Genesis 1 – 11: In the Beginning

Getting started:

“The question of where we come from and where we are going is one of the elementary challenges of life.  Perhaps it is the question of life.  Only when we get an answer to it do we learn who we are.”  Helmut Thielicke

The search for life’s meaning, discovering who we really are, is indeed the central question with which many struggle today.  One merely has to examine the many ways in which people have tried to answer this question through disciplines like philosophy, spirituality, science, personal growth and experience, and human connection to know that this is true.

Let’s face it, this complex ball we call earth is huge.  And we are a miniscule part of the approximately eight billion people who inhabit it.  It’s easy to see from this how quickly we can feel incredibly small and insignificant; how quickly we can become lost in the crowd.  This is part of why our pursuit to understand our place in this world so important.  We want to know that we matter, we have value, that our life has meaning.

One example that illustrates our pursuit for meaning is human connection.  In 1976 Alex Hailey wrote a book called Roots: The Saga of an American Family. In it he traces his ancestry from Africa, through the slave trade in America, to the modern era.  Hailey’s book, which became a highly acclaimed TV mini-series, was his effort to understand where he came from, his place in life, and where did he fit in history?  He was trying to answer the question of life’s meaning from the perspective of ancestry.  And one can add to this the high current interest in Internet sites like ancestory.com.  We all want to know our story, our connections, and our history.  We want to know who we are.

Let’s also think about science.  In 1859 Charles Darwin put forward his theory of human development in his famous book, On The Origin of Species.  Regardless of our feelings about his observations and conclusions we need to understand Darwin’s basic idea.  He was simply trying to understand how we came to be.  And from this to learn who are we, and where are we going; to explore the meaning of life.
All of this that brings us to the book of Genesis.  For Christians the Book of Genesis is our “On The Origin of Species”, our “Roots: The Saga of the Human Family.” It’s our basic foundation for the questions of how we came to be, who we are, and where we are going.  It’s is where we go to understand life’s meaning and our value.  So let’s explore Genesis.

The Core:
Layout and Timespan
Nahum Sarna makes an interesting observation about the structure of Genesis.

The fifty chapters of Genesis divide into three main subject units, presented chronologically: a description of creation (1:1-2:3); the emergence, development, and degeneration of the human race (2:4-11:26); and (in the bulk of the book) the account of the lives of the founding fathers of the people of Israel (11:27-50:26).  In its entirety the book claims to cover a timespan of 2,309 years, a figure that is computed from data found in the narratives and the genealogies in the traditional Hebrew text.  It offers a rapid sketch of 1,984 years of universal human history, from Adam to the birth of Abraham, with the remaining 361 years to the death of Joseph comprising the bulk of the work.  Put otherwise: Nearly 80 percent of the contents of Genesis is devoted to 17 percent of the time span that is covered.

Additionally, Genesis covers two historical time periods. Chapter 1:1 – 11:26 is described as primeval (very old) history, the period between creation and the tower of Babel.  Chapter 12:1 – 50:26 is described as patriarchal history, the period between Abram and Joseph.

The accompanying chart attempts to provide a visual comparative of Sarna's quote concerning the chapter layout of Genesis and the timespan covered by each historical period.

It’s important to recognize visually the difference between the timespan Genesis covers and the space Moses allots to each main historical section in its fifty chapters. Moses compresses 1984 years (chapter 1 – 11) into 22% of the space of the entire Book of Genesis.  And he allots 78% of Genesis’ space to the 361 years involving the lives of Abram, Isaac, and Jacob (chapter 12 – 50).  It’s almost as if the primeval history is done in a kind of summary form while the patriarchal history receives considerably more attention.  I say this to point out that as we read about earth’s primeval history (our focus) we will encounter gaps in what it reports.  This will frustrate us.  Chapter 1 – 11 includes and/or excludes certain details we might expect to hear about as it describes the beginning of all things.  While this section certainly follows a chronological tone it is more theologically than chronologically oriented.  As such, it selectively employs information to make its point.  We will say more about this in later lessons.

Who wrote Genesis?
As part of the Pentateuch (Genesis – Deuteronomy) Genesis is considered traditionally to be written by Moses. While nowhere does Moses state that he wrote Genesis, a number of references in both testaments give evidence of Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.  These include Josh. 1:7, 8; 2 Chron. 25:4; Neh. 13:1; Matt 19:7; 22:24; Mk. 12:26; Jn. 1:17; Jn. 5:46.  Given Moses’ pivotal role in Israel’s history, and his authorship of Deuteronomy it’s reasonable to think that he wrote all of Genesis.

When was Genesis written?
Scholars set the dates of Moses life somewhere around 1526 BC (birth) and 1406 BC (death).  Since he was not an eyewitness to the events of Genesis he would have written it during his lifetime from stories passed down from generation to generation.  Additionally, we believe that the scriptures are God breathed (2 Tim. 3:16).  As this affects Genesis, we believe that God preserved these stories transmitted through reliable and accurate people down through the ages.
Some Bible scholars, however, are convinced that the final form of Genesis was only completed after the exile beginning in 538 BC.  They say this partly because they believe part of the purpose of Genesis 1 – 11 is to respond to competing creation stories in circulation in Babylon.  

Why was Genesis written?
Our study of Genesis is confined to the 1,984 years of human history from Adam to Abram.  Why? Because our goal is to discover the beginning of all things.  Revelation, the last book of the Bible, concludes human history by revealing the end of all things.  Genesis tell us how everything began.

Nahum Sarna provides this excellent synopsis of Gen. 1-11,
This universal opening serves as a background for the rest of the Book of Genesis
and, indeed for the remainder of the Bible.  Following the perverse exercise of freedom of will that fractured the unity of the human family, God singled out from this divided humanity one people as his chosen instrument destined to fill a central role in the unfolding of his plan of history.

But even more, he says,

The God of Genesis is the wholly self-sufficient one, absolutely independent of nature, the supreme, unchallenged sovereign of the world, who is providentially involved in human affairs.  He is therefore, the Lord of history.  And the human being in Genesis – the pinnacle of creation – is a creature of infinite preciousness who enjoys a unique relationship with God.

In other words, Genesis 1 – 11 perfectly answers the question of where we came from and who God designed us to be.

Genesis 1-11 functions in a very real sense like the preface to the rest of the book, and indeed to the Bible as a whole.  But here’s the problem, and
let’s be honest, how many of us actually pay attention to a preface?

When I began my graduate studies at Winnipeg Theological Seminary in 1987 one of the first required reading assignments I received was a book called, How to Read a Book: The Classic Guide to Intelligent Reading.
I thought I knew how to read a book.  According to this book, I didn’t!  Among the many things this book taught me was that too many readers (me included) skip the preface in order to get to the good stuff.  A glaring error in judgement, I discovered.

A book’s preface is often a treasure trove of information the author provides to help the reader understand what they are going to read.  The author usually lays out the central idea of his writing as well as a summary of how the rest of the book supports his idea.  In other words, in the preface the author literally outlines for the reader how he’s going to tell you what he’s going to tell you.  And in the book he tells you.  Neat huh! 

In short, read and understand the preface and you’ve already gained a solid foothold on the rest of the book!  Grasp Genesis 1 – 11 and you will gain a wonderfully solid understanding of the rest of Genesis and indeed the story the rest if the Bible unfolds for the reader.

Darrell Johnson illustrates the value of seeing Gen. 1 – 11 as a preface.  He calls it, “the story that makes sense of our stories.”
He notes for example that without Gen. 1 – 11, 1.  We would not understand what the rest of the Bible is ultimately all about.  2. We would not understand what our lives are all about.

In Gen. 1 – 11 he notes that we discover as nowhere else in human literature,

1. Who God is.
2. How the universe came into being.
3. Why the universe came into being.
4. How and why we humans came into being.
5. How and why we are not now what we came into being to be.
6. How and why everything will be put together again.
7. Why Jesus Christ had to come.
8. What Jesus Christ came into the world to do.
9. Why Jesus Christ is the central figure of world history.

In essence the Bible, from Gen 12:1 to Revelation 22:21 fleshes out and clarifies all the central themes and truths established in Gen. 1 – 11.
From this it’s easy to understand why thoughtful Christian readers, indeed anyone who reads the bible, ought to spend more time understanding Gen. 1 – 11.

Kind of writing in Genesis
Genesis is a particular kind of writing.  The Bible employs many different kinds of writing or “Genres” to tell its story.  Historical narrative, prose, wisdom, prophecy, Law, poetry, parable, discourse, (teaching), and apocalyptic are just a few examples of Genre.  Knowing a book’s genre is important because it helps the reader know how to read what they are reading. Additionally, knowing a book’s genre can help the reader avoid interpretational errors. For example Revelation is apocalyptic prophecy.  This kind of writing has certain unique features like image and number symbolism and heavenly angelic visions that set it apart from narrative and discourse writing like the gospels or Paul’s letters.  

Vern Poythress observes that the genre of Genesis is prose narrative, but
not strictly so.  It also makes use of Hebrew poetry, chiasm, and repetition. In addition, Genesis also contains a unique feature.  It is organized around “toledoths” (Hebrew) or genealogies.  He notes that numerous times (10 in total) Genesis repeats the phrase, “these are the generations of . . .” is.  You will be interested to know that one of the most unique places Moses inserts a toledoth is Gen 2:4 between the two creation accounts (more about this later).

You also need to know that there is debate about the Genre of Genesis.  Jeremy summarizes the three views in the debate as follows.  Some see Genesis 1 – 11 as ancient chronological history.  Others see it as a kind of ancient fable, while still others view it like an abstract painting. Bouma summarizes Gordon Wenham, Genesis 1 – 11, the historical picture is there, beneath the Genesis account, but the details are fuzzy.

We will view Genesis 1 – 11 as a real account of events bearing the marks of chronology using ancient language and literary devices to make its point.  We must therefore learn to read and interpret Genesis 1 – 11 as Moses intended it to be read and understood.  

Making it Real:
Every living person on earth holds some kind of worldview.  That is, everyone has a core set of beliefs, values, and assumptions by which they organize and live life, tells their story.  A person’s worldview shapes how they make daily decisions about relationships and courses of life, develop behaviors, and interpret their experiences and filter information.  In other words our worldview is how we try to make sense of reality.

Someone has said, “Our worldview is like the operating system on a computer; it runs quietly in the background, processing every input and dictating how we respond to the world.”

For Christians, Genesis 1- 11 is the source from which God intends us to form our worldview, our story.  It’s the foundation that informs our understanding of him, the value and purpose of human life.  Even more, it’s the source from which we begin to understand how God deals with humanity, and seeks to redeem humanity from its predicament concerning the problem of pain, suffering, death, and sin.

Researcher George Barna has outlined the seven essential cornerstones of a biblical worldview.

	1. An orthodox view of God
2. Human sinfulness
3. Salvation through Jesus Christ
4. Absolute moral truth
	5. The authority of the Bible
6. Human purpose
7. True success



So here are some practical questions, how biblical is your world view?
Who, or what, is informing how you live?  Check Barna’s list and rate how you actually think about each of the seven categories he identifies. 

Dr. Terry Morgenstern, quoting George Barna, reveals that only 21% of evangelical Christians and only 37% of pastors have a truly biblical worldview.  What this means is that many believers are forming their worldview, and consequently living life, through sources other than the Bible.  Further, this practically means that many Christians hold an eclectic hodgepodge of worldview ideas that are not necessarily biblical at all.

Let’s get back to Helmut Thielicke’s quote,

“The question of where we come from and where we are going is one of the elementary challenges of life.  Perhaps it is the question of life.  Only when we get an answer to it do we learn who we are.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]Genesis 1 – 11 is God’s point of view concerning a biblical worldview and the worldview he wants Christians to live their life by.  It’s where we begin to answer the essential questions, and challenges, of life.  It’s the preface to the rest of the book.  It’s the preface to our life!
