Reading Genesis

Genesis Overview

· Author:  Moses

· Date (of writing):  approximately 1445-1405 B.C.

· Theme:  beginnings (creation, man, sin, redemption, covenant with Israel)

· Significant Features:  Chapters 1-11 account for approximately 2000 years of history; chapters 12-50 account for approximately 300 years and four men  —  Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph).

· Key verse:  12:3 (Abrahamic Covenant)

· Key chapter:  3  (introduction of sin)

Theme

The Hebrew name for Genesis is Bereshith, which is translated (lit.) “in beginning.” This is also the theme of Genesis — it is the book of beginnings.  Genesis recounts the beginning of the universe, the human race, sin, redemption, godless civilization, nations, human languages, and the beginning of the nation Israel.

Theological Themes

According to John Davis, there are four theological themes present in Genesis. These include the doctrines of:  (1) monotheism and “a living, personal God. The writer makes no attempt to provide philosophical or scientific evidence for God’s existence — he assumes it;” (2) man —”Man was created by God, bears His image, and enjoys a unique relationship with Him;” (3) covenant — a relation between God and His, people; (4) cosmology — an explanation for the beginning of the universe and man. [John Davis, Paradise to Prison, pp. 27-28.]

H. C. Leupold concurs, saying about the deity of God, “the God in this book is sole and supreme monarch of the universe and of His people…God is supremely wise…God reveals Himself to His children.” Leupold also points out that man was made in the image and likeness of God, having a “non-material side to his being” in addition to the material. And finally, Leupold stresses the importance of the doctrine of redemption as seen in Genesis.

That there is a grace mighty to save also becomes apparent. For hardly had Adam fallen, even before his well-deserved punishment is appointed, when strong evidence appears that God will not deal with mean after their sins in ruthless justice, nor reward strictly according to their iniquities . . . So there are to be found the basic elements of redemption even at this early date: grace on the part of God; faith on the part of man. [All quotations found in Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible, Vol. 2, pp. 683-684.]

General Structure

Genesis can be divided into two basic sections. The first comprises the first 11 chapters and consists of four major events: creation (1-2); the fall (3); the flood (6-8); the dispersion (11). The second major section (chapters 12-50) is comprised of four major people: Abraham (12-25); Isaac (25-26); Jacob (27-36); Joseph (37-50).

Covenants

A. Noahic Covenant

The Noahic covenant, found in Genesis 9, was unconditional — there was no condition placed upon man to insure the fulfillment of the covenant. The covenant is found in verses 8-11, and is made not only with man, but with all living creatures (vv. 11, 15).  It is God’s promise that the entire earth would never again be destroyed by a world-wide flood. And as a sign of His promise, God gave the rainbow to remind man of the covenant.

The covenant is preceded by four commands of God, found in 9:1-7: 

(1) the provision for the transmission of the human race (v. 1); 

(2) fear of man was placed in animals — man becomes carnivorous (vv. 2-3). 

(3) provision was made for the sustaining of life — man is not to eat live animals (v. 4). 

(4) provision for the protection of life — inauguration of the institution of government and capital punishment (vv. 5-7). 

B. Abrahamic Covenant

The Abrahamic covenant was revealed in Genesis 12, ratified in chapter 15, and reiterated in chapter 17 (to Abraham), chapter 26 (to Isaac), and chapter 35 (to Jacob).  Like the Noahic Covenant, it too was unconditional, as well as literal and eternal. The covenant is comprised of three components: 

(1) land, which was defined in 15:18-21

(2) “seed” or descendants, which, ultimately became the nation of Israel (12:2, 15:5); 

(3) blessing (12:3). 

The Abrahamic covenant is a key to premillenialism, for the premillenialist says that Christ will fulfill the covenant at His second coming (Is. 11:11,12; Amos 9:14,15; and Joel 3). However, some amillenialists state that the covenant was fulfilled in the reign of David, or others state that the land merely refers to heaven, and it is not to be taken literally. Hence, the manner in which one interprets the Abrahamic covenant becomes crucial in how one interprets the rest of the Bible, as well as determining the quality of one’s faith as well. 

Conclusion

The book of Genesis is an essential book, not only to the nation of Israel, but to all believers. It marks the beginning of many essential theological concepts and initiates God’s covenant relationship with His people. The book focuses on four major events in the first 11 chapters, and then focuses on four men from chapters 12-50 as the nation of Israel is established through them.

