
Genesis:  An Introduction

Author and Occasion

Moses authored the first five books of the Bible (Genesis through Deuteronomy).  Genesis was probably delivered to the people of God at the foot of Mount Sinai in approximately 1250BC.   The Israelites needed to know their own history.  They needed to know the God that had just delivered them from Egypt.  So, most generally, Genesis was probably aimed at answering the question:  Where did Israel come from?  The story is an extended introduction to the Exodus.  As it tells the story of Israel’s relationship with God, it does so within the larger context of the origins of the universe and of all humanity.  Amazingly, it covers thousands of years of human history in a mere fifty chapters!  
Genesis appears to be based on a combination of written records, oral tradition (which was much more reliable in antiquity than it is today), and, of course, divine revelation.  At fifty chapters long, it can be tough to follow the larger plot line of the book.  The following Outline and Themes are designed to help you track the larger storyline and not get lost in the details.
Outline 

Genesis naturally divides into 10 sections, and each begins with the phrase “these are the generations of…” 

Introduction


Gen 1:1—2:3
1. The heavens and the earth
Gen. 2:4
Creation, Covenant, Fall

2. Adam                                 
Gen. 5:1
Genealogy Adam -> Noah 

3. Noah                                    
Gen. 6:9
Flood

4. Noah’s 3 sons             
Gen. 10:1
Separation of Nations

5. Shem                                    
Gen. 11:10
Genealogy Noah -> Abraham 

6. Terah (Abraham)               
Gen. 11:27
Abraham

7. Ishmael                                
Gen. 25:12


8. Isaac                                      
Gen. 25:19
Isaac

9. Esau                                       
Gen. 36:1

10. Jacob                                 
Gen. 37:2
Jacob, Joseph

Across these 10 sections, we see the story of universal history (chapters 1-11) and the origin of the nation of Israel (chapters 12-50).  Some have said that Genesis is a collection of hero stories.  These heroes are unique people in God’s dealings with humanity, but they also represent the human condition generally.  Their heroism encourages us to emulate their heroism, but it also points us forward to the Bible’s central hero—Jesus.   
Themes
As a book of beginnings, Genesis plants many themes that are watered, nurtured, and cultivated by the rest of the 40 biblical writers over a period of 1600 years.  Recognizing these themes will help you as you read.  
Chapters 1-3 form the foundation of a Biblical Worldview.  These are answers to the big questions that explain the world and our lives in it.
Creation—Where did we come from?  God is the source of all that exists.  Though there are various interpretations of the creation story (some literal, some metaphorical, some that combine both), Genesis is clear that God is the one through whom all things came into being.  The world is filled with the goodness, beauty, and purpose of God.  The creation theme in Genesis leads the Bible to describe salvation as a new creation.  Though the world and people move away from God, God’s solution to the wrong in the world is comprehensive, and will not stop until everything is restored and remade.
Covenant— Who are we?  People are the crowning achievement of God’s creative work.  We are made to reflect God and to be in relationship with him.  Genesis introduces God as one who makes and keeps promises.   To be in covenant with God means that he is binding himself to you—he guarantees that he will keep his word.  Think of covenant like an adoption—it’s both legal and relational, contract and relationship.  God and people commit themselves in vows, and create a relationship of love and service, of care and honor.  To be in the covenant means that you are committed to God, and God is committed to you and your children.   This covenant relationship is traced throughout the Bible, with God’s promises growing larger and greater and deeper each time that covenant is renewed.   Genesis traces the covenant from Adam and Eve to Noah, and to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 
Fall—What went wrong?  The tragic reality is that people do not always live according to God’s good intentions.  In the freedom of their own will, humanity rebelled against God’s goodness and left their covenant relationship with God.  This departure has vandalized the entire creation, especially marring the way that people live as individuals and in community.  
Redemption—How can it be fixed?  In response to the fall, God makes a new covenant to rescue people.  God acts to re-establish a relationship with people, and he promises to fix the effects of the fall.  Ultimately this redemption points to Jesus, the seed of the woman who will destroy the works of the serpent (Genesis 3:17).
Blessing the Nations—God’s blessing comes with a vision and responsibility to share that blessing with others.  This is spelled out in God’s covenant with Abraham and continues to be the call for God’s people throughout the rest of the Bible:  God’s blessings come so that we would be a blessing to others.
Real People—Genesis is refreshingly honest.  While many of the Biblical characters are heroes and heroines of faith, they are not perfect, and the Bible shows them to us with all their flaws.  We see personal weakness, broken marriages and families, abuse, polygamy, murder, rape, political intrigue, deception, war, sibling rivalry—all these are founds in humanity’s beginning as people seek to find happiness apart from God and his wisdom.  This shocks many Bible readers at first.  Over time, however, it becomes very comforting.  The God of the Bible works with and through people like this.  Maybe, rather, we should say, people like us. 

