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To

Milo SKinner & Hal Skinner
1980–2015

1932–2015

A young man and his grandpa
who have reminded me to love the
souls around me while they’re near,
and then when they’re gone,
to never forget their stories and
the reasons why we love them still.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

O

ne sentence guides everything I write.
It came out of the mouth of a journalism prof who taught my Newswriting 101 class at
Kent State University: “Write as though the person reading just arrived from Mars.”
Welcome to Earth.
This is a book about Genesis, the first book in a collection of books called the Bible. Many
people around the world consider the Bible a sacred library, written by people who were inspired
by God, Creator of the universe.
Genesis is the story of Creation: the beginning of life, humanity, and civilization.
It’s a book full of weird and wild stories.
• a talking snake
• God making Eve from Adam’s rib
• fallen angels and human women making baby giants
• a flood that covers the entire planet
• a 100-year-old man and his 91-year-old wife having a baby
Bible experts don’t always know what to make of these stories. But they’ve got their educated
guesses. I report those theories from a wide range of scholars: traditional as well as progressive.
I try to do it objectively so you don’t see my opinion coming through. That’s often easy for
me to do because I’m as confused as the next guy. I also write this way because I want you to
think for yourself.
I keep the words casual. I’m not a Bible scholar. Any Bible scholar would tell you that with
glee. I’m a news journalist who graduated from seminary with a degree in biblical studies. I cover
the Bible beat. I’m just another grunt trying to get the story right.
If you’re curious about what the book of Genesis teaches and what a wide range of Christian
Bible experts have to say about it—and if you don’t mind a little dry humor here and there—
hang on to this book. I was thinking of you when I wrote it.

A WORD OF   THANKS
Publishers call this a “complex book” when they’re being polite.
Words. Photos. Paintings. Maps. All of these have to be carefully and brilliantly displayed on
every two-page canvas inside the book covers. I needed a little help to pull that one off.
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From pitching the book idea to sending the finished book to the printer, here are a few kind
souls who helped along the way:
• Steve Laube, my agent and cherished business partner
• Terry Glaspey, the acquisitions editor who pitched my book to his publishing team
• Bob Hawkins, Harvest House president, who gave the book his blessing
• Gene Skinner, who edited the book like nobody’s business, polishing the words
• Janelle Coury, the designer who made the book look gorgeous
• A multitude of others from here to there, unknown by me yet considered with gratitude
God bless them every one.

Steve

Stephen M. Miller
StephenMillerBooks.com
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INTRODUCTION

build an eternal temple for his people
(   Jubilees 1:26).

GENESIS: WHAT’S IT ABOUT?
Many scholars argue that clues in Genesis
Beginnings. The universe, humans, sin, the
suggest Moses didn’t write it. Or that if he did,
Jewish race.
The decontamination of a spiritually toxic someone edited it later. Here’s a sampling:
world. God creates paradise on earth. Humans
• The Canaanites are already gone. “Abram
contaminate it with sin. God launches a martraveled through the land as far as
athon restoration project. He starts with one
Shechem…At that time, the area was
godly man—Abraham. From Abraham’s faminhabited by Canaanites” (Genesis 12:6).
ily he creates a race of people who take a stand
In Moses’s day, Canaanites still lived
against sin by pledging their allegiance to God.
in the land. That’s why the land was
called Canaan. But the Genesis writer
WHO WROTE IT?
talks
about Canaanites in the past tense.
Who knows? The writer didn’t add her
If Moses wrote Genesis, many scholars
byline.
say, some gutsy person edited him.
Okay “his,” more likely. It was a man’s world.

Ancient Jewish tradition says God or his
personal angel dictated the stories to Moses.
This idea goes back to at least a century before
Jesus, showing up in a book found among the
famous Dead Sea Scrolls:

God had the angel of his presence [either
God himself or his personal assistant] tell
Moses the story of creation—from the beginning of the universe until the time God will

• The Jews already have kings. “These are
the kings who ruled in the land of Edom
before any king ruled over the Israelites”
(Genesis 36:31).
Israel didn’t have a king for at least
200 years after Moses. Israel’s first king
was Saul, in about 1065 BC. Moses
died centuries earlier, in about 1250 or
1400 BC—scholars debate which.

Introduction
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One favorite theory among scholars is that
many centuries after Moses, Genesis and the
other anonymous books typically credited to
him—Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy—were all edited together from a
variety of ancient sources.
Some stories, teachings, and laws may have
been preserved in writing, including some
from Moses himself. Other writings—perhaps
most, many scholars say—were passed along
by word of mouth from one generation to the
next for many centuries before anyone bothered to write them down.
Moses, raised a prince in Egypt, may have
been able to write Egyptian. But Jews didn’t
seem to develop their own written language
until a few centuries later. The earliest surviving written Hebrew comes from about the
time of King David and his son Solomon,
3000 years ago.
That’s when the Jewish nation started to
blossom.
As one popular theory goes, Jewish leaders decided to get their history on the record.

14
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That’s when they hired government historians
to start writing down the story of how the Jews
became a nation.

WHEN AND WHERE DID IT HAPPEN?
Genesis stories start with the creation of the
universe—roughly 14 billion years ago, if the
prevailing theory among astrophysicists and
geologists is right. Or it may have been about
6000 years ago if creationist Christians are
right. Many creationist Christians base their
dating on a literal read of genealogies and dates
in the Bible—along with the idea that God created everything in six 24-hour days.
Genesis stories end in about the 1800s BC,
when Jacob moved his family from what is now
Israel to Egypt, to escape a seven-year drought.
Sadly, they would wear out their welcome and
get themselves enslaved. It would take Moses
to free them about 400 years later.
Location
Genesis stories cover much of the Middle
East, stretching from Iraq in the northeast to
Egypt in the southwest.

A Visual Walk Through Genesis
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Genesis Timeline (dates are approximate)
4.5 billion BC
The earth is born.
Before 2500 BC
Noah saves his family from the flood.

2100s BC
Abraham leaves Iraq for Israel.

1900s BC
Jacob fathers 12 sons,
who produce Israel’s
12 tribes.
1800s BC
Jacob moves his family to
Egypt during a drought.

1400s or 1200s BC
Moses is credited with writing Genesis.

Introduction
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GENESIS AT A GLANCE
Generations One Through Ten: Way Back When
Six days to create the universe (Genesis 1)
Adam, Eve evicted from paradise (Genesis 2–3)
Cain murders brother Abel (Genesis 4)
Humanity’s ten-generation family tree (Genesis 4–5)
Noah’s waterworld (Genesis 6–9)
Noah’s family tree (Genesis 10–11)
Abraham’s Story: Circa 2100 BC
Abraham moves from Iraq to Israel (Genesis 12–13)
Abraham rescues kidnapped nephew Lot (Genesis 13–14)
God promises Abraham sons and land (Genesis 15–18)
Sodom and Gomorrah are toast (Genesis 19)
Abraham’s family drama and the birth of Isaac
(Genesis 20–21)
Abraham almost sacrifices Isaac (Genesis 22)
Sarah dies (Genesis 23)
Finding a wife for a 40-year-old bachelor (Genesis 24)
Abraham dies (Genesis 25)
Isaac starts a family (Genesis 25–26)
Jacob’s Story: Circa 1900 BC
Jacob steals brother Esau’s blessing (Genesis 27)
Jacob dreams of a stairway to heaven (Genesis 28)
Headache of a family: Four women, thirteen kids
(Genesis 29–31)
Tense reunion with Esau (Genesis 32–33)
Jacob goes home (Genesis 34–35)
Esau’s Arab descendants (Genesis 36)
Joseph’s Story: Circa 1800 BC
Brothers sell him to slave traders (Genesis 37)
Judah sleeps with daughter-in-law (Genesis 38)
Joseph’s rise to power in Egypt (Genesis 39–41)
Painful family reunion (Genesis 42–45)
Jacob moves family to Egypt, dies (Genesis 46–50)

16
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GENESIS 1
WHERE NASA AND GENESIS
AGREE

WHERE LIFE
GOT ITS START

When God created the universe, he started
with existing material that was formless and
dark, the Bible says. With that, he began to
separate and organize that material.
NASA astrophysicists use similar words
to describe the birth of the universe. They say
it’s made up mostly of mysterious substances
called dark energy and dark matter.

In the beginning God created the
heavens and the earth. The earth
was formless and empty, and
darkness covered the deep waters.
Genesis 1:1-2

I

n the beginning God did not create.
Instead, “God started to create.” That’s
what some Hebrew lingo specialists say.
God created (1:1) comes from a Greek
translation of the original Hebrew language.
And the Greek translator wasn’t up on his
Hebrew, some Jewish scholars say.
What difference does it make?
The corrected version emphasizes that creation was a process. The question debated
among Christians today is how long that process took—one week or an eon of weeks.

Genesis 1
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When the universe was young, it was
nearly smooth and featureless. As it grew
older and developed, it became organized.  1

Astrophysicists estimate that only about
5 percent of the universe is organized into
objects we can see, such as planets and stars.
Seventy percent is dark energy, sometimes cryptically described as a property of
space: empty, but with such characteristics
as the ability to allow the universe to expand.
The rest of the universe, an estimated 25
percent, is dark matter: exotic particles that
can’t be seen—possibly axions, hypothetical
particles 500 million times lighter than an
electron.
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DAY ONE: LIGHT

least 300 years before Moses could have written Genesis—if he wrote it, as Jewish tradition
says he did.
Some scholars theorize that the Genesis
writer may have heard that famous Babylonian
story but wanted everyone to know it was God
who created the world and everything in it—
not Marduk or any other supposed god.

DAY 2: LIVING SPACE

God said, “Let there be light” (1:3), and
light exploded into the darkness. Creation
began with a burst of light.
Some Christians say they see elbow room
for the big bang theory—with God pulling the
trigger on creation’s big boom.
But the Genesis story of creation isn’t about
the “how,” most scholars quickly add. It’s about
the “who.” It preaches that God is the source of
everything in the universe.
God had competition.
Throughout the ancient Middle East, centuries before scholars say Moses or anyone else
could have written Genesis, stories circulated
about various gods creating the world. A god
named Marduk gets the credit in one legend
from Iraq, where many historians say civilization started. Marduk was the top god of that
region, known as Babylon. Babylonian writers
described him as the lord of heaven and earth.
A copy of Marduk’s creation story turned
up in the ruins of an Assyrian library in northern Iraq. The story is called Enuma Elish
(When Above), taken from the story’s opening
words: “When the sky above…” One version
of this story dates to the 1700s BC. That’s at

18
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On day two—whether that was 24 hours
later or an eon of 24 hours later—God gives
his next command: “Let there be a huge space
between the waters” (1:6 nirv). This “huge
space” is everything we humans can see, from
the brown dirt of earth to clouds in the blue sky
above. Some old-school Bible translations call
this room the “firmament” (nkjv).
People in ancient times seemed to think of
the sky as a hard dome protecting the earth
from an ocean above the sky: “Can you help
God spread out the skies? They are as hard as
a mirror that’s made out of bronze” (   Job 37:18
nirv).
The ancients also seemed to think that the
sky was blue because of the water above the
clear dome.
Ancient Middle Eastern legends older
than Moses also say water played important
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SIX DAYS OF CREATION

Did God create the entire universe in just six 24-hour days, as a literal read of Genesis
suggests? Christians debate this hot topic.
The creation story isn’t rocket science, most Bible scholars say. Or any other kind of science. So they say we shouldn’t look for a scientific timeline in the creation story. Otherwise,
we’ll have a tough time explaining…
• A literal six-day creation when it wasn’t until day four that God created the sun and
moon—our tools for measuring 24-hour days (1:14).
• Plants growing on day three—which was one day before God created the sun,
which produces plant food (radiation).
There’s more poetry than science at work here, most Bible experts agree.
The rhythmic flow includes lines repeated throughout what sounds to some folks like
the lyrics of a song.
God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light…
Evening passed and morning came, marking the first day (1:3,5).
God said, “Let there be a space between the waters”…
Evening passed and morning came, marking the second day (1:6,8).

The writer beats that drum through six wonderfully pulsing choruses.
Parallelism like that is a hallmark of Hebrew poetry—just as rhyme, in English, clues
us that the writer is more into poetry than history.
Not that we can’t have both. But if we’re reading history from a poet…we’d want to
know it.
That’s what a good many Christians say.
Those who lobby for a creation process extending over billions of years quote the Bible:
“A day is like a thousand years to the Lord, and a thousand years is like a day” (2 Peter 3:8).
Those who lobby for six literal days of creation say they’re simply repeating what the
Bible story itself clearly says: days, not eons.
Many scholars admit that the word “day” alongside the mention of morning and evening clearly suggests a 24-hour day. Yet some are quick to add that we should keep in mind
the literary genre we’re reading—a genre they say is more poetry than history or science.
Yet if Gallup pollsters are right, almost half of America reads the story literally—some
42 percent.  2
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roles in creation. In one story called Enuma
Elish (When Above), the goddess of saltwater—
Tiamat—and the god of freshwater—Abzu—
“mixed their waters.”
A bit like exchanging bodily fluids, because
the mixing was productive.
It churned out a wave of second-generation
gods. Their names in English: Slime and Mud.
They had kids too: Whole Sky and Whole
Earth.
If many people in Bible times knew about
this story, as some Bible experts speculate
they did, the Bible writer may have purposely
woven some well-known story elements into
his very different account of creation, starring
God as the One and Only—without the supporting cast of Slime and Mud. At least that’s
a popular theory among many Bible experts.
Laying the foundation for life, God had
one more command to give: “Let the waters
beneath the sky flow together into one place”
(1:9).
That sounds oddly reminiscent of one scientific theory: Earth was a waterworld some
2.5 billion years ago—before life had formed.
That’s a theory from Australian geoscience
researchers at the University of Sydney, including Dr. Nicolas Flament.  3
Whatever happened and whenever it happened, it was God’s happening. The Bible
writer wants to make that clear. When God
spoke, the land and water moved into place.
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DAY 3: GARDENS

What’s a bit surprising to some is that on
day three, God doesn’t seem to make anything.
Instead, he moves stuff around: land and sea.
And he tells the land to get busy: “Produce
plants” (1:11 ncv).
Evolutionary biologists theorize that plants
first appeared on earth somewhere around 500
to 700 million years ago. Water-loving fungus
appeared much earlier, studies suggest—some
1.3 billion years ago.
Whenever plants showed up, they prepped
the air for humans by punching up the oxygen
and filtering out some of the heat-spawning
greenhouse gas of carbon dioxide. Plants feed
on carbon dioxide, which is the gas produced
when we exhale or when we burn fossil fuels,
such as oil, gasoline, or coal.
In a day the land produced plants (1:12
nirv).
Really? some Christians ask. A garden is
growing before God created the sun? Don’t
plants need sunlight to trigger photosynthesis,
which brings them to life and nourishes them
with energy?
This is one compelling reason not to read
this story as if it were the history of natural
science. Or the history of anything, say some
Christians.
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Others, including creationists who insist
that God made the universe in six 24-hour
days, argue that even before God made the
sun and moon, there was light (1:3). This light
would later become our sun and billions upon
billions of other stars.
Besides, God is light:

DAY 4: SKY LIGHTS

• “Here’s what Jesus told us. And I’m telling it to you now. God is light. He
doesn’t have a dark side. There’s no
darkness in him” (1 John 1:5, author’s
paraphrase).
• “New Jerusalem doesn’t have a sun or a
moon. Doesn’t need them. God himself lights the city. The Lamb of God is
the light” (Revelation 21:23, author’s
paraphrase).

Moon dew. Night dew—a cherished gift in
desert lands—came from the moon god,
many people in ancient times seemed to
believe. Canaanites in what is now Israel
gave thanks to their moon god, Yarikh.

“Let great lights appear in the sky,” God
says (1:14). The Hebrew writer doesn’t call the
two great lights (1:16) by name (but our modern translator does: the sun and the moon).
Instead, he describes them: The larger one to
govern the day, and the smaller one to govern the night.
Why skip the names?
Some Bible experts guess it’s because the
names had split personalities in the Hebrew
language of the Old Testament. Sun and Moon
weren’t just sky lights. They were names of
pagan gods.
Shamash. That’s the Hebrew word for “sun.”
It was also the name of the sun god for several
Middle Eastern empires, including the Iraqbased Assyrians and Babylonians. As some
ancients taught, Shamash’s light overpowered
darkness. That was a big deal in the days before
electricity, when darkness welcomed danger:
robbers, snakes, and relatives you’d rather see
coming before they arrive.
Yarikh. This Hebrew word for “moon” was
also the name of the moon god of the Canaanites—non-Jews who, in Old Testament times,
lived in what is now Israel. Worshippers
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thanked Yarikh for the morning dew that
Were these Loch Ness monsters? Not likely,
nourishes the plants. Yarikh was also the name scholars say.
Bible experts can only guess what the sea
of an ancient oasis city of the Canaanites: Jericho. Today as in ancient times, farmers harvest monsters were and why the Genesis writer
added them to the list of swimmers.
crops there year-round.
One guess. Without presuming the monDAY 5: FISH AND BIRDS
sters were real, the writer drew from popular myths about sea serpents—including a
Canaanite story about the god Baal defeating
a sea dragon sometimes known as Leviathan.
The writer did it, scholars say, to make a point:
God is the power behind the most fearsome
creatures on earth.
That makes God a power who commands
respect. It suggests that people should respect
God at least as much as they fear Leviathan.
In the Bible, it’s God who kills the sea monSea creatures came to life on day five, when ster. It’s not Baal or any other god doing the
God gave the command, “Let the waters killing.
It’s not clear if killing the sea monster is just
swarm with fish and other life” (1:20).
That was about half a billion years ago, a metaphor to illustrate God’s power or if it’s a
according to most geologists—roughly 530 future event in history. References to the killmillion years ago, during a time in earth’s his- ing are written as poetry:

tory that scientists call the Cambrian explosion.
By his power the sea grew calm.
They say fossils suggest this was when complex
By his skill he crushed the great sea
life forms started to fill the oceans.
   monster (   Job 26:12).
Some sea creatures were whoppers: monFish started swimming. Birds starting flysters (1:21 cev).
ing.
God saw that it was good. Then God
But not just monsters in size. “Sea monsters” (nasb). That’s what the Hebrew word blessed them (1:21-22).
What God says might not sound like a
tannin means. The same word shows up in
blessing. It might sound more like a boss tellother Bible books too:
ing someone what to do: “Let the fish fill the
• “You broke the heads of the sea monseas, and let the birds multiply on the earth”
sters…of Leviathan” (Psalm 74:13-14
(1:22). But in Bible times, lots of offspring was
nasb).
a good thing.
• “The Lord will punish Leviathan…He
will kill that twisting sea monster” (Isaiah 27:1 nirv).
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DAY 6: ANIMALS AND HUMANS

The Hebrew language divides land animals
into three classes:
• “creeping things,” such as insects
• “domesticated animals,” such as cattle
• “wild animals,” such as just about any
other critter you wouldn’t want to take
for a walk on a short leash

The writer is talking about the entire animal
kingdom. Then he moves on to humans. “Let
us make human beings” (1:26).
Which raises the question: Who is the “us”
in “Let us”?
Many Christian scholars say it could refer
to the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.
With plants everywhere, earth is ready for
Orthodox Jews say they don’t believe in the
animals. That’s because, some scholars say, ani- Trinity. So most Jewish scholars suggest God
mals were vegetarians (see 1:30).
was talking to others in his heavenly home:
God gave the order: “Let the earth pro- angelic beings.
duce every sort of animal” (1:24).
But some scholars say God was talking to

HOW DO WE RESEMBLE GOD?
God said, “let us make human beings in our image.”
Genesis 1:26

How humans are like God is anyone’s guess. A
few educated guesses:
• We reign. In the very next sentence, God puts
humans in charge of life on the planet. We’re
the caretakers of his creation. (See 1:28; 2:15.)
• We create. God gives us the ability to create.
Babies, for one. Books, for another.
• We have character. We resemble God in some
of our characteristics: we reason, we love,
we’re inventive, and we have a sense of justice.
• We look like him. Adam had a son that resembled him too: Seth, “who was just like
him, his very spirit and image” (5:3 msg).
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himself in third-person phrasing fit for majesty or a superstar. Maybe a bit like a quarterback saying, “Yessir, we sure enough threw
that game-winning touchdown pass right on
target.”
Others, too, say they consider this creation story a piece of fiction, a bit like a parable. So to them, focusing on a tiny detail like
this becomes a distraction, like a gift shop at
the Grand Canyon. They say this isn’t where
you want to spend your time. And the question of “us,” some scholars would argue, isn’t
where the writer would have wanted readers to
spend their time—reading between his lines as
if they’d find a spooky coded message from the
fifth dimension.
Of all the commands God has given the

human race, there is only one that we humans
have nailed: “Be fruitful and multiply” (1:28).
Our obedience, in this case, probably has
more to do with flesh than spirit—and with
the fact that God built a pretty sweet reward
system into his request. There are lots of happy
nerve endings located at the point of contact
for baby making.
No wonder the current world population
is estimated at more than seven billion. That’s
up from the estimated fifty million in the time
of Moses. It’s also one billion more than ten
years ago.
God serves up a banquet of veggies and fruit
for humans: “Every seed-bearing plant…All
the fruit trees” (1:29).
No mention of meat.

WHY ARE WE HERE?

Life’s biggest question: What on earth
are we humans doing here? Genesis says the
answer is…
• “Take charge! Be responsible…for every
living thing that moves on the face of
Earth” (1:28 msg).
• “Tend and watch over it” (2:15).

King of the Jungle. Lions might rule
the jungle, but humans rule the planet.
God says so: “Let them rule over all
the creatures” (1:26 nirv).
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We’re the caretakers of Earth. We’re security
guards on duty 24/7. The lion might be king of
the jungle, but we’re king of God’s good earth.
We rule at God’s pleasure, on his behalf,
and in his spirit. We do for the world today
what God did for the world at creation. We
cherish it. We protect it. We nourish it.
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The Jewish God of Genesis lives on the flip
side of the coin from gods the ancient Middle
Easterners were used to hearing about. Those
gods didn’t feed their people. They made their
people feed them.
In the southern Iraqi home region and time
of Abraham, father of the Jews, people of the
Sumerian Empire “were firmly convinced that
man was fashioned of clay and created for one
purpose only: to serve the gods by supplying
them [idols] with food, drink, and shelter so
that they might have full leisure for their divine
activities.”  4
“I have given every green plant as food
for all the wild animals” (1:30). Some Bible
experts say that in ancient times, animals and
people alike were vegans. Meat wasn’t on the
menu until after the flood. That’s when some
students of the Bible say there was a shift from
vegan to meat eating: “Everything that moves,
everything that is alive, is yours for food. Earlier I gave you the green plants, but now I give
you everything for food” (Genesis 9:3 ncv).
They cite Genesis 1:29-30 as evidence, along
with words of prophets who seemed to say that
in a day yet to come, creation will return to its
default setting—a vegan paradise.

it was good. But after making human beings
on day six he looked at all of creation and saw
that it was very good (1:31).
Some scholars say they see the hint of perfection. When the job is finally done, with
humans saved for the final act, creation is complete. And perfect. In fact, God will rest on day
seven—a number that will come to symbolize
perfection.

• “The lion will eat hay like a cow” (Isaiah
11:7).
• “You will no longer be attacked by wild
animals” (Hosea 2:18 cev).
On the other hand, many Bible experts
remind us that there’s not always a lot of difference between this kind of prophecy and poetry
and that we should chew on that a while. A lot
of Bible prophecy is written as poetry.
At the end of days one, three, four, and five,
God looked at what he had made and saw that
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GENESIS 2

ONE COUPLE,
ONE PARADISE
The Lord God formed a man. He made
him out of the dust of the ground. He
breathed the breath of life into him.
Genesis 2:7 nirv

W

ith creation done on day seven, God…
rested (2:2).
Not that he was tired, Bible experts are
quick to add.
God may have rested for the same reason some scholars say Jesus, “who did not
sin” (Hebrews 4:15), got baptized in a ritual
intended for people who “admitted they had
sinned” (Matthew 3:6 nirv): to give folks an
example to follow. To show them how it’s done.
The Genesis writer says God declared
day seven holy (2:3). God would later make
resting on day seven a law—one of the Ten
Commandments:
You have six days when you can do your
work…In six days I made the sky, the earth,
the oceans, and everything in them, but on
the seventh day I rested (Exodus 20:9,11
cev).

What comes next in the Genesis story is a
bit of a surprise: This is the story of the creation of the sky and the earth (2:4 ncv).
We’ve just read that story in chapter 1.
What’s up with this rerun already?
Many Bible experts say this starts a different version of the creation story—a version
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told by a different writer and then inserted
into Genesis by an editor. Scholars say it’s different in much the same way Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John are four versions of Jesus’s story
reported by four different writers.
Genesis chapter 1 tells the creation story
from God’s point of view—emphasizing the
cosmic and reporting what God did to whip
creation into shape. But Genesis chapter 2
offers details that seem earthier—describing
the land, the weather, and even how Adam
reacted when he first saw Eve standing there
naked as all get-out: “At last!” (2:23).
Other Bible experts say they don’t buy the
two-writer theory. They say chapter 2 is by the
same writer who is filling in some details of his
own story. Like a flashback.
In this flashback—or this second version of
creation, whichever the case—there were still
no plants on the earth (2:5 ncv).
Some scholars say the writer was describing
earth as a desert wasteland, for the Lord God
had not yet sent rain to water the earth (2:5).
Others disagree. They argue that the writer
wasn’t saying there were no plants. The writer
was saying there weren’t any cultivated plants
because there weren’t any farmers.
There wasn’t any rain, either, but there was
underground water. Many Bible experts say
they aren’t sure what kind of water the writer
was talking about. That’s why there are several
different translations of the description of the
water in 2:6:
mist (kjv)
stream (nrsv)
springs (nlt)
flow (nasb footnote)
underground springs (msg)

A Visual Walk Through Genesis

Copyrighted material

12/22/15 9:54 AM

HOW TO SAY GOD’S NAME

This is the first time God’s formal name shows up in the Bible: Lord (2:4). It’s the first
of about 7000 times—making it the most common name of God in the Bible.
In the original Hebrew, written in shorthand—as consonants without vowels—the
name is YHWH.
Most English Bibles translate that name as Lord.
If we wanted to create an English shorthand version of God’s name without vowels, in
much the same way the ancient writers did, our formal name for God would be Lrd, to
abbreviate Lord.
Readers would have to guess how to pronounce that. Lots of possibilities: Lard, Laird,
Lerdo…pick some vowels and run with them.
In the same way, scholars have to guess what the vowels for YHWH might have been.
Most scholars agree that the best educated guess at the moment is “Yahweh.”
For cowboy aficionados and computer geeks, scholars say that Yahwho—as in the Great
Yahoo—is a nonstarter.
Hebrew linguist Dr. Joseph Coleson, a prof at Nazarene Theological Seminary, answered
my query about that: “No Semitic language ever would allow all three root letters (HWH)
to occur in succession together, in any form of any root, without vowels to break them up.”
Many rabbis tell Jews not to pronounce “Yahweh” at all. Instead, Jews often use the
descriptive name Adonai, which means “my Lord.” In writing, they’ll often drop a vowel
and spell the name G-d.
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MAKING HUMANS FROM DUST
Once more, we get a story about God creating human beings. This time we get more
detail. God formed the man from the dust of
the ground (2:7).
We can’t see it in English, but there’s some
wordplay going on in the original Hebrew language. “Man,” in Hebrew, is adam. “Ground”
is the similar-sounding adamah. So “God
formed adam from adamah.”
It’s not just a play on words—it’s foreshadowing. Man is made from the ground. He’s
going to live by working in the ground. And
when he dies, he’s going back to the ground.
From dust to dust.
The Bible isn’t the only ancient book—or
even the first book—to say humans were created from the ground. First on record: Epic of
Gilgamesh. Perhaps the best educated guess
is that it was written in what is now Iraq in
the 1700s BC. That’s several centuries before
Moses could have written Genesis, if he did.
The Gilgamesh story says the earth goddess
Aruru made a man named Enkidu from clay
and wild animals raised him.
Similar men made from dirt or clay show
up in other ancient stories from Egypt, central
Africa, and Greece.
Scholars debate whether the Bible writer
was reporting this creation from dirt as a literal
fact, revealed from the mouth of God. Many
suggest the writer was simply using the other
widely known creation stories as a springboard
to help introduce God as the true Creator.
In either case, scholars say, the Bible writer
wanted people to understand that it was the
God of Israel who did the creating—however
he did it. It wasn’t some Sumerian fertility goddess making a wild man from a pinch of clay,
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Breath of life. God brought Adam to life with
a breath. Some Bible experts say they wonder if that’s when God puts a soul into the
human body. That the breath comes from
God when we’re born, and then it returns to
God when we die.

or an Egyptian god shaping a man on a potter’s wheel.
God…breathed the breath of life into the
man’s nostrils (2:7). It sounds a little like God
doing CPR.
In a vision, the prophet Ezekiel did something similar. He stood in a valley littered with
skeletons, and God told him, “Breathe into
these dead bodies so they may live again” (Ezekiel 37:9). Ezekiel did. And they did.
Some wonder if “breath of life” means this
is when God put a soul into Adam, as though
humans become a living soul when they take
their first breath. Some scholars seem to imply
this. They make the point that the physical
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is said to have built for his queen, who missed
her wooded homeland while living in the desert.
If a park like that adjoined the palace property,
we might say it’s part of the palace or separate
from the palace, or we might even call the palace
by the park’s name: Hanging Gardens Palace.
God put Eden in the east (2:8). That’s east
of what is now Israel, many scholars say.
If Moses wrote Genesis, as Jewish tradition
says he did, or even if some other Jew wrote
it, the book was likely written somewhere in
or near what is now Israel. “East” to the writer
could be somewhere in what is now Iraq, Iran,
or eastern Turkey—where civilization began in
what is known as the Fertile Crescent, a curved
eyebrow of land that runs alongside some of
the major rivers there.
The writer says God made all kinds of trees,
but one in particular stands out: the tree of
life (2:9).
Sadly, for curious souls, the writer says
almost nothing about this tree. What little we
know comes from what the writer later reports
in Genesis 3:22: “The Lord God said, ‘Look,
• all of Eden (“the garden of Eden,” 2:15
the human beings have become like us, knowncv), or
ing both good and evil. What if they reach out,
• part of Eden (“in Eden,” 2:8 nirv), or
take fruit from the tree of life, and eat it? Then
they will live forever!’”
• beside Eden (“A river flows out of Eden
The fruit of this tree sounds much like a
to water the garden,” 2:10 nrsv).
mysterious plant in the ancient Epic of GilBible experts try to explain this apparent gamesh, a story from what is now Iraq, written
confusion by pitching a variety of theories. But several hundred years before Moses could have
clearly the answer doesn’t seem especially clear. written Genesis. The plant turned old people
One stab in the dark targets the Hebrew young again.
word for “garden.” A better English translation
Throughout the Bible, trees came to symmight be “park” with fields, streams, and trees. bolize the blessed life of people who put their
Not a farm or a backyard vegetable garden.
trust in God.
Perhaps it was more like the famous Hanging
Gardens of Babylon that King Nebuchadnezzar
body comes from dirt and the “breath of life”
comes from God’s Spirit. When we die, they
conclude, the body returns to the ground, and
the breath of life returns to God.
Others say that’s probably reading too
much between the lines, since the “breath of
life” simply made the man a living person, or
more literally, a “living creature.” In Hebrew,
that’s also how the writer described each animal: “living creature” (2:19 tniv).
It’s not the breath of life that distinguishes
humans from critters, many scholars say. It’s
the fact that only of humans did God say, “Let
us make [them] in our image, to be like ourselves” (1:26).
Also, as the writer tells it, only humans
received their breath directly from the breath
of God.
The humans God created lived in a garden
in Eden (2:8). The relationship between the
garden and Eden isn’t clear in the Hebrew language. References to both of them in this chapter could suggest the garden was…
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Where rivers begin. Four rivers flowed out
of the Garden of Eden: Tigris, Euphrates,
Pishon, Gihon. No one knows where the last
two are, though some guess Pishon is the
dry gully that used to flow into the Persian
Gulf from the Hijaz Mountains of Saudi Arabia. The Tigris and Euphrates begin in the
mountains of Turkey. That leaves some Bible
experts guessing that Eden was somewhere
in the hills. Others guess Eden was in an
ancient river valley now flooded by the Persian Gulf after the ice melted from the thawing Ice Age.
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• “I will bless those who trust me. They will
be like trees growing beside a stream—
trees with roots that reach down to the
water, and with leaves that are always
green. They bear fruit every year and are
never worried by a lack of rain” (   Jeremiah 17:7-8 cev).
• “In those days I was strong like a tree
with deep roots and with plenty of water”
(   Job 29:19 cev).
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The reason Bible writers used the tree this
way might be partly because of the Genesis
story, or perhaps because trees managed to
stay green when the summer heat scorched less
hearty plants, killing them or bronzing them
into a crunchy brown.
Bible experts say they have no idea what
kind of fruit the Genesis writer was talking
about. Fruit that grows on trees throughout
the Middle East includes olives, dates, figs,
pomegranates, apricots, and yes, apples.
Tigris and Euphrates begin in the mountains of   Turkey. That leaves some Bible experts
guessing that Eden was somewhere in the hills.
Others guess Eden was in an ancient river valley now flooded by the Persian Gulf after the
ice melted from the thawing Ice Age.

RIVERS OF EDEN
A river flowed out of Eden to water the
garden (2:10 esv). When Bible writers talk
about Eden, they describe it with lots of water:
fertile land or a lush oasis loaded with fruit. To
Jews living in the dry fields of Israel, that kind
of Eden would sound like heaven on earth.
But Eden wasn’t a land of make-believe,
many scholars say. Otherwise the writer
wouldn’t have pinpointed it with five rivers—
four identified by name.
One unnamed river flowed out of Eden
and then branched off into four rivers. Two
rivers survive: the Tigris and Euphrates (2:14),
running south out of the mountains in Turkey, through Iraq, and emptying into the Persian Gulf. The Pishon (2:11) and Gihon (2:13)
rivers are lost in history, perhaps sunbaked gullies now.
To find Eden, most look for the source of
the four named rivers. The Tigris and Euphrates flow out of the mountains of eastern Turkey.

Ancient reports talk about springs that fed
those two rivers.
• Assyrian king Shalmaneser III (800s BC)
wrote about “the headwaters of the Tigris
on a cliff where the spring comes out.”
• Akkadian king Naram-Sin (2000s BC)
said he reached the spring “of the Tigris
and Euphrates.” His kingdom covered
most of that two-river valley in what is
now mostly Iraq.
Here’s the problem.
Many scholars say it’s a mistake to read this
Bible account like it’s an article from National
Geographic magazine. Ancients often taught
that all freshwater came from one source: an
underground supply called apsu. That’s a word
often translated as “springs” or “headwaters.”
So a spring to us might mean something
entirely different to the ancients. To us a spring
is often just a tiny underground pool. To the
ancients, each spring is connected to the source
of all water.
Some scholars say the River of Eden may
have been a metaphor—the writer’s way of
describing God as the source of all life-giving
water on earth. The writer of Revelation may
have picked up on that. He described heaven
in a way that conjures up thoughts of Eden—
adding that the source of all water is “the river
of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing
from the throne of God” (Revelation 22:1
esv).
The long-lost Pishon river winds through
the whole land of Havilah (2:11 nirv). There’s
no river by that name. It’s not on the map or
anywhere else in the Bible. “Pishon” shows up
only here.
There are many guesses about what river
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the writer was talking about, including the
Indus River in Pakistan and the Ganges in
India. But two guesses most popular among
scholars point to the Arabian Peninsula.
• Dead river. Geologists, clued in by satellite pictures, have identified a dried-up
riverbed that seemed to run out of water
around 5000 years ago—about 1500
years before Moses. The river started
in the Hijaz Mountains on Saudi Arabia’s southwest side. It flowed northeast
through Kuwait, emptying into the Persian Gulf. Some scholars today call this
dry gully the Kuwait River.

guggul tree, Commiphora wightii. It’s a
shrub-like tree common to the dry Arab
countries as well as Pakistan and India.
This thorny shrub can climb to about 12
feet (4 m) high.
The sap has a fruity smell, a bit like
prunes—which is funny since some people today use it to treat hemorrhoids. It’s
also used to reduce the swelling of arthritis and to lower bad cholesterol.

The other long-lost river, Gihon, flowed
around the entire land of Cush (2:13). Bible
experts say they haven’t figured out the location of the river or Cush.
Gihon was the name of Jerusalem’s
• Oceans. Perhaps it wasn’t a river at all, but
only
source of water, the “spring of Gihon”
the ocean that “flows around the whole
(2 Chronicles 32:30). But it’s just a tiny spring
land of Havilah” (nasb). Water frames
at the base of the ridge on which the ancients
the Arabian Peninsula on three sides:
Red Sea (west), Arabian Sea (south), Per- built Jerusalem. Not likely this is Gihon, which
flowed in Cush.
sian Gulf (east).
Where’s Cush?
The writer describes the land of Havilah
Bible writers usually tag that name onto
as rich in gold…bdellium and onyx (2:11-12 what is now southern Egypt and Ethiopia. This
ncv). Most common guesses for Havilah has led some scholars to suggest that Gihon
include Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Yemen, and the was the Nile River. But the problem is that the
other Arab countries of the Arabian Peninsula. Nile is nowhere near the last two of the four
There’s some evidence to support that.
rivers: Tigris and Euphrates. The Nile starts in
the middle of Africa and flows north into the
• Gold. The famous Cradle of Gold—the
Mediterranean Sea.
only substantial source of gold in the
Some scholars say Cush, in Genesis, refers
Middle East—lies in the Hijaz Mounto what is now southeastern Iraq and western
tains. That’s in western Saudi Arabia,
Iran. That’s the land settled by the descendants
near the Red Sea.
of “Cush…ancestor of Nimrod…He built his
• Onyx. The peninsula is also well known
kingdom in the land of Babylonia” (Genesis
for its black onyx, a precious stone used
10:8,10).
in jewelry.
If this theory is right, Gihon might have
been one of the streams or canals flowing in the
• Bdellium. This tree sap has been linked
sprawling river valley of the Tigris and Euphrato a number of plants. Some Arab writtes rivers.
ers in ancient times have identified it
Both the Tigris and the Euphrates (2:14)
as the fragrant sap harvested from the
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Cradle of Gold. Saudi nationals Faisa
Binladen and Salman Sultan take a
meal break as they retrace the route of
an old railroad built alongside the Hijaz
(Hejaz) Mountains on Saudi Arabia’s
west coast, near the Red Sea. These
mountains are famous as the source of
gold in a region nicknamed “Cradle of
Gold.” Some speculate that this area
once played host to the Pishon River,
which flowed out of Eden—in the land
of “Havilah, where there is gold” (2:11
ncv). In theory, the river is now the long,
dry gully that lies like a scar across the
face of Saudi Arabia (see map page 30).

start in the hills of southern Turkey, flow
through Iraq, and empty into the Persian Gulf.
The Tigris flows along Iraq’s eastern border
with Iran.
The writer places the Tigris east of Assyria
(2:14 cev), an empire based out of northern
Iraq. Nineveh, near modern-day Mosul, served
as the empire’s capital for a time.
The writer didn’t bother to link the Euphrates River to any land. No need. It’s the largest and most famous river in the region. The
ancients built the capitals of their empires
along the banks of that river: Ur (Sumerian
Empire) and Babylon (Babylonian Empire).
Today, Baghdad, capital of Iraq, rests alongside the Euphrates River.
Wherever Eden was, God gave the first
human a job to do there: to farm its land and
take care of it (2:15 nirv). It sounds like a purpose statement, the reason why on earth God
put humans here. Adam was the caretaker of
the world as he knew it—the Garden of Eden.
By extension, many scholars say, we
humans are the caretakers of the world as we
know it—the entire planet. Perhaps the moon
and other planets later.

That makes us the caretakers of God’s creation. It’s not just our job, some scholars say;
it’s our sacred duty. They say they see the sacred
in the original language.
The Hebrew verbs more literally translated
“tend” (bd  ) and “watch over” (smr) aren’t words
Bible writers typically use when they talk about
normal chores: farming, herding, and hauling
water. Instead, they use those unique words to
talk about what people do in God’s service—
people like priests, performing a sacred duty
in a holy place, such as the temple.
Perhaps it’s a bit like our churchy phrase
describing a pastor’s job—“to shepherd the
flock.” We typically wouldn’t use that phrase
to describe a CEO’s relationship to employees.
If these Bible experts have it right, perhaps Adam’s job was to consider the Garden
of Eden a sacred space and to treat it with the
high respect it deserved.
Perhaps, too, Adam’s job got passed along
to his descendants. That’s the speculation
among many theologians.
For us, the Garden of Eden has grown.
Eden was all Adam knew; that was his sacred
space to tend. We’ve ventured farther. All of
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earth is our Eden, some scholars suggest—and
all of creation if we can someday reach the stars.
That means our job would be to treat all of
creation as a sacred space. We’re to take care of
it, maintain it, and treat it as a holy gift from
a holy God.
Some Christians would argue that this
might be pretty much the opposite of trashing the oceans with our waste, belching smoke
into the air we breathe, and erasing forests that
create oxygen and filter our air—all for the

immediate gratification of 30 pieces of silver
(search “Judas”).

KNOWLEDGE, THE FORBIDDEN FRUIT
In the sacred space of the Garden, God
put one unusual tree and warned Adam, “[It]
has the power to let you know the difference
between right and wrong” (2:17 cev).
This wasn’t anything like the “tree of life”
(2:9). Some scholars say they see the prospect
of immortality for Adam if he eats fruit from

ADAM NAMED EVERY ANIMAL?

Genesis says Adam named all the animals: The man chose a name for each one (2:19).
Adam didn’t necessarily line all the critters up and name them one by one, many Bible
experts agree. Scientists estimate that there are anywhere from 3 million to 50 million species of critters—almost a million of them are insects. If Adam could process one a minute,
it would only take about 76 years. Someone tell the turtle and sloth to quit goofing off and
keep the line moving.
When Genesis says Adam named them, the writer may simply have been symbolically
saying Adam was their superior—he held authority over them. In Bible times, that’s what
God, kings, and others in authority sometimes did to their subjects: They gave them a new
name.
“God said to him…‘I am changing your name. It will no longer be Abram. Instead, you
will be called Abraham’” (Genesis 17:3-5).
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the tree of life: “What if they reach out, take
fruit from the tree of life, and eat it? Then they
will live forever!” (3:22).
But the tree of the knowledge of good and
evil was a killer. Forbidden fruit.
It’s anyone’s guess why God took the fruit
of that tree off the menu—as if there’s something wrong with wisdom. If the story is
literal history—a big “if    ” for some scholars—
perhaps God wanted early humans to grow up
a bit, the way kids gradually mature to the age
of accountability. That’s a theory.
Scholars who read the story as history get
into fairly heated debates over what to do
about God’s threat: “If you eat its fruit, you
are sure to die” (2:17).
Adam ate it anyhow. Genesis says he lived
for 930 years (5:5).
Theories about what to make of God’s
threat:
• Bluff. Like a poker player and a worried
parent, God was bluffing. Yet the literal phrasing in Hebrew—“You will not
eat”—sounds very much like the stern
phrasing of the Ten Commandments:
“Do not…”

tree of the knowledge of good and evil
alone until they were ready for it.

THE MAN GETS A PARTNER
When it comes time for the man to have a
mate, the Genesis writer introduces the woman
as a suitable partner for him (2:18 cev).
Bible experts say that partner for him is,
more literally, “opposite of him.” The woman
is the…
ying to his yang
sun to his moon
light to his darkness

We can’t have a full day without both light
and dark or sun and moon.
When Adam first saw Eve, he could have
skipped the “At last!” (2:23). He could have
gone straight to “You complete me.” (Apologies to Cameron Crowe, writer of the screenplay Jerry McGuire.)
The man’s partner would complement him
by being everything he’s not—an important
part of what he needs to be.
The flip side of his coin, she would complete him: The two are united into one (2:24).

• Change of mind. God’s compassion for
the couple led him to write a new plan,
which could seem like another way—a
more delicate, respectful way—of saying
God was bluffing.

ENTER THE WOMAN, WEARING
SUNSHINE
In this version of the creation story, the
Lord God makes a woman from one of the
man’s ribs (2:21). In chapter 1, the writer sim• Spiritual death. The death God warned
ply said God made human beings; the writer
about was spiritual, not physical. They
didn’t say how. So here we get some details.
lost their link to God.
The question is whether to take them literally.
• Delayed death. God didn’t say when
God did not perform surgery on Adam to
Adam would die. He just said Adam
harvest a ribload of DNA so he could grow
would die. Perhaps God had planned for a woman. Most scholars agree on that much.
the first humans to live forever if they ate Men aren’t shy a rib either.
the fruit from the tree of life and left the
Instead of reading this story as a clinical
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report, many scholars say we should read it as
poetry. The entire account of God creating Eve
has poetic flair three times over—in the sounds,
the parallel word meanings, and the point of
the story. Examples:
• Sounds. The word for “animal” (hayyah)
sounds like “Eve” (hawwah).
• Parallel meanings. Each animal has a
partner, but Adam doesn’t. Not yet. Eve’s
name reads like foreshadowing of the
partner to come. Just as the animals had
partners, so would Adam.
• Point of the story. Many say the poet is
declaring ladies equal partners with
the gents. Bible commentator Matthew Henry (1662–1714) said he understood the Genesis poet this way: Eve
wasn’t made out of Adam’s head, to top
him, or his feet, to get trampled on. She
was made from Adam’s side, to be equal
with him; from under his arm, to be protected by him; and from near his heart,
to be loved by him.
“At last!” (2:23). That’s what Adam said
when he saw Eve standing there wearing nothing but her body parts, apparently nicely
displayed.
Had he been a Baptist, he might have said,
“Hallelujah!”
Methodist: “Wow!”
Anglican: “Oh my goodness gracious!”
What follows, fittingly, is a poem with a feel
of the “Hallelujah” chorus—Adam hitting the
high notes: “This one is bone from my bone,
and flesh from my flesh! She will be called
‘woman,’ because she was taken from ‘man’”
(2:23).
In English, the word “woman” has the word
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“man” in it. It’s the same in the original Hebrew
language of Genesis. The word for “woman,”
ishshah, has within it the word for “man,” ish.
Adam names the creature “woman” because
she is part of him: “She came from me” (2:23
cev).
The story of Eve coming from Adam’s body
works as an illustration of God’s plan for marriage, according to some early rabbis. Adam
and Eve come from the same flesh because God
wants them to live as one flesh—to become
that united, bonded together for life: The two
of them become like one person (2:24 cev).
God didn’t want Adam acting like most
male animals, mating and moving on. Adam
was to mate with one partner for life. That’s
God’s plan—at least that’s the opinion
expressed by many Bible experts, both Jewish
and Christian.
Marriage partners are physically and emotionally joined in the act of sex. But as some
rabbis and pastors would put it, God also
wants them emotionally and spiritually joined
in the act of life.
The scene ends with a man and woman
naked. They didn’t feel any shame (2:25 nirv).
Most Bible scholars wouldn’t spotlight this
verse as a cue for Christians to undress in public or for a church to sponsor spiritual enlightenment retreats at a nude beach. (Besides, it’s
hard for folks to give an offering when they
don’t have pockets.)
Instead, many scholars say these words of
the Genesis writer paint a poetic picture of the
innocence of Adam and Eve. The writer’s words,
some say, sound a bit as if they’re describing a
child, innocent and unaware, playing naked
on a beach and feeling quite good about it.
Sadly, Adam and Eve are about to lose their
innocence.
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