7b) 
and there was evening and there was morning, second day (8b) 

And God said… (9a) 
…and it was so (9b) 
and God saw that it was good (10b) 
And God said… (11a) 
…and it was so (11b) 
and God saw that it was good (12b) 
and there was evening and there was morning, third day (13) 

And God said… (14a) 
…and it was so (15b) 
and God saw that it was good (18b) 
and there was evening and there was morning, fourth day (19) 
And God said… (20a) 
and God saw that it was good (21b) 
and there was evening and there was morning, fifth day (23) 

And God said… (24a) 
…and it was so (24b) 
and God saw that it was good (25b) 
And God said… (26a) 
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…and it was so (30b) 
and God saw all that he had made and it was very good (31a) 
and there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day (31b) 

The repeated pattern has the following form: 39

Announcement –  “And God said…” 

Commandment –  “Let there be” or its equivalent 

Separation –  God’s words often bring separation, boundaries 

Report –  “And it was so” or its equivalent 

Evaluation –  “And God saw that it was good” or similar, sometimes 
including “blessing” 

Chronology –  “And there was evening and there was morning…” 

There appears to be a link between Days 1 and 4, Days 2 and 5, and Days 3 and 
6 as God creates structures and then fills the structures with suitable objects. 
There are two acts of creation as signalled by “And God said…” on Days 3 and 
6, compared to one such act on the other Days. 

The use of the number “seven” is important. There are seven days. The 
expression, “it was good” appears seven times; so do the expressions “and it 
was so” and “and God made.” The name of God in Genesis 1:1-2:3 is “Elohim,” 
the word is used 35 times (5x7). The word “earth” is used 21 times (3x7). The 
word “day” is used 14 times. In Hebrew vs 1 has seven words, vs 2 has 14 words, 
the final paragraph, which deals with the seventh day, has 35 words.  

The number seven throughout the Bible is associated with completion, 
fulfilment and perfection. It speaks of order and goodness. Even though the 
passage is cast in the form of narrative, the author has used a poet’s care with 

39 See Waltke, Genesis, 56-57. 
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words. It contains the right words in the right order. Wenham regards it as 
unique in the Old Testament – prose, but “exalted prose,” a “careful literary 
composition introducing the succeeding narratives.”40

Creation and Providence 

How is the meaning of Genesis 1:1-2:3 available to all? At this point the pivotal 
perspectives of Vern Poythress will again be invoked as a foundation for what 
follows. The burden of his 2015 article “Correlations” is to demonstrate that 
for every work of creation mentioned in the account in Genesis 1:1-2:3 there is 
a correlation with patterns that God then continues to maintain by his 
providence. It is these correlations between creation and providence that make 
the meaning of the account accessible to everyone. 

For example, everyone can observe the sun shining by day and the moon by 
night, along with the stars. So the idea of God appointing the greater and lesser 
light, and “Oh, by the way, the stars” (to capture the sense of the Hebrew 
polemic so devastating to ancient Near Eastern astral mythology), to regulate 
the times and the seasons, is accessible to everyone. Of course we can introduce 
all kinds of complications and questions that can lead to highly abstracted and 
technical levels of theoretical elaboration, but the idea in Genesis 1 is easy to 
understand. Poythress argues that the descriptions of God’s creative works 
instructs people through analogies with providence. “The use of analogies 
between creation and providence…makes sense because the ordinary 
experiences of Israelites and other people involve interactions with God’s 
providential activities in the world around them. Therefore their experience of 
providence offers a natural starting point for virtually any human 
understanding of creation.” 41  Poythress supports this general principle by 
carefully working through every section of the creation account, showing how 
later Scripture demonstrates the connection between God’s initial creation and 
the ongoing patterns of providence so established. He draws the following 

40 Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 10. 
41 Poythress, "Correlations," 75. 
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conclusion. “Everything is simple for ordinary people to understand. There is 
no sign of speculation or ‘theorizing’ in a manner similar to modern science. 
Genesis 1 is not in principle antagonistic to the practice of science, but neither 
does it put forward any piece of technical science. In particular, it does not 
contain any faulty piece from an alleged ancient materialist cosmology. It 
remains on a level of simplicity, in order to address Israelites and people from 
all cultures concerning what God did when he created the world.”42

The experience every person has had of God’s providence helps to explain the 
parallels between the Genesis account of creation and other ancient Near 
Eastern creation myths.43 There are parallels between the Genesis account of 
creation and the accounts in other ancient Near Eastern creation myths. 
Scholars have made much these of parallels.44 Because these myths predate the 
rise of Israel as a nation, because they predate Moses, many scholars assume 

42 Poythress, "Correlations," 87. 
43 For the accounts of creation, fall and flood, the most important documents are: The Atrahasis 
Epic – Akkadian, early second millennium BC, a cosmological epic depicting creation and early 
human history, including the flood; the Enuma Elish – Akkadian, early second millennium BC, 
in which Marduk, the Babylonian god of cosmic order, is elevated to the supreme position in the 
pantheon. The seven-tablet epic contains an account of creation; the Gilgamesh Epic – Akkadian, 
early second millennium BC, in which Gilgamesh, ruler of Urik, experiences numerous 
adventures, including a meeting with Utnapishtim, the only survivor of a great deluge; and the
Sumerian King Lists – late third millennium BC, in which the reigns of the Sumerian kings before 
the flood are described as lasting for thousands of years. 
44 The literature on this topic is vast. For an entry-level introduction to the literature, see Andrew 
E. Hill and John H. Walton, A Survey of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan 
Publishing House, 2009), 79-81. Other useful introductions to the literature are the following: 
Richard S. Hess, "One Hundred Fifty Years of Comparative Studies on Genesis 1-11: An 
Overview," in "I Studied Inscriptions from Before the Flood": Ancient Near Eastern, Literary, and 
Linguistic Approaches to Genesis 1-11 (eds. Hess and Tsumura; vol. 4 of Sources for Biblical and 
Theological Study; Winona Lake, IN.: Eisenbrauns, 1994); Beale, Erosion; The three chapters by 
Hoffmeier, Sparks and Wenham in Charles Halton (ed.), Genesis: History, Fiction or Neither? 
Three Views on the Bible's Earliest Chapters (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 2015); Jeffrey J. 
Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes in Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich: Kregel, 2008); 
John D. Currid, Against the God: The Polemical Theology of the Old Testament (Wheaton, Ill.: 
Crossway, 2013); Daniel I. Block, The Gods of the Nations: Studies in Ancient Near Eastern 
National Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2000). 
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that Israel simply adapted the myths of the ancient Near East for their own 
purposes. Israel is said to have taken the ancient myths and shaped them to fit 
in with their monotheistic assumptions. Many scholars then argue that all 
through the Bible the vestiges of an ancient Near Eastern worldview continue 
to exist. The writers of the Bible could not purge out every single error of 
cosmology, because they themselves shared this mythical ancient Near Eastern 
world view.  

There are indeed many parallels between biblical cosmology and that of the 
ancient Near East. The world is a giant temple for the gods; there is a sapphire 
pavement in the sky at the top of a mountain where the gods dwell; there is a 
mountain at the centre of the world; there is a cosmic tree in the centre of the 
world; the earth has foundations, footings and a cornerstone; there are 
divinely-set boundaries for the sea which has doors and bars; there is an 
inscribed horizon on the seas; there is a cosmic garden of the gods, and so on. 

But what strikes the reader in any extended reading of the ancient Near Eastern 
myths is the extent of the discontinuities. For example, the Enuma Elish is 
characterized by polytheism, significant strife between the gods, a struggle that 
must take place before creation can even begin, the divine nature of every 
aspect of the universe – the account is so utterly different from the simple, 
spare, majestic account in Genesis 1. There are certainly parallels, but the 
parallels seem rather minor compared to the differences. 

The parallels are easy to account for. Everyone, ancient Near Eastern 
polytheists included, had access to providence. They could read the book of 
general revelation; they could observe the ways in which the world was 
sustained. As Romans 1:19-20 puts it, “For what can be known about God is 
plain to them, because God has shown it to them. For his invisible attributes, 
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever 
since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are 
without excuse.”  
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In fact, what is remarkable is not the fact that there are parallels with the 
Genesis 1 account, but rather the fact that the parallels are so meagre.45 But 
Romans goes on to explain why in fact the parallels are so scanty. Romans 1:21-
24 “For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks 
to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were 
darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of 
the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals 
and creeping things.” As the polytheists of Israel’s environment observed 
providence, they took into their polytheistic religions all kinds of foolish ideas. 
And God gave them over to their rebellion. 

But in God’s design, Genesis 1 has a redemptive, healing purpose. In Genesis 
1, God leads Israel out of the polytheistic darkness of their environment and 
speaks words of life to them. The sun and the moon were deities in the ancient 
Near Eastern world view, but in Genesis they are simply appointed by God to 
provide the rhythms of life. In the ancient Near East, the stars controlled 
people’s destinies. But in Genesis 1, their appointment is literally a throwaway 
line. Vs 16 “And God made the two great lights—the greater light to rule the 
day and the lesser light to rule the night—and the stars.” Oh, by the way, “and 
the stars.” That is the sense in the Hebrew text. 

The ancient Israelites needed to know that God is the Creator of heaven and 
earth; nothing else has divine status. Genesis 1:1-2:3 is designed to fulfil that 
need for the ancient Israelites, and for all peoples since. 

To summarise what we have said about Genesis 1:1-2:3: In simple, exalted 
language, with a poet’s care over words, Moses tells the true story of how God 
sovereignly and majestically created the heavens and the earth and everything in 
them in six days by his powerful word. In shaping planet earth to be a place where 
people could thrive, God transformed what he had initially made formless and 
empty into the earth that people understand through their experience of his 
providence. Human beings were made in his image; they were made male and 

45 Poythress, "Correlations," 91-92. 
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female, and they were made to have dominion over the rest of what God had 
made. On the seventh day God rested from his creating work, and so he blessed 
and sanctified that day. 

The creation account is designed to emphasise the power, majesty and wisdom 
of God the creator and to lay the foundations of the worldview of the covenant 
community. That worldview is assumed but not necessarily explicitly taught 
by later Scriptural passages. It is not designed to answer many of the kinds of 
(scientific) questions that some in the twenty-first century have been quick to 
put to this passage. 

(b)Genesis 2:4-3:24 

General Comments 

Genesis 2:4 contains the first of ten תּוֹלֵדוֹת statements that structure the rest of 
Genesis.46 The creation account in Genesis 1:1-2:3 appears before the first of 
these headings, suggesting that (as already noted) it plays the part of a prologue 
to the rest of Genesis. The next תּוֹלֵדוֹת heading is at Genesis 5:1, suggesting that 
Genesis 2:4-4:26 can be read as a unit. The unit so circumscribed tells the story 
of what happened to the perfect world that God created. It was cursed through 
disobedience. Just as the word “bless” (ברך in 1:22, 28; 2:3) is used three times 
in the previous section, so the word “curse” (ארר in 3:14, 17; 4:11) is used three 
times in Genesis 2:4-4:26. 

But within Genesis 2:4-4:26, there are also strong indications that 2:4-3:24 is to 
be read as a unit (with Genesis 4 then providing a historical exemplar, a specific 

46 Marvin Sweeney identifies an 11th  formula in Numbers 3:1. He heads Toledoth 10 as 
“History of the Twelve Tribes of Israel (Gen 37:2-Num 2:34)” and Toledoth 11 as “History of 
Israel under the Guidance of the Levites (Num 3:1-Deut 34:12).” See Marvin A. Sweeney, Tanak: 
A Theological and Critical Introduction to the Jewish Bible (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 
2012), 50. 
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embodiment, of what the world “looked like” after the fall). Two indications 
that Genesis 2 and 3 must be read together are found in the chiastic structure 
of this section, and also in the use of the phrase אֱ�הִיםיְהוָה  as a name for God. 

Alasdair Paine portrays the chiastic structure of Genesis 2 and 3 in the 
following way:47

A man made from dust (2:7) 
The man given a luxurious garden to live and work in (2:8-17) 

Man and woman one flesh, in harmony (2:18-25) 
The crafty serpent (3:1) 

THE FALL (3:2-13) 
Judgment on the serpent (3:14-15) 

Man and woman now at odds (3:16) 
Man now sweating and digging out thistles (3:17-19) 

Man to return to the dust (3:19) 

In this chiastic structure the curses of Chapter 3 reverse the blessings of 
Chapter 3. The delightful detail of Chapter 2 is not to be read on its own; it is 
meant as a description of what was marred when human beings rebelled 
against God. 

The other feature that reinforces the suggestion that Genesis 2 and 3 were 
designed to be read together is the use of the phrase אֱ�הִיםיְהוָה  (“LORD God”) 
as a name for God. The phrase is used twenty times in Genesis 2-3 and never 
again in the Pentateuch except at Exodus 9:30. It is then used only another 
sixteen times in the Hebrew Bible. Overall it is a very rare name for God, but 
in Genesis 2-3 it is virtually the only name for God.48 Recalling that in the 
creation account in Genesis 1:1-2:3 the name of God is אֱ�הִים, the message of 

47 Paine, First Chapters, 142. 
48 The only place where it is not used as God’s name is in the dialogue between the serpent and 
Eve in Genesis 3:1-5. Perhaps the exception suggests that it would not have been right for the 
serpent to call God Yahweh, and at this point Eve is drawing away from Yahweh. 
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this striking phrase for Israel, coming out of Egypt, appears to be: “The God 
who revealed his name to Moses as Yahweh, LORD, the One who brought you 
out of Egypt and is making you his people, who has led you through the 
wilderness and brought you to himself, this Yahweh, is Elohim, is the majestic 
all-powerful Creator of heaven and earth. Ultimately, the covenant Yahweh has 
made with you as his people, concerns all of creation.”49

Some supporting comments50

Genesis 2:5-6 contain circumstantial clauses; each begins with ו + noun. The 
narrative recommences with the wayyiqtol in vs 7. While vss 5-6 have 
occasioned much discussion about the connections between the two creation 
accounts in Genesis 1 and 2,51 their main thrust appears to be that in God’s 
design the earth could not flourish without the recipient and agent of that 
flourishing, human beings. In God’s purpose, human beings are an essential 
component of the healthy thriving of the earth. 

Genesis 2:8 notes that Adam was created outside the garden and is then placed 
in it. The role of men and women was to extend the boundaries of the garden 
out across the whole earth (Gen 1:28).52 The narrative thread from vs 8 is 

49 Of course, this is to read the account of Genesis canonically, as coherent literature, rather than 
as a document that pieces many original sources and holds them together in an often 
uncomfortable union. See also Garrett, Duane A., Rethinking Genesis, 16-19 on the name 
Yahweh and if it was known to the patriarchs. 
50 As to be expected, the literature on Genesis 2:4-3:24 is vast, and it is not my purpose in this 
essay to provide a wide coverage. Only some matters that pertain to the particular focus of this 
essay will be mentioned. 
51 See a rather satisfying argument for holding the two accounts together in terms of the meaning 
of the phrase כלֹ…טֶרֶם (“all…not yet”) in Andrew S. Kulikovsky, Creation, Fall, Restoration: A 
Biblical Theology of Creation (Fearn, Scotland: Christian Focus, 2009), 180-182. 
52 Greg Beale argues that this was Adam’s commission in the first creation. See Gregory K. Beale, 
A New Testament Biblical Theology: The Unfolding of the Old Testament in the New (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 2011), 30-39. See also James M. Hamilton, God's Glory in Salvation 
Through Judgment: A Biblical Theology (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway, 2010), 73-74. 
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picked up in vs 15 where God “settles” or “rests” (נוח) Adam in the garden. In 
between vss 8 and 15 the garden has been lavishly described, as a prelude to the 
prohibition in vss 16-17. Westermann suggests that the prohibition does not 
mean that the man was deprived of anything. It actually enlarged his potential, 
for by hearing and obeying the prohibition he stands in a new relationship with 
the one giving the command.53 Just as the creation of the human being was 
preceded by divine deliberation in Genesis 1:26, so in vs 18 God deliberates 
about fulfilling Adam’s need for companionship. He engenders in Adam a 
desire for a helper who would correspond to him exactly,54 and then he fulfills 
that need in the creation of the woman. The narrator’s aside in vss 24-25 fills 
in some of the background needed to understand the tragedy of Chapter 3. This 
is the only place in the Old Testament where nakedness is not connected with 
some form of humiliation.55

Allen Ross summarises the main point of Genesis 2:4-25 as follows: God has 
prepared human beings, male and female, with the spiritual capacity and 
communal assistance to serve him and to keep his commands so that they might 
live and enjoy the bounty of his creation.56 Ross points out that these same 
motifs reappear in Deuteronomy 30:11-20, tying the Pentateuch together in a 
profound way. Men and women were to be God’s agents of blessing in the 
creation, with the task of enhancing its flourishing. Dumbrell suggests that the 
analogies between Adam and Israel are significant for Israel’s vocation in 
Canaan. Israel, like Adam, is created outside the divine space to be occupied, 
and like Adam, Israel is to exercise a kingly/priestly role (Exodus 19:4-6).57

53 Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11, A Commentary (trans. Scullion; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 
1984), 224. 
54 So Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, Part I, From Adam to Noah, 
Genesis I-VI8 (trans. Abrahams; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1961), 128. 
55 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis Chapters 1-17 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 
1990), 181. 
56 Allen P. Ross, Creation and Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of Genesis (Grand 
Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1988), 127. 
57 William J. Dumbrell, "Genesis 2:1-17 A Foreshadowing of the New Creation," in Biblical 
Theology: Retrospect and Prospect (ed. Hafemann; Leicester, England: Apollos, 2002), 61-62. 
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The life of Adam and Eve in the garden was a life of shalom. They enjoyed rich, 
integrated wholeness in their relationships with each other, with God and with 
the world in which they lived. Genesis 3 explains why the world did not 
continue in that state. There are many questions the chapter shows no interest 
in: e.g. the question of the origin of evil in the universe, where the talking 
serpent came from or who he was and so on. The purpose of Genesis 3 is to 
narrate how evil entered into the experience of human beings and marred what 
God had made.  

The picture is not, however, entirely bleak. Imbedded in the curse against the 
serpent is (literally) a “seed” of hope for humanity – the Protoevangelium
(3:15).58 It is possible that Adam expressed his faith in the promise by naming 
his wife “Eve” – the “mother” who will give birth to the seed who will defeat 
the serpent. Genesis 3 is thus essential to a view of the whole Bible. The account 
of the fall explains the existence of the curse in our experience and our need 
for a Redeemer who will reverse the curse and save God’s people from their 
self-chosen separation from God. 

The historical narrative of Genesis 3 is not simply an origin story; it is also 
paradigmatic in the sense that it explains what happens when people disobey 
God. Thus, the tactic that the serpent uses to tempt Eve is instructive for later 
readers. “The validity of the word of God is the issue in Satan’s temptation... 
‘Did God really say …? Has God said …?’ The origin of sin is involved in that 
speculation…Satan changes this positive invitation to eat of every tree (with 
only one exception) into a negative prohibition designed to cast doubt on 
God’s goodness…Satan suggests that God is essentially prohibitive, that he is 
not good, that he does not wish the very best of all worlds for his creatures.”59

There is an inversion of roles in vss 6-7. Actions that characterised the Creator 
are now taken by the woman. “She saw that the tree was good” – earlier the 

58 Stephen G. Dempster, Dominion and Dynasty: A Biblical Theology of the Hebrew Bible (15; 
Leicester: Apollos, 2003), 68. 
59 James M. Boice, Genesis: An Expositional Commentary, Vol 1 (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 
165. 
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refrain of Gen 1 “God saw…that it was good.” Here, she takes the fruit, earlier 
it is the Lord who takes the man and the rib (2:15, 21, 22, 23). The human pair 
usurps divine prerogatives. When God makes the couple clothes of skin, it is 
both an act of grace and a reassertion of the Creator’s rights. Derek Kidner 
comments appositely: “God will taste poverty and death before ‘take and eat’ 
become verbs of salvation.”60

A messianic understanding of Genesis 3:15 has a venerable history. The oldest 
Jewish interpretation in the LXX and the Palestinian Targums take the serpent 
as a symbol of Satan, and look for victory in the days of King Messiah.61 The 
New Testament follows the Jewish lead (Rom 16:20; Heb 2:14; Rev 12, see also 
1 Cor 15:25). Only the snake and the soil are cursed; the man and the woman 
are sentenced to a disruption of their roles and relationships. 

In considering the message of this passage to Israel, at its most basic, the theme 
of this chapter could perhaps be summarized in the following way: The Lord 
banished his image-bearers from the Garden of Eden because of their rebellious 
desire for autonomy. But even in banishing them, the Lord extended grace to 
them. Israel needed an answer to the question: Why was the creation in their 
experience not “very good?” Israel, having suffered slavery in the land of Egypt, 
were brought out through a miraculous work of God, but in the “great and 
terrifying wilderness” (Deut 8:15) in which virtually a whole generation of 
Israel died, life was terribly difficult. Israel did not need to be taught that life 
was hard. What they needed was a reason why life was hard, and some 
assurance that even in the midst of the suffering there was hope for the future. 
Genesis 3 provided the answers they needed. 

60 Derek Kidner, Genesis (Leicester: IVP, 1967), 68. 
61 See Walter C. Kaiser, Towards an Old Testament Theology (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 
1978), 36-37. Hamilton has a discussion of the unusual LXX translation that reflects a messianic 
interpretation, see Hamilton, Genesis 1-17, 199. 
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Preaching Genesis 1-3 

Reading Genesis 1-3 in the way outlined in the notes above results in a view of 
the passage that is rich in preaching possibilities. If we imagine the Bible as a 
vast house, and Genesis 1-3 as the entrance foyer to the house, then the true 
story of the world represented by the drama of Scripture from Genesis to 
Revelation could be compared to a passageway that runs the length of the 
house and that gets more richly furnished as it proceeds. Preaching possibilities 
for the text could be represented by a myriad of doors that egress from the 
passageway and lead to other rooms representing the work of homiletics. 

Numerous such doors open directly from the entrance foyer which is Genesis 
1-3. These doors can be recognized by their hinges. The first hinge suggests 
that in the first instance Genesis 1-3 had a message to the ancient Israelites who 
had been set from Egypt and were travelling towards the Land.62 What follows 
is an account of the first hinge on 28 such doors63; many more doors could be 
explored, but these 28 are listed to give the reader a taste of some possible 
implications for preaching of the approach taken in this essay. 

1. The Lord God is the Creator of heaven and earth. Genesis 1-3 introduces 
you to God himself! He only had to speak, and a whole universe sprang 
into being. Worship him! 

2. God (Elohim) who made the universe is the Lord (Yahweh)! Your 
personal, gracious covenant-maker and covenant-keeper, who brought 
you out of Egypt, is in charge of the world. As you travel through the 
wilderness, as you prepare to enter the Promised Land, trust him! 

62 Other hinges on the doors might represent the presuppositions that the account is also meant 
to speak in a simple profound way to peoples of all cultures, and that in various ways the doors 
so opened point to God’s purposes in Jesus Christ. 
63 The number 28 seemed appropriate given that 28 is 4 x 7, a multiple of 7 not used for word 
numbers in Genesis 1. 
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3. The Lord God is Creator of heaven and earth. Yes, there are forces that 
oppose him, and you have felt their bite in Egypt. But they are not equal 
with the Lord God. Be sure you are on his side! 

4. The Lord God is the Creator of heaven and earth. The astrological beliefs 
of your neighbours are false. The sun, moon and stars are not divine, they 
are simply creatures of the Lord’s making.  

5. The Lord God is the Creator if heaven and earth. Indeed, when making the 
universe God constructed a giant temple in which he has taken up his rest. 
You are created to serve as priests within that great temple, the universe as 
we know it. 

6. The Lord God is Creator of heaven and earth. Alternative claims about the 
existence of the world, in your case, O Israel, the creation myths of your 
polytheistic neighbours, lead only to darkness and death. Embrace the 
ministry of life that God offers you in this account. 

7. The Lord God is the Creator of heaven and earth. He is the great artist who 
has created with extravagant diversity. Your life in Egypt has been struggle 
and difficulty and the wilderness is often a hard task-master. But God is 
leading you into a land flowing with milk and honey. 

8. The Lord God is the active subject of more than two-thirds of the verbs in 
the creation account. He is certainly powerful, but he is not a force; he is a 
person. He speaks, he sees, he evaluates, he gives names, he blesses, he takes 
pleasure in what he has made. These are things that persons do. You are 
called to relate to a person! 

9. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. Male and female, 
you are made in his image. In slavery in Egypt, you were treated as 
something less than human. Your creation in God’s image is the basis of 
all justice. Remember that you were/are weak. So care for the weak! 

10. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. You are creatures, 
you are not God. Disobedience to God is a denial of the distinction 
between Creator and creature and it is the source of all pain in this world. 
Obey him! 
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11. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. Male and female, 
you are made in his image. It was not good for the man to be alone. The 
gift of companionship is essential for the fulfilment of your calling. Give 
thanks for human comrades! 

12. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. Male and female, 
you are made in his image. The key feature of the account of the creation 
of Eve is God’s role. He gives to human beings the gifts of gender and sex. 
Denying the equality of, or differences between, men and women is a 
denial of God’s gift of diversity. 

13. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. Human life is 
different from animal life because for humans it is a gift given directly by 
God. Honour God’s gift. Be sensitive to people who do not currently 
experience life as a gift – those who suffer in frustration and pain. 

14. The Lord God is the personal Creator of human beings. One of his gifts is 
the gift of relationship. In the stories of your neighbours, human beings are 
just the slaves of the gods, almost an afterthought. No wonder the 
Egyptians could treat you with such harshness! It was an expression of 
their false religion. But in the creation account, human beings are made for 
relationships. 

15. When God finished his work of creating, he rested from his work on the 
seventh day, and he called that day holy and blessed it. Your weekly 
Sabbath reminds you that your primary calling is to live in fellowship with 
God. God’s purpose is that you live in Edenic harmony with him. 

16. As human beings, you have been created for both responsibility and rest. 
Time for work and time for leisure and rest are not optional extras, they 
are part of what it means to be human, and they are both aspects of 
worship. 

17. People are commissioned to rule the whole earth and subdue it. Adam and 
Eve’s call was to spread the conditions of the garden over the whole earth. 
In God’s purpose, the future of creation is linked to his purpose for human 
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beings, in particular to his purpose for you, O Israel. So be his people and 
his representatives on the earth! 

18. People are commissioned to rule the whole earth and subdue it. Your 
situation in Egypt was about as far from the idyllic state of the garden as 
you could imagine. This wilderness you’re travelling through is not much 
better. (In fact, some of you have said you would like to go back to Egypt!) 
But the world belongs to God, and he is redeeming it. Your entry into the 
Land is a stage in his redemption of all the earth. 

19. Work is a gift from God; it was part of the original creation which was very 
good; it is not the result of sin. In fact, work is described in priestly 
language in Genesis 2. Work is an aspect of worship! Sin has made work 
more difficult, and you have experienced the difficulties especially in 
Egypt. But work in itself is part of God’s original design. 

20. Work is a gift from God. The very possibility of work depends on the order 
and structure of the good creation God made. If life was simply random 
chaos, the cities you built in Egypt would not have been possible. Although 
your Egyptian overlords did not acknowledge it, their material culture was 
only possible because of the Lord God’s good provision. 

21. Even in the original creation, there was a particular prohibition. One tree 
was forbidden within the abundant diversity. The prohibition was a feature 
of a creation that God deemed very good. God’s prohibitions are always 
for your good; God’s wisdom is always greater than ours. 

22. Disobedience to God has damaged all aspects of life: your relationship with 
God, your relationships with others, and your connection with the rest of 
creation. 

23. Disobedience to God led to Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the garden. In 
the future, disobedience to God will lead to your expulsion from the Land 
that God is giving you. 

24. Temptations to disobey God will always circle around a lack of trust in God 
and his provision. The heart of the snake’s temptation played on a desire 
to be like God. God has already made you to be like him in making you in 
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his image; to desire anything more is to deny the distinction between God, 
the Creator, and you, his creature. 

25. The most dangerous temptations are those that appear to have an element 
of truth. But the “truth” in such temptations is always distorted.  

26. Any temptation to doubt God, the Creator, no matter how enticing, is a 
rejection of the Lord’s covenant purposes for you, his beloved ones. 

27. After Adam and Eve rebelled against God, they did not seek him, rather, 
he sought them. There will be no solution to the cosmic problem except 
the one that he supplies. 

28. Your existence as the covenant people of God, called to take up the original 
commission God gave to Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply, to fill 
the earth and to subdue it, is in itself evidence that God perseveres with his 
intentions. In cursing the snake, God promised that the seed of the woman 
would one day defeat the seed of the snake. In starting again with Noah, 
and then promising that through Abraham’s descendants every nation on 
earth would be blessed, God has charted his course. The Lord God is 
continuing to work out that purpose through you, O Israel. Look ahead 
and trust him for a glorious future. 


