The Book of Genesis


The Book of Genesis in its Canonical Setting

Context:

The Book of Genesis is the first of five books known as the Pentateuch (Greek meaning a five volume work).  The Pentateuch essentially takes the form of a narrative running from the creation to the death of Moses just before the entry to the Promised Land at the end of the Book of Deuteronomy. The Pentateuch is also known in Jewish tradition as the Torah - often translated as law but better represented as instruction or guidance (see Clines in Metzger and Coogan, p. 391).

Although the Pentateuch in most centuries has been known as the five books of Moses, it has long been recognised that this is not the work of any one author and the work is anonymous. In biblical scholarship, the origin of the Pentateuch has been generally explained as the outcome of a process of compilation of various documents from different periods in Israelite history.  From the 1860s, the Documentary Hypothesis of Wellhausen by which he explained the various sources within the Pentateuch has held sway.  Essentially, the Documentary Hypothesis holds that the oldest written source of the Pentateuch is J (so-called from its author, the Jahwist, who used the name Yahweh or Jahweh) from the ninth century BCE, the E document (from the Elohist who employed the Hebrew term Elohim for God) from the 8th century and the J and E sources which were combined by an author from the 7th century. The book of Deuteronomy, a separate source dating from 621 BCE, was added to the JE material in the mid 6th century. The final source P (Priestly work) was combined with the earlier sources about 400 BCE. The Pentateuch came into existence no earlier than the end of the fifth century BCE.  

The Documentary Hypothesis has been challenged quite radically in recent years particularly by those who advocate pursuing more recent approaches based on literary and narrative criticism; they prefer to read the text as a literary unit rather than concentrating on its constituent parts. Nevertheless, the Documentary Hypothesis still remains the point of departure for all serious Pentateuchal Studies.  Clines (Metzger and Coogan, p.394) sums up very clearly the theme of the Pentateuch, with due regard for its literary qualities and final arrangement of material:

The mainspring of the action of the Pentateuch seems to be the divine promise of Genesis 12:1-3, repeated with varying emphases in 15:4-5, 13-16, 18-21; 17:4-8; 22:16-18 and alluded to in scores of passages throughout the Pentateuch.  This promise contains three elements: a posterity (I will make of you a great nation), a relationship (I will bless you) and a gift of land (the land I will show you).  It is the fulfilment and the partial nonfulfilment of these promises that may be said to be the theme of the Pentateuch.

The theme of the posterity is plainly the theme of Genesis.  In the Abraham cycle of stories, the theme appears mostly in the shape of anxious questions: Will there be a son at all? What will become of him? Here lies the significance of many Genesis narratives of threats to the family’s survival; the sterility of matriarchs, the strife between brothers, often with near-fatal consequences, and the repeated famines in the land of promise.

The theme of the divine-human relationship comes most strongly to expression in Exodus and Leviticus. Both at the Exodus and Sinai it becomes plain what the words of the promise (“I will bless you”, “I will my covenant between me and you”, “I will be your God”) meant.  The blessing comes in the form of salvation from Egypt and in the gift of the law. The covenant of Sinai of which the opening words are “I am Yahweh your God”, formalises the relationship adumbrated by the covenant with the forbearers. Leviticus spells out how the relationship now established by Yahweh is to be maintained; the sacrificial system is to exist, not as a human means of access to God, but as the divinely ordered method whereby breaches of the covenant my be repaired and atoned for.

The theme of the land dominates Numbers and Deuteronomy. Numbers begins with preparations for the occupation of the land and ends with the occupation of that part of it lying to the east of Jordan by two and a half of the tribes.  Deuteronomy sets before the people laws for their life under God, explicitly “in the land which Yahweh, God of you fathers, is giving to you” (Deut. 4:1).

The whole structure of the Pentateuch, then, is shaped by the promises to Abraham, which are never final but always point to a future yet to be realized”.


Genesis 1-11:   Beginnings

Context:

These chapters may be regarded as a prologue to Genesis and to the whole of the Pentateuch. The stories they contain do not constitute a connected sequence: they have been linked together only in a very artificial way by a series of genealogies (4:17-22; 5:1-32; 10:1-32; 11:10-32).   They are universal stories, depicting not human beings as we know them but giants or heroes in something like the fairytale sense of those words.  What is being conveyed is how the authors or collectors of the stories imagined it all might have happened.  Why does the Pentateuch preface its history of Israel’s ancestors with these universal stories? Apart from a wish to satisfy the readers’ natural curiosity about how it all began, there was a desire to create or strengthen their sense of national or ethnic identity especially at critical times when this was being threatened.  In order to foster such a sense it was thought necessary to account for the nation’s place in the world.  Since the human race was thought to have had a single origin, it was necessary to explain how the various peoples had come into existence.  In Gen. 1-11, these aims come to the fore in ch. 10, which was clearly intended to be a “map” of all the peoples in the world and in 11:1-9 which accounts for the failure to remain united.  At this point (Gen. 12), the history of Israel’s ancestors could begin.

Gen.1-11 was designed to reflect distinctive Israelite articles of faith: particularly monotheism and the setting aside of the seventh day as the institution of the Sabbath.  It has been suggested that Gen.1-11 reflects the experience of the Babylonian exile (587 BCE) or the early post-exilic period.  The themes of punishment for sin, especially banishment from God’s presence (3:23-4; 4:12, 16; 6-8; 11:4,9) have been taken as symbolic of Israel’s richly deserved banishment from the land, while the signs of divine grace and forgiveness especially God’s acceptance of Noah’s sacrifice and the covenant which he made with him (8:20-9:17) would suggest to the exilic or post-exilic reader that God had even now not cast off his people; he  was still a God of infinite patience and forgiveness, who would rescue Israel from its folly and its guilt as he had done for humanity in ancient times.

Another important consideration in Gen.1-11 is the authors’ interest in aetiology: that is, in seeking the origin of various phenomena of universal experience.  A prime example of this concerns the reason for human mortality. Gen. 3:22 appears to imply that mortality is inherent in mankind’s status as a creature (se also 6:1-3).  The nature of the relationship between man and woman is discussed in 2:18, which explains why both sexes are necessary to a complete humanity.  In Gen. 3, the less ideal realties of the relationship are attributed to disobedience to God’s command in which both partners are implicated.  Other aetiologies include work (the cursing of the ground and the consequent harshness of agricultural labour 3:17-19) are the results of disobedience. The wearing of clothes is explained by the feeling of shame at appearing naked before others (9:20-7) and the universal custom of wearing clothes is explained as a consequence of eating the forbidden fruit (3:7-12). Other aetiologies include the reason for the human dislike of snakes and for the ability of snakes to move without legs (3:14-15), the reason for the rainbow (9:12-17) and the origin of the Sabbath (ch. 1). 

There is no agreement on the date Gen 1-11 was put together.  In its present form, it cannot be earlier than the 6th century BCE., e.g. the Chaldeans referred to in 11:28, did not become a significant force on the international scene until the 6th century. The Garden of Eden is not mentioned in OT texts before the time of the exilic section of the Book of Isaiah (i.e. after 587 BCE). Abraham (Abram in 11:26-30) appears to have been unknown in the pre-exilic prophets.  

The material in Gen 1-11 is not the pure invention of the final compiler.  It was obviously adapted by him and included into its present arrangement to suit his own purposes.  We should be wary, however, of searching for a rigid structure to the section, which may not have been the intention of the compiler to provide.  In this regard, a literary reading of the text, paying careful attention to plot, characters, their actions and subsequent results, respects the  nuances of the Hebrew narrative as we have it today.  The comments of Donal Senior (What are They Saying about Matthew? (Mahwah: Paulist Press, 1996) on the search for a structure in the Gospel of Matthew is equally valid for Gen.1-11:

“The storyteller does not usually begin with a rigid comprehensive plan.  Instead, as those sensitive to the literary aspects of the gospels point out, the artistic mind of the narrator has some basic motifs he or she wants to express, some convictions about the characters who will people his or her story and the settings in which they will be placed and some idea of the basic plot or story line, including its subplots.  Only as the author begins to assemble the cast of characters and to spin out the story, does the full structure emerge from what to that point may have been hunches and semi-conscious intuitions rather then a clear blueprint…..the structure of the gospel is more like the flowing lines of a symphony than the fixed girders supporting a building…. the gospel has an organic structure and not a single fixed blueprint.”


Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (chs. 12-36)

Context:

The world of Israel’s ancestors, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their families is introduced in chs. 12-36. Frequent attempts have been made to find historical situations into which these patriarchs can be fitted but they have all failed to convince.  Gunkel, in his famous commentary on Genesis (1901), put forward a view that was long accepted that most of these stories were independent short story folk-tales which circulated by word of mouth for a very long time before they were combined into longer complexes and eventually set down in writing.   However, today, several scholars hold that in their final form these stories may not be much older than the final redaction of the Pentateuch – this is supported by the fact that in texts normally described as pre-exilic, there is no knowledge of Abraham, Isaac or Jacob as individuals or of events connected with them, apart from one possible exception (Hos.12:2-3).

The true purpose of this large section is theological rather than historical. It is generally held that the three patriarchs were largely unrelated to one another and that their stories have been combined in order to create a family story whose main them is set out at the start (12:1-3).  Here Abraham is commanded by God to leave his country and to emigrate to another land whose identify will be revealed to him, where he will become the ancestor of a great nation, especially blessed and in turn conferring his blessing on other peoples. This theme of God’s promise dominates these chapters: the promise is repeated on several more occasions to Abraham himself  (15:4-7, 18-21: 17:4-8; 22:17-18) and then to Isaac (26:2-5, 24) and Jacob (35:11-12).  The promise of future blessing implies material success; and it is made clear that God will guide the fortunes of the family.  Bu the continuity of that family depends on the production of an heir in each succeeding generation; and the difficulties and dangers attending this provide the dramatic content of many incidents in the story.

The promise of the possession of the land, which proved to be the land of Canaan, was not in fact fulfilled in the course of the book of Genesis; but by the end of the book there had been a positive development. The twelve sons of Jacob, who were to be the ancestors of the twelve tribes of Israel had been born (at intervals between 29:32 and 35:18) and had received their blessings (ch. 49). So the nation of Israel now existed in embryo.

Chs 12-36 fall into three sections, each concerned with the life of one of the three patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. In their present form, they are a combination of separate parts to form the history of a single family; the three stories have been made to interlock so as to produce a continuous family saga.  Thus Abraham’s death is recorded in 25:8 but the birth of his heir Isaac had taken place long before in 21:2; similarly the birth of Isaac’s son Jacob is noted in 25:25-6 but Isaac’s death only in 35:29. 

Whereas Abraham (12-25) and Jacob (25:19-36) are distinct and well rounded characters in Genesis, Isaac is much less so and his story does not constitute a discrete unit within the Genesis narrative.  (For this reason, only the narratives of Abraham and Jacob receive separate headings below).   Nevertheless, Isaac is inextricably linked to the promises of God to his ancestors.  Before his marriage, Isaac’s story is intertwined with that of his father and mother, and after his marriage his story is part of the story of his children.  Isaac’s genealogy (25:19) follows directly after the account of Abraham’s death (vv.7-11) and directly before the birth of Jacob and Esau (vv.21-26).  The two major events in the life of Isaac are tied closely to Abraham and Jacob.  In Gen. 22, Isaac is more the object of, than a participant in, Abraham’s test of faithfulness to God, and in Gen. 27 he is again more the object of, than a participant in, Jacob’s deception.  Only in Gen.24: 62-67, when Isaac meets Rebekah for the first time and in Gen. 26, when Isaac encounters Abimelech, is Isaac something of a central player in the narrative (Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, p. 647).


Genesis 12 – 25:  The Story of  Abraham

The story of Abraham begins (11:27-32) and ends (25:1-18) with genealogical notices about the families of Terah and Abraham. 12:1-9 acts as an overture introducing the key themes for the rest of the section (chs. 12-25). The Abraham-Lot cycle takes up most of chapters 13-14+19 and between these chapters, promises predominate (chs. 15,16,17 and 18:1-16).  Chapters 20-24 conclude the unit by telling of the fulfilment of the promise of the son and heir (21:1-7), Abraham’s obedience regarding his heir (22:1-19) and his heir’s marriage (ch. 24) and the fulfilment of the promise of the land by Abraham’s acquiring a small plot and well (21:22-34 and ch.23). Reading the various episodes in chapters 12-25 causes the reader to ponder the issues raised in chapter 12.  The characterisation is also more complex, and not only of the major characters such as Abraham, Sarah and Lot;  we are also provided with detailed cameos of minor characters such as Pharaoh, Hagar and Abimelech.  An overarching plot is more discernible than in chs 1-11 but the expectations of the characters, and with them those of the readers, are regularly raised and then disappointed (See Turner, Genesis,  p.17).

Some commentators ( R.E. Murphy in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary) see in this section a series of ten trials, each of which is followed by consolation:

1. Migration from country and family (12:1-4)

2. Dangerous journey to Egypt (12:10-13:1)

3. Yielding to Lot (13:2-8)

4. Rescue of Lot (chs 14-15)

5. Danger of loss of Ishmael (chs 16-17)

6. Testing through circumcision (18:1-15)

7. Lot in jeopardy from wickedness of neighbours (18:16-19:29)

8. Abraham again in danger from foreign king (20:1-21:7)

9. Birth of Isaac (21:8-34)

10. Offering of Isaac (ch. 22)

The most striking characteristic of Abraham’s portrayal in the Genesis narrative – and for which it is most admired in later tradition – is his passive obedience to the divine directives he receives. At the beginning of the story, he is told to leave his homeland and travel to a distant land.  That he seems to accept this summons without question or hesitation may be a consequence of the literal economy of the narrative, but in post-biblical interpretation his passive acceptance has been seen as a paradigm of the unquestioning obedience that arises from trust in God  (Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, p.10).


Genesis 25:19 – 36:1:  The Story of Jacob 
Gen. 25:19-34 serves to introduce the story of Jacob. In particular, the two stories about the birth of Esau and Jacob (vv.21-26) and the birthright (vv.27-34) both point forward to the later antagonism between the two and to the precedence of Jacob over his brother.  The two brothers are caricatured as two contrasting types: the ruddy hairy hunter and the quiet man who stays at home.  Vv. 27-34 have been seen as based on an earlier story which reflected problems that arose when the sedentary way of life began to supersede the hunting stage  (Whybray, p.55). Ch.26 is given a unity by the theme of Isaac’s relations with Abimelech, the Philistine king of Gerar.

At one level this is a story of withdrawal and return, a familiar folk-tale motif.  It is also a story of hatred between brothers followed by eventual reconciliation; but in the context of the book as a whole, it is a continuation of the history of the promise made to the patriarchs.  Although Esau has his reward in the end in terms of material wealth (33:9-11), it is made clear that he was deprived not only of his birthright but also of the blessing (27:36).  He is to be the ancestor of the Edomites and not of Israel, and accordingly establishes his residence in the region of Seir, later to be part of Edom (32:3; 33:14, 16). Later events are clearly reflected here. Isaac’s blessing of Jacob (27:27-29) and his lesser “blessing” of Esau (27:39-40) reflect the history of the later relations between the state of Israel and Edom: Israel will rule over Edom but eventually Edom will “break the yoke” and achieve its independence.   Scholars point out that the account of Jacob’s adventures in these chapters was not originally a composite unit.  The narrative as we have it incorporates many events which the final editor has combined.  In particular, one major section, chs. 29-31, which describes Jacob’s extended residence in the house of his uncle Laban, originally belonged to a quite distinct tradition about the relations between two peoples: Israel and the Arameans.

Outside of Genesis, Hosea refers to the Jacob narrative, presenting a slightly different version of Jacob’s encounter at Penuel with God who is now represented as an angel (Hos. 12:2-4).  Jeremiah makes a somewhat disparaging allusion to Jacob’s character as a heel-grabber (Jer. 9:4) but in later literature Jacob is uniformly seen as a wise and pious man (e.g. Jub.25:4-10; Heb. 11:21).


Genesis 37-50:  The Story of Joseph

Context:

Chs 37-50 stands out from the rest of Genesis. Rather than a series of short episodes brought together by a final editor, we have here a single well constructed continuous narrative, skilfully arranged in a series of distinct consecutive scenes about the career of one man who rose to undreamed-of eminence in Egypt.  The story raises for the reader a number of questions which have been the subject of much discussion: What is its relationship to the rest of the patriarchal stories?  What is its literary genre?  Is it the work of a single author?  Does it contain reliable information about ancient Egypt?  What is its purpose?

The function of the Joseph story in the context of the foregoing patriarchal narratives and of the following book of Exodus is that it bridges a gap in the chronological scheme of the Pentateuch.  The material available to the compiler of Genesis appears to have come to an end.  The story of Joseph whose connection with earlier material in Genesis seems to be very tenuous serves the purpose of accounting for the migration of Jacob and his family to Egypt, from which country the Exodus tradition recounts the subsequent departure of the Israelites, so ensuring the continuity of the larger narrative tradition.   At the same time it constitutes another danger to the heirs of the promise – again as a result of famine – and their miraculous deliverance.   Von Rad found parallels between the Joseph story and certain Egyptian short stories and categorised it as narrative wisdom literature depicting Joseph an ideal wise man. But many other scholars have questioned this assessment.  Several scholars too are sceptical of the authenticity of the Egyptian allusions. (See Whybray, Genesis).

Many scholars have commented on the literary qualities of the narrative and how it is marked with deep psychological insights into the characters. Unlike the Abraham and Jacob stories, there are no theophanies: God is at work, but through the actions, even the sins of human beings. The reader of the Joseph story becomes aware of the presence of a narrator who has artfully arranged the succession of scenes and dialogues in symmetry of ever-increasing tension (R.E. Murphy in The New Jerome Biblical Commentary). The alienation between Joseph and his brothers works itself out until there is a reconciliation (45:1-15). There is a consistent pattern of siblings (pairs of dreams, two journeys etc) and a literary technique of echoes (e.g. Jacob going down to Sheol 37:35; 42:38, 44:31). 

The relocation of Joseph’s father and brothers to Egypt with which the narrative concludes, provides a sense of closure to Joseph’s own quest for family reunion and restoration and sets the stage for the great events of the Mosaic era: exile, exodus, wandering and the receiving of the Law. 

Surprisingly the story of Joseph goes virtually unmentioned in the rest of the Bible.  “The tribe of Joseph” is referred to frequently in the OT but Joseph himself is only spoken of in the covenantal history of Ps. 105 (vv.16-23).   His story is not mentioned explicitly in the NT but the story the Flight into Egypt in Matthew (ch.2) may allude to it. (See “Joseph” in Dictionary of Biblical Reference in English Literature).

Genesis in Jewish and Christian Tradition

The Book of Genesis, the first book of the Jewish Torah, features very significantly in Jewish and Christian tradition.  The topic and related literature are too vast to include in this module and so a representative sample only will be explored.  Continuing the theme of literary readings of Genesis, it is appropriate to explore how particular characters are presented and represented in Jewish and Christian tradition.  For the purposes of this module, the most significant of these are: Adam, Eve, Isaac and Joseph.

(a) Adam:

Inter-testamental and Jewish literature offer elaborations on the story of the Fall.  Particularly important is the pseudepigraphal work The Life of Adam and Eve. Various Jewish sources assert that Adam was created a “second angel” (2 Enoch 30:11).  When he sinned, he began to sink and “lost the brightness of  the sun” which clothed him and thus appeared naked (Gen. Rab. 11).

In the New Testament, Paul sees Adam as a type of Christ.  Through the first Adam came sin and death but through the second Adam came grace (Rom.5:14).  In the Gospel of Luke, the genealogy of Jesus is traced back to  Adam.

(b) Eve:

In Rabbinic tradition, Eve’s name, Havvah, is linked with the Aramaic hewyah (serpent) and this connection is particularly a feature of allegorical interpretation of the story of the Fall, much of which identifies the first sin with the acquisition of sexual knowledge.  One such Jewish allegorization sees ”the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden” (Gen. 3:3) as “merely a euphemism” for that which is in the middle of the woman and receives “whatever is sown therein.  According to this view, Satan came riding on the serpent to Eve and seduced her so that her firstborn, Cain the first murderer, was literally the son of the devil.

In the New Testament, Paul refers to the deception of Eve (1 Tim. 2:13-15 and 2 Cor. 11:3).  The NT’s depiction of the Church as the Bride of Christ led to an explicit association in the writings of the Church Fathers between Eve the mother of the living and “mother” Church.  For example, Zeno of Verona declared that just as Eve was created from the side of Adam, so the church was created from the side of Christ, from which flowed blood and water, figuring the martyrdom and baptism wherein the church actually took its beginning.  The second major parallel developed by the fathers is that between Eve and the Virgin Mary. Most believed Eve remained a virgin unit the Fall and this similarity between the two women served to set off the contrast between them (see especially the comments of Justin Martyr in the article below).

(c) Jacob:

Talmudic tradition makes Jacob a most colourful character. Michael becomes the guardian angel of Jacob while Esau, identified with Rome, has the demonic angel Sammael.  Jacob comes to occupy a role of messianic proportions in later Jewish legend and outstrips the other patriarchs.  Abraham was to have been the father of the twelve tribes but Jacob took his place to spare him the bother of raising children.  All humankind including Abraham was created for the merits of Jacob.  Haggadic sources add that God loves Israel only on account of Jacob.  It is for Jacob’s sake that he has his dwelling in Israel.  The Torah would have been revealed to Jacob rather than Moses except at that time the Jews were not numerous enough to make it necessary.  In the Jewish Cabala, the man in the moon has Jacob’s face.

Four events in the NT recall events in the life of Jacob: the narrative at Jacob’s well (John 4:4 ff); Stephen’s recollection of the journey to Egypt (Acts 7:8-16); Paul’s’ identification of Jacob as exemplifying the predestination of the elect (Rom. 9:10-13) and the writer to the Hebrews’ inclusion of him as an example of pragmatic faith (Heb. 11:9).  In early Christian tradition Jacob has great importance as a type of “redeemed Israel” and of Christ. Irenaeus comments on the verse “Jacob have I loved but Esau have I hated” (Rom. 9:13) seeing not only Israel’s’ election but the history of human salvation foreshadowed.

(d) Joseph:

There is extensive treatment of the Joseph story in an Apocryphal legend known as the Joseph and Asenath story. Here Joseph is portrayed in heroic terms and credited with angelic beauty. Rabbinic commentaries tend to emphasise Joseph’s exemplary status as the ideal of humanity. Josephus, expanding on the text’s terse comment that Joseph was "a goodly person and well favoured” (Gen. 39:6), argues that Joseph’s moral excellence was matched by his extraordinary physical beauty and many Talmudic commentators carry this to fanciful extremes. 

Joseph is not mentioned explicitly in the NT but the qualities attributed to Joseph the carpenter in the infancy narrative in Mathew’s Gospel invite the reader to compare Joseph the carpenter with Joseph the patriarch especially with regard to his dreams in the narrative of the Flight into Egypt in Matthew chapter 2.   Patristic commentaries emphasise Joseph’s moral stature. He is a model of constancy to God in the face of enemies and trials. St Gregory of Nyssa comments on his perfect chastity. Joseph is also presented as a type of Christ by the early Church Fathers. St. Ambrose devotes an entire book (de Joseph patriarchia) in which he provides point-to-point correspondences between the lives of Joseph and Christ. 

The Book of Genesis and its Literary and Artistic Afterlives
The Book of Genesis, like all book of the Bible has a rich and varied afterlife.  Authors, poets, artists and musicians have been inspired to reflect on, and frequently offer closure to, many of the questions raised by the biblical text. As well as the more obvious cultural interpretations that spring to mind such as Michelangelo’s frescoes of the creation, or Haydn’s oratorio The Creation, there is a wealth of other literary and cultural interpretations such as Thomas Mann’s novel, Joseph and his Brothers.  Many biblical commentators now use the literary and cultural afterlives of biblical texts to add a further rich dimension to the text: such interpretations often lead us to ask searching questions of the biblical narrative and of, course, many artistic representations of biblical texts are intensely theological in tone. 

Resources:

Increasingly, there are very many websites where you can access paintings and literature inspired by biblical themes.  In addition to the websites of all the main galleries (e.g. National Gallery, Louvre, Uffizi), there is an excellent  starting point to research into the artistic and cultural afterlives of biblical texts:

www.biblical-art.com
for Wales, see:

www.imagingthebible.com
You are encouraged to use at least a few cultural expressions of biblical texts in your assignment. They may help to support your argument as to why a particular text should be read or interpreted along certain lines. For the purpose of this booklet, only a few themes from Genesis can be looked at but it is hoped that this will encourage you to search for other rich interpretations that strike you as particularly pertinent.

(a)  The Story of Adam and Eve (Gen. 1-3).

(b)  The Sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22)

(c)  The Deception of Isaac (Gen. 27)

(d)  Joseph and Pharaoh’s Wife (Gen. 39).

(a)  The Story of Adam and Eve

Iconography:

Adam and Eve are naked and as such constitute one of the few biblical scenes, which allow artists to depict the nude figure.  The most important scenes in iconography are: the Creation of Adam, Adam in the Garden of Eden, the Creation of Eve (owing to the symbolic creation of Eve and her  union with Adam as the foundation of marriage, the sequence was widely illustrated in Jewish and Christian traditions. For Christianity, the events also prefigured the mystic marriage between Christ and his Church). The Fall was also copiously illustrated as well as  the Judgment and Condemnation, Adam and Eve driven from Paradise and Adam and Eve after their expulsion.

(b) The Sacrifice of Isaac (Gen. 22)

Iconography:

The binding of Isaac, (or in Hebrew, the Akedah), symbolises for Jews the believer’s total confidence in the word of God and for Christians it prefigures the sacrifice of Christ on the cross.  One of the oldest representations is found on the frescoes of the Synagogue in Dura-Euopas (245 AD). Ghiberti and Brunelleschi depicted the scene in the competition panels for the doors of the Florence Baptistery (1401).  Rembrandt did a famous painting of the scene (1636, Hermitage, St. Petersburg) as did Caravaggio (1603, Uffizi, Florence).

There are several websites on the Akedah.  Use search engines to locate these.

(c) The Deception of Isaac (Gen. 27)

Iconography:

The theme appears in early Christian, Byzantine and medieval art but it only comes into prominence in the Renaissance and seventeenth century. The most famous Renaissance treatments of the theme are Ghiberti’s relief on the doors of the Baptistery at Florence (1439) and Raphael’s fresco in the Loggia of the Vatican (1516).  Late 16th century representations of the theme portray Rebekah in a benevolent light: Luther and Calvin both regarded the biblical story as a classic example of the doctrine of predestination.  Rather than being seen a wife who deceives her husband, she was regarded as an agent of the Lord, whose decision “flowed from no other source but her faith”.  Calvin observed, “The inheritance promised by God was firmly fixed in he mind. She knew that it was decreed to her son Jacob”.

(d)  Joseph and Pharaoh’s Wife (Gen. 39)

Iconography:

The attempted seduction of Joseph by Potiphar's wife is common in art. Of particular note are: Raphael’s depiction in the fresco of the Loggia of the Vatican (1510), del Castillo’s depiction (c. 1610), Tintoretto (1560), Rembrandt (1640) and Marc Chagall (1960).  In Chagall’s painting Potiphar’s wife who has feigned sickness in order to trap Joseph, folds back her blanket to entice him with the sight of her nude body. But he resists and turns away. The contrast of the naked seductress on her bright bed and chaste Joseph, covered by heavy, dark clothing is striking.
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