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Genesis

“In the beginning God…” With that thunderous assertion of truth, the biblical canon opens, and the Scriptural revelation of God begins. Much of what is known about God, and subsequently revealed in the Bible, has its foundation in the first truths that are introduced and implied in the book of Genesis.

In the Hebrew, the title of this book is taken from its first words. The title is Bereshith, literally, “In the beginning.” Our English title, “Genesis” comes from the Septuagint, and simply means “beginnings”.

The title is certainly fitting, for Genesis is the beginning. It is the beginning of our understanding of our world, our lives, and our God.

“If the Bible were somehow [stripped] of the Book of Genesis (as many people today would prefer), the rest of the Bible would incomprehensible. It would be like a building without a ground floor, or a bridge with no support.”
 

-Henry M. Morris

“Appropriately has Genesis been termed ‘the seed plot of the Bible,’ for in it we have, in germ form, almost all of the great doctrines which are afterwards fully developed in the books of Scripture which follow.”

-A.W. Pink

“It has been truly said that ‘the roots of all subsequent revelation are planted deep in Genesis, and whoever would truly comprehend that revelation must begin here.”

-J. Sidlow Baxter

While Genesis is clearly critical to a right understanding of the rest of the Bible, it is a book that has been much maligned and criticized by foes and so-called friends.

“It is to be observed that the first book of the Bible has known more abuse, suffered more opposition, received more challenge, and endured more criticism than any other book. There must be a reason for this. Attack of this nature always comes from the enemy, and with intent to destroy. If Satan would dispose of this book, we ought to hold tenaciously to it. If he hates it, then we should love it. If it does him untold harm, it should do us that amount of good.”

-C.W. Slemming

Rather than spending our time in an effort to counter all the criticisms and attacks upon Genesis, let us accept it by faith at its face value, remembering that all Scripture is given by inspiration of God.

When Genesis is surveyed as a whole, it becomes clear that it falls into two distinct divisions. The first division runs from chapter 1 to 11, and covers the lengthy period from Adam to the appearance of Abram. From chapter 11 to chapter 50, the second division focuses much more narrowly upon Abraham and his descendents.

Each of these divisions focuses similarly upon four distinct things. The first division (ch. 1-11) focuses upon four historic incidents. The second division (12-50) deals primarily with four historic individuals.

With that being said, both divisions truly speak of one central truth – God. He is the subject behind the stories, and the revelation behind the record. In the first 11 chapters, we see:

I. THE GOD WHO CREATES MAN

“The first part of Genesis, chapters 1-11, provides everything the Bible says about a large chunk of human history.”

Though controversial, in its opening chapters the Bible quickly and succinctly provides a record of human history, from the origins of life, to the progression, expansion, and distinction of the races.

Four major historic incidents, or events, are chronicled within the first 11 chapters:


A. The Creation – Man’s origination

In simple, non-cryptic terms, the opening chapter of Genesis sets forth the claim that “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.” Within a few verses, the entirety of the universe is spoken into existence by nothing more than an act of fiat by the pre-existent and self-existent God.

The creative act is crowned with God’s origination of man (1:26). Formed from the “dust of the ground”, and infused with the very breath of God, the first man was perfect, sinless, and a flawless reflection of His Creator.

Through the Genesis account of creation, it is revealed to man that he is not an evolutional, accidental animal, but is rather a body carrying a living soul, and ultimately accountable to the God who created him.

B. The Fall – Man’s degeneration

The hinge of human history comes very quickly within the biblical record. In Genesis three, the fall of man in the garden is recorded, and to that one event the corruption of the entire human race can be traced.

“Here we find the divine explanation of the present fallen and ruined condition of our race. Here we learn the subtle devices of our enemy, the Devil. Here we behold the utter powerlessness of man to walk in the path of righteousness when divine grace is withheld from him. Here we discover the spiritual effects of sin – man seeking to flee from God.”

-A.W. Pink

If the implications and ramifications of man’s fall in Genesis three are not understood, it will be difficult to grasp much of what will be revealed later in the Scripture.


C. The Flood – Man’s condemnation

While we wish we had more information about the period between the fall and the flood, the Bible provides but scant details. By chapter six, the fallout from the fall is evident, and we read that, “And GOD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually (6:5).” 
Angered by this overwhelming wickedness, and wholesale depravity, God condemns His creation to judgment through a worldwide flood. Chapter seven records the total devastation. 7:21 says, “And all flesh died that moved upon the earth, both of fowl, and of cattle, and of beast, and of every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth, and every man:”

The flood reveals the fact that the God of creation is holy, and therefore will judge His creation in righteousness. “The corruption was extreme. Divine intervention became unavoidable. Retribution was inevitable. The Flood came, both as an act of judgment and as a moral salvage measure.”

It must be noted that the judgment of God was escaped only by Noah and his family, and this because Noah “found grace” in the eyes of the Lord. Even in the white hot wrath of God, grace is found.


D. The Tower of Babel – Man’s separation

Another historic incident that is to be noted in Genesis is the dispersion at the Tower of Babel. Though perhaps not as morally significant as the fall and the flood, this incident is of obvious historic importance for it gives a record of the origins of various races, languages, and civilizations.

Post-flood humanity, descended from Noah, lived as a unified culture (11:1), sharing a common land and language. There attempts to build a tower to heaven are thwarted when God confuses their languages and subsequently scatters them throughout the earth.

In the record of Babel, God is revealed as the catalyst behind human history, and progression of civilization throughout the world. Again, theories of evolutionary progression are countered by the revelation of a sovereign God controlling the affairs of His creation.

There is a clear break in the narrative as chapter 11 concludes and chapter 12 begins. Humanity as a whole moves “out of frame”, and the writer now zooms in on the life of one man and the people that would come from His seed.

In chapters 1-11, we meet the God who creates man, in the remaining chapters of Genesis, we find:

II. THE GOD WHO CALLS MAN

“The most crucial event in the Bible between the fall of Adam and the birth of Christ occurs in Genesis 12. Do you know what it is? The Lord calls Abram (12:1-3). This call sets off the story of the rest of the Bible.”

-Mark Dever

From this point on, the book of Genesis (and largely the Old Testament) is less concerned with humanity as a whole, and focuses primarily upon the relationship that is built between God and a very specific group of people that He calls to himself.

The first 11 chapters of Genesis were highlighted by four historic incidents. The last 39 chapters of Genesis are concerned with four historic individuals.


A. Abraham – the grace of God

Abraham is undeniably the most important figure in human history, apart from Christ. The Jew, the Muslim, and the Christian all trace their spiritual heritage back to this one man.

His story begins in Genesis 12, when he is simply minding his business in the midst of an idolatrous, pagan society. There, God appears to Him and calls him away from that land and that life with a promise of a better land and better life.

In the call of Abraham, God is revealed as the initiator of relationships with His people. In this preemptive move, the grace of God is magnified. Abraham neither sought nor earned God’s favorable call upon his life. Thought Abraham chose God, it was only after God had first chosen him.


B. Isaac – the greatness of God

At God’s initial call to Abram, His promise involved making “a great nation” out of Abraham. For this to happen, obviously, Abram and Sarai would need a child. Though God’s promise was reiterated and broadened in chapter 15, as Abraham and Sarah neared the century mark, it appeared that God’s covenant might not be true.

In Genesis 21, as if there were no intervening years of skepticism and doubt, it says in verse one, “And the LORD visited Sarah as he had said, and the LORD did unto Sarah as he had spoken.” In their old age, God blessed Abraham and Sarah with the promised son, Isaac.

In the birth of Isaac, it is revealed that God is greater than the obstacles of human limitations. His promises override the rationale of man, and if need be, He will do the miraculous in order to fulfill His Word.


C. Jacob – the goodness of God

Possibly the most intriguing of the four central characters of Genesis is the younger son of Isaac, Jacob. In his younger days, he lives up to his name, and is wily, cunning, deceptive, and manipulative. Yet, in spite of his many flaws, providence smiles upon Jacob, and he is graciously chosen by God.

His name and his nature are changed at Peniel (Genesis 32), and his life is a testament to the goodness of God in spite of His people’s failures. 

In God’s dealings with Jacob we see “…the marvelous patience exercised toward one so slow of heart to believe, the changeless love which unweariedly followed him through all his various course, the faithfulness which no unfaithfulness on Jacob’s part could change…”


D. Joseph – the guidance of God

Jacob’s sons form the patriarchal structure of the Children of Israel. However, the majority of the closing chapters of Genesis are taken up with the account of the dramatic life of Joseph.

The most beloved of Jacob’s sons, Joseph’s story is stranger than fiction, and traces him from his betrayal at the hands of his brothers, to his rise within the Egyptian empire. 

Through all of Joseph’s experiences, one thing becomes clear – God sovereignly orders the lives of His people. All of Joseph’s sufferings and struggles are woven together for the ultimate good of him and his people, and the glory of his God.

Genesis begins with an assertion of God’s pre-existence and self-existence. By the time Genesis closes, some 50 chapters, and several thousands of years later, a much clearer picture of God has developed.

Genesis reveals a God that brought man into existence, and is continually working out a plan in His creation that will redeem a select group of people, and will ultimately reveal His eternal grace and glory.

“Do you sense that God was up to something? That he was making a point? God wanted to make it clear that the promises he made to Abraham and his descendants depended on nothing in them, but only on Him. He wanted the glory. He wanted the children of Israel, standing on the banks of the Promised Land and reading Moses’ account of their forefathers, to know and trust that only he could deliver the Promised Land into their hands.”

-Mark Dever
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