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.”


Activity

The focus in this unit is really on the role and function of chapters 1-11 within the Book of Genesis as a whole, rather than on concentrating on a detailed exegetical study of any particular chapter. 

Try and read through the 11 chapters in their entirety with the help of a commentary (I suggested Turner’s commentary on Genesis earlier or Barton and Muddiman, The Oxford Bible Commentary). 

Alexander’s chapter (Paradise Lost) will provide you with a good overall view and also raise some interesting questions:
· T. Alexander (Paradise Lost) 

· Four other articles and chapters focus on the introductory chapters to Genesis: 

· T. Dennis (Commentary on Genesis 1-3) 
· Gelander (Story of Eden) 
· Chichang Li (Chinese Creation Myth and Genesis 1) 
·  R. Boer (The Fantasy of Genesis 1-3) 
Other interesting perspectives and readings on the section may be found here: 
· W. Brown (The Seven Pillars of Creation) 
· S. Haynes (Noah's Curse) 
· S. Barton (Reading Genesis after Darwin) 
· R. Branson, (Shifting Paradigms for Interpreting Genesis 1-11).


Issues to explore:

· How Genesis 1-2 acts as an introduction to the themes of the Book of Genesis
· The literary presentation of Adam and Eve 
· The significance of the story of Cain and Abel
· The significance of the Flood Story 


Formative assignment:

By the end of this unit, you should be able to answer the following question, in the context of contemporary scholarship:

In what way can Genesis 1-11 be regarded as an integral literary unit in which the main episodes each play a significant part?


