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The Pentateuch (1)

Genesis

Most people, when reading a book, do not begin with the final 
chapter. In fact, the contents of a book’s final chapter will usually 

make little sense if the reader does not know what has preceded it. Many 
Christians, however, in their desire to understand what the Bible teaches 
about the last days, begin by turning to the book of Revelation. The book 
of Revelation is certainly important for an understanding of the outwork-
ing of God’s redemptive work in history, but the book of Revelation is, so 
to speak, the final chapter. In order to understand biblical eschatology, we 
must understand the entire Bible. It is true that biblical eschatology focuses 
on the end of redemptive history, but the end of that history can only be 
understood within the context of the whole of that history. The redemptive 
events described in the New Testament are the fulfillment of the promises 
found in the Old Testament. These ancient promises go back to the very 
beginning, to the five books of Moses.
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The Pentateuch in Context

Christians and others have used the term “Pentateuch” since at least the 
third century to refer to the first five books of the Bible. In Jewish tradition, 
however, these books are usually referred to as the Torah and are the first 
section of the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible.1 The overarching genre of the 
Pentateuch is historical narrative, but it also contains other genres such as 
law and poetry. The historical narrative of the Pentateuch, like that of the 
other historical books of the Old Testament, may best be described as theo-
logical history. In other words, the Pentateuch is a historical account written 
for a specific purpose, namely to reveal the nature of Israel’s God.2 

The books of the Pentateuch themselves nowhere indicate the name of 
their author, but the New Testament and Jewish tradition both attribute 
authorship to Moses (Matt. 19:7; 22:24; Mark 7:10; 12:26; John 1:17; 
5:46; 7:23).3 In the nineteenth century, this traditional understanding of the 
authorship of the Pentateuch was challenged with the rise of the documen-
tary hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, the Pentateuch is composed 
of four distinct sources: the Yahwistic source (J), the Elohistic source (E), 
Deuteronomy (D), and the Priestly source (P). These sources were gradually 
combined and edited, eventually resulting in the final form of the Penta-
teuch in approximately the fifth century B.C. It is well beyond the scope of 
this work to provide a critique of the documentary hypothesis.4 Suffice it 
to say, however, that while more conservative scholars have always rejected 
the hypothesis, critical scholars are now reevaluating it as well. The literary 
unity of the Pentateuch is now much more widely acknowledged.5

Among those who accept not only literary unity but also Mosaic author-
ship for the Pentateuch, there is a general consensus regarding its original 
audience and the historical occasion for its writing. These five books were 
written and originally addressed to the people of Israel during that time 
in their history following the exodus from Egypt when they were on the 

1. Alexander 2002, 3.
2. Dillard and Longman 1994, 64.
3. Both Jewish and Christian scholars have also acknowledged that some later minor editing 

occurred.
4. For a traditional conservative Christian critique of the documentary hypothesis see Allis 1949; 

see also Harrison 1969, 1–82. For a helpful Jewish critique, see Cassuto 1961. For more recent studies 
see Kikawada and Quinn 1985; Wenham 1988; Garrett 1991; and Whybray 1994.

5. Reevaluation of the documentary hypothesis by critical scholars, however, has not led to their 
acceptance of Mosaic authorship.
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plains of Moab, east of the Jordan River preparing to enter the Promised 
Land.6 Moses, their leader since the exodus from Egypt, would not be 
entering the land with them (Num. 20:12). But because he knew what 
his people needed, he composed the Pentateuch. Within these five books, 
Moses explains to the people of Israel who they are, why God brought 
them out of Egypt, and what God expected of them in terms of his cov-
enant with them. The Pentateuch, then, was originally addressed to a 
specific people (Israel) within a specific historical context (the eve of their 
conquest of Canaan). 

For the sake of convenience, it is helpful to deal with each of the five 
books of Moses as separate documents. It should be noted, however, that 
the five books of the Pentateuch are in actuality a unified literary entity. 
As T. D. Alexander observes, the later books of the Pentateuch presuppose 
knowledge of the earlier books, while the earlier books are incomplete 
without the later ones.7 In addition, the Pentateuch as a whole has a distinct 
thematic connection with the books of Joshua to 2 Kings. As we look at 
the individual books and the smaller sections within each of these books, 
this larger literary context must always be kept in mind.

Genesis

The book of Genesis may be divided into two major sections: the primeval 
history (1:1–11:26) and the patriarchal history (11:27–50:26). Within this 
broad outline there exists a distinctive literary structure. Following a brief 
prologue (1:1–2:3), the book is divided into ten sections of varying length 
that are indicated and introduced by variations of the phrase “These are 
the generations [toledot] of . . .” (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 
25:19; 36:1; 37:2). Some of the toledot headings introduce extended his-
torical narratives, while others introduce genealogies. 

The Primeval History (Gen. 1:1–11:26)
Of the fifty chapters of Genesis, the first eleven narrate what is often 

referred to as the primeval history. These chapters recount history from 
creation to the time of Abram’s call. The amount of space the author devotes 
to the primeval history (eleven chapters) compared to the amount of space 

6. Sailhamer 1992, 5–6.
7. Alexander 2002, xv n. 3.
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he devotes to the patriarchal history (thirty-nine chapters) indicates that the 
primeval history is essentially introductory and preparatory. The patriarchal 
narratives are the author’s primary interest. The first eleven chapters of 
Genesis place the patriarchs into a broader creational context. They reveal, 
as Gordon Wenham observes, that the “God who called Abraham was no 
local divinity but the creator of the whole universe.”8 Genesis 1–11, then, 
provides the historical and theological background to Abram’s call and 
ultimately to the birth of Israel. These chapters reveal the hopeless situation 
of fallen man without the gracious intervention of God, and they set the 
stage for the revelation of God’s covenantal promises to Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. These promises are the means by which God will begin to fulfill 
his original purposes for all of creation.9 

When read in its ancient Near Eastern context, it also becomes evi-
dent that the primeval history of Genesis 1–11 presents its readers with 
a worldview that is dramatically different from that of the surrounding 
cultures.10 It directly challenges the contemporary pagan views of deity, 
the universe, and the nature and purpose of mankind. Israel had only 
recently been redeemed from the idolatrous environment of Egypt and 
was soon to come into contact with the equally idolatrous environment 
of Canaan. The primeval history reveals to Israel the truth about God, 
creation, and sin that the people would have to understand in order 
to counter and resist the false pagan worldviews surrounding them on 
every side. 

The Creator and His Creation
An examination of the structure of Genesis indicates that the creation 

account in Genesis 1:1–2:3 functions as a prologue or introduction to the 
book as a whole. In this prologue, the people of Israel learn that their God, 
the God who brought them out of Egypt, is not merely some local tribal 
deity. He is not like the false gods of the surrounding nations. Instead, he 
is the Creator of the universe and the only true God. He is the sovereign 
King over all. This passage beautifully describes God’s creation of all things 
followed by his rest from his labors. 

8. Wenham 1987, xxii. 
9. Wenham 1987, l; see also Sailhamer 1992, 81.
10. Livingston 1974.
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In Genesis 1:1 we read: “In the beginning, God created the heavens 
and the earth.” The temporal clause “In the beginning” points to the fact 
that the space/time universe in which we live had an absolute beginning.11 
It is not eternal. The subject of this first sentence of Genesis is “God,” 
the one who created the universe. The word translated “God” here is 
’elohim, and it is used some thirty-five times in the prologue alone. This 
chapter is predominantly about him. God is said to have created “the 
heavens and the earth.” In other words, God created the universe and 
all that is in it. The universe did not come into being by spontaneous 
generation. Everything that is owes its existence to God (Neh. 9:6; Rev. 
10:6; Col. 1:16).12 As the Creator, God is also the sovereign King over 
all that he has made, and all that he has made exists to glorify him (Col. 
1:16; Rev. 4:11).13 He is the Great King, and the creation is intended to 
be his kingdom. 

Genesis 1:2 describes the universe as “without form and void.”14 With 
the universe in this condition, the Spirit of God hovers over the formless 
deep. On the first three days of creation God creates light (1:3–5), the sky 
and seas (1:6–8), and dry land and plants (1:9–13). On the last three days 
of creation, these separate spheres are filled as God creates the heavenly 
lights (1:14–19), the birds and fish (1:20–23), and finally the land animals 
and man (1:26–31).15 There is a parallel, then, between the creative work of 
the first three days and the creative work of the last three days. In contrast 
to those pagan religions and philosophies that believe the physical world 
to be inherently evil, God repeatedly describes the created material world 
as “good” (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31).16

On the fourth day, God creates the sun, the moon, and the stars. Aside 
from the creation of man on the sixth day, more attention is given to this 
aspect of creation than to any other. The probable reason for such detailed 
attention is that the sun and the moon were considered to be important 
gods in ancient Near Eastern thought while the stars were believed to 

11. Kelly 1999, 57. For a comprehensive defense of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo or “creation 
out of nothing,” see Copan and Craig 2004. 

12. Wenham 1987, 36.
13. This doctrine of sovereign creation will be echoed in later eschatological texts that refer to 

God’s creation of a “new heavens and a new earth” (Isa. 65:17; Rev. 21:1).
14. Heb. Ohbow@ Ohto (tohu wabohu). 
15. For information on the debate over the nature of the days of creation, see Hagopian 2001.
16. Kelly 1999, 87. 
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impact human lives. In its account of the fourth day of creation, Genesis 
makes it clear that the sun, moon, and stars are a part of God’s creation 
called into being by his mighty word.17 They are not gods to be worshiped 
or consulted.

On the fifth and sixth day, God creates birds, fish, and land animals, 
each according to its own kind. The climax of the creative work of God, 
however, is reached with the creation and blessing of man.18 In Genesis 
1:26, God says, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.”19 The 
words tselem and demut, translated “image” and “likeness” respectively, are 
generally synonymous in this context.20 Their use in this verse indicates 
that man is like God in certain respects, but their use also indicates that 
there is a distinction between the Creator and the creature. Likeness is 
not identity. Man is like God in that he is a rational and moral being who 
is personal and relational. Man is unlike God in that he is, among other 
things, a finite creature. 

Verse 27 reveals that the creation of man in God’s image entailed the 
creation of man and woman. The man and woman are created for union 
and communion with their Creator as well as with each other. As a conse-
quence of being made in the image of God, man is given dominion over 
the rest of creation (Gen. 1:28; Ps. 8:6–8). This “dominion mandate” is 
the first clear hint in Scripture of God’s creational purpose. The first man, 
created in the image of God, exercises a representative kingship role.21 Man 
is created in God’s image and is given “dominion.” He is a “vicegerent,” or 
representative, ruling as king on behalf of God.22 This text indicates that 
God’s plan is to establish his kingdom on earth. 

God is said to have “blessed” the man and the woman he created in his 
image, commanding them to be fruitful and to multiply (Gen. 1:28). John 
Sailhamer rightly notes that “at the center of God’s purpose in creating 

17. Wenham 1987, 21.
18. Wenham 1987, 38; Dempster 2003, 56–57.
19. For an extended discussion of the meaning of “the image of God,” see Hoekema 1986, 11–101. 

See also Calvin, Institutes, 1.15, and Berkhof 1939, 202–10.
20. For example, Genesis 1:27 and 9:6 use only the word tselem to describe the concept of the 

image of God, while Genesis 5:1 uses only the word demut. Genesis 5:3 uses both words but reverses 
their order and the order of the prepositions used in 1:26. This seems to indicate that either word, or 
both, can be used to describe the concept of the image of God. 

21. Dumbrell 1984, 34.
22. Wenham 1987, 33.
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humankind was his desire to bless them.”23 In order to understand Genesis, 
it is crucial to recognize the prominence of the theme of blessing through-
out the book. Out of the approximately 400 occurrences of the Hebrew 
root brk in the entire Old Testament, 88 (almost one-fourth) are found in 
Genesis.24 The word “blessing” is used in several contexts in Scripture, but 
as Christopher Mitchell observes, when it is used in the context of God 
blessing man, as in verse 28, it may be defined as “any benefit or utterance 
which God freely bestows in order to make known to the recipient and to 
others that he is favorably disposed toward the recipient.”25 

After blessing the man and the woman and giving them their mandate 
to be fruitful, to fill the earth, and to have dominion, God beholds the 
work of his hands and declares it to be very good (1:28–31). Following the 
creation of the heavens and the earth, God then rests on the seventh day 
(2:1–2). Scripture informs us in this text that God “blessed” the seventh day 
and “made it holy” (2:3). God blesses and sanctifies the day that represents 
the consummation of his creative work.26 We see then that the prologue 
of Genesis 1:1–2:3 moves from God’s creative work to God’s blessed rest, 
the goal of creation. 

The Garden and the Fall
Genesis 2:4 introduces the first major section of the book: the “gen-

erations [toledot] of the heavens and the earth.” This section of Genesis 
(2:4–4:26) explains what happened to God’s good creation. Genesis 2:4–7 
describes God’s creation of the man (’adam) from the dust of the ground 
(’adamah). Verses 8–14 then paint a vivid picture of the garden planted 
in Eden by God, the garden in which he placed the man he had created. 
The garden is the place of God’s unique presence much like the tabernacle 
and the temple at a later point in Israel’s history.27 In fact, as G. K. Beale 

23. Sailhamer 1992, 405.
24. See NIDOTTE, 1:757; Mitchell 1987, 185.
25. Mitchell 1987, 165. Mitchell also observes that in the context of man blessing man in the 

Old Testament, blessing means either “declarations that God has blessed and/or will bless the person 
to whom the benediction is addressed,” or “wishes or prayers for God to bless” (pp. 167–68). When 
man blesses God, blessing refers to “man’s natural response to God’s benefaction” (pp. 169–70).

26. There is some indication in the text of Genesis and other passages of Scripture that God’s 
creation Sabbath is eternal (see Collins 2006, 88–93).

27. Waltke 2001, 85. Also see the comments on Exodus 25–31 in chapter 2 for a more detailed 
discussion of the similarities between the tabernacle and the creation narrative.
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