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When we come to the first five books of the Bible, we often do not know what to do with them.  Are these strictly for Jewish people?  Are they historical?  Were they really written by Moses?  Does anything they say really matter to us?
These are good questions and valid ones as well.  However, I think they will get answered in the course of our time together (though, indirectly) by answering some other questions that I think we need to bring to these first five books.  These questions are:

1) What do these texts reveal about the character of God?

2) What do they reveal about the power and faithfulness of God?

3) What do they tell us about our calling as the people of God?

4) What do they tell us about our future and the future of creation?

Keep these questions in mind as we go through these next five weeks.

Genesis – Getting Started…or Literally “Beginning”

Generally, when people think about Genesis and “beginnings” they think of creation.   Certainly Genesis 1 and 2 speak about the beginning of creation, but the book of Genesis details many more beginnings, and theologically, many which are of equal or even greater importance.  

· Beginning of creation
· Beginning of marriage

· Beginning of fallen humanity 

· Beginning of families

· Beginning of murder

· Beginning of society

· Beginning of judgment 

· Beginning of covenant 

· Beginning of religious life

· Beginning of the people of God 

· Beginning of the self-concept of the people of God

It is not I believe an overstatement to say that the Book of Genesis contains the beginnings of all the major themes that we continually experience through the rest of the biblical texts.  But, and this is very important to our reading of the texts, these essential themes do not come as pithy one-liners are aphorisms.  They come to us as we enter the story of God people in and thru their (and our) narrative.  All five of these books, but especially this first two, pulls us into the story of human history, which takes on a formed and concrete structure around the people of God, through whom God is working to bring about salvations history.  
Genesis 1-11 – Human Preface
For a full and detailed look at this “Preface” to the Bible, you can look at my notes from a prior GTW class, which are found on my website at http://www.rovingtheologian.com/index.php/weblog/more/the_preface_to_the_bible_genesis_1_11/
But I do urge you strongly, whatever your beliefs on the “creation vs. evolution vs. I.D.” debate to note reduce the first two chapters of Genesis to the status of proof texts for your position.   Read this section from the perspective of worship and foundations.  The picture of the creation of “the earth and everything in it” is meant to bring the reader to their knees in worship and to affirm (even if it is anachronistically) the truth of Exodus 20:1-3, the First Commandment:

I am the Lord your God, who rescued you from slavery in Egypt. “Do not worship 

any other gods besides me.

I also want to bring your attention to the fact that, with the 1st Commandment in mind, how the other biblical texts treat creation.  Genesis 1 and 2 find a sort of reflected mirror in both John 1 and Revelation 20-21, which are meant to bring the original text into greater clarity. Revelation ends with the mirror of the original creation, but in its true and fulfilled nature.  The “real” not in the sense that our worlds I false, but rather that it is incomplete – world comes into being in Revelation 20-21.  This image of completeness and consummation formed the basis for C.S. Lewis’ wonderful image at the end of the final book in the Chronicles of Narnia, The Last Battle:

“Listen , Peter. When Aslan said that you could never go back to Narnia, he mean the Narnia you were thinking of.  But that was not the real Narnia.  That had a beginning and an end.  It was only a shadow or a copy of the real Narnia which has always been here and always will be here….
“The term is over: the holidays have begun.  The dream is ended: this is the  morning.”

But the biblical writers don’t stop there in building off of Genesis 1 and 2.  In John 1 we see yet another parallel of the creation story.  Genesis 1:1-2 starts off, 

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.  ﻿2﻿ Now the earth was ﻿a﻿ formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.  

John 1:1-5 starts off:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was with God in the beginning.  Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made.  ﻿ In him was life, and that life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood ﻿it. 

Likewise, in Genesis 1:27 we are told that the capstone of creation is the coming into being of humans.  In John 1 we find out that in fact, the true capstone of creation is the coming into the world of Word made flesh, and the coming in vs 14 of:

﻿ The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the One and Only, ﻿ who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.

So, as Christians we cannot read the Old Testament texts the way that the first Jews did, or in the way that modern Jews do. It is important to understand the meaning in the original context, but we also need to know that the story is coming to a conclusion, a conclusion that is given flesh and blood and life in the life, ministry, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  I certainly encourage Jewish-Christian dialogue and learning all that we can from those with whom we share the TANAK, but we must remember that the incarnation must change our readings of those texts, as God’s purposes are given a new clarity in the coming of Christ and new detail in the scriptures of the New Testament.  At the same time, we must remember that we too “see through a glass darkly” and that we are awaiting the further illumination that comes from the terrible but great “Day of the Lord.”
I also want to bring your attention to the words of Genesis 3.  It is there in Genesis 3, in the midst of the reality of fallen creation and humanity which has chosen death and rebellion over life and love, that God is present and, by his word, acting.  It is there, in Genesis 3:15 that we see what is known as the “proto-evangel” – the first foretaste of the Good News of God for human creatures and creation:

I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring ﻿and hers; he will crush ﻿your head, and you will strike his heel.” 

For whatever else we may say about God “allowing” evil, it is essential that we understand that from the beginning of the narrative of fallen humanity, that God has an answer and an answer that clearly predates the actual action.  

The rest of Genesis 1-11 answers the universal human question, “How did we get so messed up?” These first eleven chapters form our shared human history and our common nature – grace abused in sin, death chosen over life, chaos instead of order, slavery over…

But in the midst of this God acts to bring hope and the future.

Genesis 12:1-3

I don’t know if any of the rest of the texts of the Old Testament will be fully comprehensible without these three verses kept clearly in mind.  Why does God choose t the Jews?  What is this whole thing about?  Genesis 12:1-3 answers these questions and provides the underlying promise and reason for hope that will guide the people of God, both those of the Old Testament and those in the New as they understand their calling and the form of history.

The LORD had said to Abram, “Leave your country, your people and your father’s household and go to the land I will show you.﻿ “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. 

﻿I will bless those who bless you, and whoever curses you I will curse; and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”

It is God who is to make them into a great nation, which begins from the reality that Israel is the weakest of people, not the greatest.  Their (and our) greatness is not about us.  It is about God’s greatness being manifested in and through the weakness of people.  When the nation (and the church?) begins to trust in their own greatness, this is when judgment comes upon them, as it does in Israel throughout the Old Testament.  When the trust in their own strength and greatness, they are living as the nations around them do, simply bargaining with God for the “out of their control” elements, and trusting in might and greatness for the rest.  

“So all the peoples on earth will be blessed through you.”

But even the promise to be made into a great nation is not about Israel or us.  It is about this calling.  The key to understanding the “why” of God’s calling lies right here – to be a blessing to all the peoples of the earth.  Paul points to this when he says in Galatians 3:8:

The Scripture foresaw that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in advance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through you.” 

This is the Gospel…that you are blessed to be a blessing to others.  Being the people of God therefore is a calling to servanthood.  Well, actually, to slavery, but a form of slavery in which is found true freedom.  

What does this calling mean for you and for 1st Presbyterian as we carry out this calling give to our “Father in the faith.”  

Genesis – Abram to Isaac

All that comes after this text acts as the initial stage carrying out of this promise.  God chooses a man whose wife is barren and advanced in years to be the means of his promise (weakness to the maximum degree in the Ancient Near East).  Isaac then becomes the first fruits of this promise, brought about by the power of God.  It is God who remains faithful to this promise.  The calling on the people of God is faithfulness and obedience in participation with God in this process of grace.  There is no room for arrogance.  This is emphasized in the story of Isaac’s sacrifice.  Rather than this becoming an exegetical key for the people of God to understand their existence, they turn inward on themselves.  We see in Jeremiah 32:35 that Israel decides to sacrifice their own children, their first fruits, to devilish foreign “gods” like Molech.  They wanted power from this. The promise of God became about Israel, about the people of God.  This is the underlying reasons for the eventual destruction of Israel and Judah which dominates the last half of the Old Testament.

Jacob to Joseph

Two key concepts: it is never a first born, as in the case of the surrounding cultures, through whom God works (except when it is a sole-child brought about through miraculous action).  It is always the later children whom become the primary vehicle through which God acts.  If we are reading the Bible from the perspective of other cultures (including ours) we expect this book to be about Ishmael, Esau and Reuben.  Instead, its Isaac, Jacob and Joseph.  This is not accidental.  This is that principle of weakness overcoming strength.  In Jacob we see this even despite the fact that Jacob is, to put it mildly, a cad.  But, compared to his brother, the great and strong Esau, Jacob is the  ier brother, and because he demonstrates Esau’s unworthiness for the promise because of his willingness to sale his birthright, becomes the vehicle through which the promise carries into the next book.  This is the God we are dealing with: the God who is about weakness, grace and his power – not ours.  

It is this context that helps us to make sense of the oft-quoted verse in Joseph’s narrative: “You meant it for evil, but God intended it for good.”  It speaks to God’s ongoing intention to interact with human freedom, to work not in “raw power” and  human greatness, but in subversive weakness ways…and this is his calling to the people of God throughout history.  

An Outline of the Book of Genesis

I.     History of Humanity in General (1–11)

A.     Creation of the heavens and earth (1–2)

B.     Adam and his family (3–5)

C.     Noah and his family (6–10)

D.     The Babel rebellion (11).     

II.     History of Israel in Particular (12–50)

A.     Abraham—The father who gave his son (12:1–25:18)

1) The Promise is given (12:1-3)

2) God takes responsibility for the Covenant (15)

3) Sarah’s womb is opened (21)

4) God redeems Isaac (22)

B.     Isaac—The son who took a bride (25:19–26:35)

C.     Jacob—The flesh vs. the Spirit (27:1–36:43)

1) Jacob vs. Esau (25-27)

2) The Jacob is a liar story (27-36)

D. Joseph—The providence of God (37:1–50:26)

1) Sibling rivalry (37)

2) God redeems Joseph and his brothers (39-50)
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