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GENESIS, BOOK OF Genesis. The first book of the Hebrew Bible. Narrates events starting 

with creation until Jacob’s death after his family settled in Egypt. Sets the stage for the book of 

Exodus. Outlines God’s relationship to the world and the whole created order, most notably 

through the people of Israel—the benefactors and bearers of the divine promise in the world. Also 

provides a genealogical backdrop for the people Israel, the main subject of Exodus and the rest of 

the Hebrew Bible. 

Introduction 

The book of Genesis is the beginning of the Bible. It is foundational and necessary for 

understanding the larger biblical canon, both Old and New Testaments. Within the Hebrew Bible, 

Genesis belongs to the Torah(“teaching, instruction”). It is the start of a textual unit that runs 

through Deuteronomy and traces “history” from creation to Israel’s arrival on the outskirts of the 

already inhabited promised land. 

The name of the book derives from the Greek translation in Gen 2:4a: “This is the book of the 

generations/origins (γενέσεως, geneseōs) of heaven and earth.” This is an appropriate title, as 

Genesis contains many genealogies. The Septuagint picks this up as the name of the book. The 

Vulgate gave it a transliterated form of the same word, and it has come to identify the book. Within 

Jewish tradition, the book takes its title from its first word, ית ֵראשִׁ  This is .(bereshith) בְּ

traditionally translated as “in the beginning,” but the meaning of this phrase is heavily debated—

the traditional interpretation may be incorrect. Genesis is thus a book of origins and beginnings—

of the entire created order, but also of sin, God’s relationship with humanity, blessing and 

obedience, and conflict and disobedience. 

Outline of Genesis 

(Outline adapted from Mangum, Custis, and Widder, Genesis 1–11 andGenesis 12–50.) 

1. The Primeval History (Gen 1:1–11:32) 

a. Creation (Gen 1:1–2:3) 

i. Introduction of the Creator (Gen 1:1–2) 

ii. The six days of creation (Gen 1:3–31) 

i. Day 1: Light (Gen 1:3–5) 

ii. Day 2: The sky (Gen 1:6–8) 

iii. Day 3: The land and the plants (Gen 1:9–13) 

iv. Day 4: The luminaries (Gen 1:14–19) 

v. Day 5: Birds and sea creatures (Gen 1:20–23) 

vi. Day 6: Land animals and humans (Gen 1:24–31) 
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iii. The seventh day (Gen 2:1–3) 

b. Adam and Eve (Gen 2:4–5:32) 

i. The garden of Eden (Gen 2:4–3:24) 

i. The garden and the origin of man and woman (Gen 2:4–25) 

ii. Disobedience and exile from the garden (Gen 3:1–24) 

ii. Cain and Abel (Gen 4:1–16) 

iii. Descendants of Cain and Seth (Gen 4:17–26) 

iv. The generations of Adam (Gen 5:1–32) 

c. The story of Noah (Gen 6:1–10:32) 

i. Intermarriage of the sons of God and daughters of men (Gen 6:1–4) 

ii. Noah and the flood (Gen 6:5–9:17) 

i. Preparing for the flood (Gen 6:5–22) 

ii. Entering the ark (Gen 7:1–10) 

iii. The flood comes (Gen 7:11–24) 

iv. The flood subsides (Gen 8:1–14) 

v. Exiting the ark (Gen 8:15–19) 

vi. God establishes a covenant (Gen 8:20–9:17) 

iii. Noah after the flood (Gen 9:18–29) 

iv. The generations of the sons of Noah (Gen 10:1–32) 

d. The tower of Babel (Gen 11:1–9) 

e. The generations of Shem (Gen 11:10–26) 

f. The generations of Terah (Gen 11:27–32) 

2. The story of Abraham (Gen 12:1–25:18) 

a. The call of Abram (Gen 12:1–9) 

b. Abram and Sarai in Egypt (Gen 12:10–20) 

c. Abram in Canaan; Lot in the Jordan Valley; Yahweh’s promise togive Canaan to Abram’s 

descendants (Gen 13:1–18) 

d. Abram, the kings, and the priest-king (Gen 14:1–24) 

e. Yahweh’s covenant with Abram (Gen 15:1–21) 

i. The divine dialogue (Gen 15:1–6) 

ii. The covenant ceremony (Gen 15:7–21) 

f. Sarai and Hagar (Gen 16:1–16) 

g. The covenant of circumcision (Gen 17:1–27) 

i. God appears to Abram (Gen 17:1–3) 

ii. God renames Abram and calls him Abraham (Gen 17:4–5) 

iii. God reiterates His promises of offspring and land (Gen 17:6–8) 



iv. God commands circumcision as the sign of His covenant with Abraham (Gen 17:9–14) 

v. God promises Abraham a son by Sarah as the child of promise (Gen 17:15–22) 

vi. Abraham circumcises Ishmael and all the men of his household (Gen 17:23–27) 

h. Yahweh appears to Abraham (Gen 18:1–15) 

i. Yahweh and Abraham discuss the fate of Sodom (Gen 18:16–33) 

j. Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 19:1–38) 

i. The angels’ arrival in Sodom (Gen 19:1–3) 

ii. Assault by the men of Sodom (Gen 19:4–11) 

iii. The escape of Lot and his family from Sodom (Gen 19:12–22) 

iv. Destruction of Sodom (Gen 19:23–29) 

v. Lot and his daughters move to the hills; Ammon and Moab are conceived and born (Gen 

19:30–38) 

k. Abraham and Sarah in Gerar (Gen 20:1–18) 

l. Isaac, the child of promise (Gen 21:1–34) 

m. The binding of Isaac (Gen 22:1–24) 

i. God directs Abraham to sacrifice Isaac (Gen 22:1–2) 

ii. Abraham and Isaac journey to Moriah (Gen 22:3–8) 

iii. Abraham makes a sacrifice (Gen 22:9–14) 

iv. God confirms His covenant with Abraham (Gen 22:15–19) 

v. A genealogy of Abraham’s brother, Nahor (Gen 22:20–24) 

n. The death of Sarah (Gen 23:1–18) 

o. A wife for Isaac (Gen 24:1–67) 

p. The death of Abraham (Gen 25:1–18) 

3. The story of Jacob (Gen 25:19–36:43) 

a. Jacob and Esau; the selling of the birthright (Gen 25:19–34) 

b. Isaac in Gerar (Gen 26:1–22) 

c. Isaac at Beer-sheba (Gen 26:23–33) 

d. Esau’s wives (Gen 26:34–35) 

e. Isaac’s blessings (Gen 27:1–40) 

i. Isaac prepares to bless Esau (Gen 27:1–4) 

ii. Rebekah and Jacob deceive Isaac into blessing Jacob (Gen 27:5–29) 

iii. Isaac blesses Esau (Gen 27:30–40) 

f. Jacob’s flight from Canaan (Gen 27:41–33:16) 

i. Jacob flees to Paddan-Aram and marries Rachel and Leah (Gen 27:41–29:14) 

ii. Jacob flees from Laban (Gen 31:1–55) 

iii. Jacob prepares to meet Esau (Gen 32:1–21) 



iv. Jacob wrestles with God (Gen 32:22–32) 

v. Jacob meets Esau (Gen 33:1–16) 

g. Jacob’s return to Canaan (Gen 33:17–20) 

h. The violation of Dinah and massacre of Shechem (Gen 34:1–31) 

i. Jacob blessed by God and given a new name at Bethel (Gen 35:1–15) 

j. Jacob departs from Bethel; Rachel’s death and Benjamin’s birth (Gen 35:16–22) 

k. Jacob’s 12 sons (Gen 35:22b–26) 

l. Isaac’s death (Gen 35:27–29) 

m. The generations of Esau (Gen 36:1–43) 

4. The story of Joseph (Gen 37:1–50:26) 

a. Introduction (Gen 37:1–4) 

b. Joseph’s dreams (Gen 37:5–11) 

c. Joseph sold into slavery (Gen 37:12–36) 

d. Judah and Tamar (Gen 38:1–30) 

e. Joseph in Potiphar’s house (Gen 39:1–23) 

i. Joseph’s rise in Potiphar’s house (Gen 39:1–6) 

ii. Joseph and Potiphar’s wife (Gen 39:7–20) 

iii. Joseph’s rise in prison (Gen 39:21–23) 

f. Joseph interprets dreams in prison (Gen 40:1–23) 

g. Joseph before Pharaoh (Gen 41:1–57) 

i. Pharaoh has two dreams (Gen 41:1–13) 

ii. Joseph interprets Pharaoh’s dreams (Gen 41:14–36) 

iii. Joseph rises to power in Egypt (Gen 41:37–46) 

iv. Pharaoh’s dream fulfilled (Gen 41:46–57) 

h. Joseph’s brothers in Egypt (Gen 42:1–43:34) 

i. Joseph tests his brothers (Gen 44:1–34) 

j. Joseph provides for his family; Jacob learns that Joseph is alive (Gen 45:1–28) 

k. Jacob and his family travel to Egypt (Gen 46:1–47:12) 

l. Joseph’s administration during the famine (Gen 47:13–31) 

m. Jacob blesses his descendants (Gen 48:1–49:28) 

i. Jacob blesses Ephraim and Manasseh (Gen 48:1–22) 

ii. Jacob blesses his 12 sons (Gen 49:1–28) 

i. Jacob calls his sons together (Gen 49:1–2) 

ii. Blessing for Reuben (Gen 49:3–4) 

iii. Blessing for Simeon and Levi (Gen 49:5–7) 

iv. Blessing for Judah (Gen 49:8–12) 



v. Blessing for Zebulun (Gen 49:13) 

vi. Blessing for Issachar (Gen 49:14–15) 

vii. Blessing for Dan (Gen 49:16–18) 

viii. Blessing for Gad (Gen 49:19) 

ix. Blessing for Asher (Gen 49:20) 

x. Blessing for Naphtali (Gen 49:21) 

xi. Blessing for Joseph (Gen 49:22–26) 

xii. Blessing for Benjamin (Gen 49:27) 

xiii. Conclusion (Gen 49:28) 

n. Jacob’s final instructions and death (Gen 49:29–50:14) 

o. Joseph’s final days (Gen 50:15–26) 

Traditional Interpretation of Themes in Genesis 

Genesis 1–11 

The Genesis narrative is traditionally divided into two large blocks, as reflected in the outline 

above. In summary, these blocks contain: 

1. The Primeval History (Gen 1–11), which narrates creation and its subsequent corruption 

2. The Ancestral Narratives (Gen 12–50), which begin with God’s promise to Abraham and 

describe the stories of Israel’s ancestors, the patriarchs: Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph. 

Among the several attempts to posit a central organizing theme, concept, or pattern for these two 

blocks, possibilities for Gen 1–11 include the following (see also Clines, The Theme of the 

Pentateuch, 66–84): 

1. the spread of sin followed by the spread of grace (von Rad, Genesis, 24); 

2. the diversity of ways humans sin (Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 53); 

3. the tension and distinction between human and divine (Oden,Transformation in Near Eastern 

Myths, 30–33); 

4. creation, uncreation, and re-creation (Blenkinsopp, Creation, Uncreation, Re-creation, 16–19). 

However, the narrative seems not to have a single dominant theme—instead, it shows a theological 

complexity that weaves all of these themes together in innovative ways. 

Genesis 12–50 

The central organizing theme of Gen 12–50 is the ancestral promise (12:1–3; see Anderson, Jacob 

and the Divine Trickster, 40–44). However, these themes are not exclusive of one another; Gen 

12–50contains more than promise, and Gen 1–11 contains more than sin and mitigating grace. The 

structure of the book contains plenty of overlap. 

Traditional Interpretation by Character 

Within these two broad units, the traditional interpretation divided the book by character—

especially in the Ancestral Narratives. For example,Gen 12–25 treats Abraham, 25–36 Jacob, 
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and 37–50 Joseph (see Brueggemann’s Interpretation). However, these divisions are arbitrary and 

pay little attention to markers within the text itself for how the book should be divided. The text 

of Genesis itself shows a consistent outline marked off by a 10-fold pattern repetition of the 

Hebrew word ּתֹוֵלדֹות(toledoth, “origins, generations”—five times in the Primeval History and 

five times in the Ancestral Narratives). The structure for the book is therefore as follows (derived 

from Blenkinsopp’s The Pentateuch, 59,99). 

1. The Primeval History (Gen 1–11) 

a. Heaven and earth (2:4a–4:26, but inclusive of 1:1–2:3 typically as well) 

b. Adam (5:1–6:8) 

c. Noah (6:9–9:29) 

d. The sons of Noah (10:1–11:9) 

e. Shem (11:10–26) 

2. The Ancestral Narratives (Gen 12–50) 

a. Terah (11:27–25:11) 

b. Ishmael (25:12–18) 

c. Isaac (25:19–35:29) 

d. Esau (36:1–37:1) 

e. Jacob (37:2–50:26) 

The “absence” of key figures such as Abraham may seem surprising—it emphasizes seemingly 

less significant characters like Terah, Ishmael, Isaac, and Esau (see Mangum, Custis, and 

Widder, Genesis 12–50, “Why Doesn’t Abraham Have a Toledoth?”). However, this structure 

shows that Genesis is not concerned primarily with one particular segment of the family tree or 

only a handful of main characters. An outline marked by “these are the generations” leads to a 

more inclusive reading of the book. The focus is not on Terah, but on Terah’s “generations”—

his family tree. Abraham dominates this section, but thetoledoth structure prevents readers from 

focusing too narrowly on one character (see Mangum, Custis, and Widder, Genesis 12–50, “The 

Toledoth Pattern”). It is the larger family—inclusive of women and children, slaves and their 

children—that forms the focal point of each of these narrative segments. 

Heaven and Earth (Gen 1:1–4:26). Genesis opens with two distinct accounts of creation—1:1–

2:4a and 2:4b–25—and there are many differences between them. These two stories function as 

twin introductions to the book and introduce the main character of the narrative: God. Paradise is 

quickly corrupted when the trickster serpent convinces the woman to eat the fruit from the only 

prohibited tree, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (3). The result is a curse of the soil, 

pain in childbirth, and the first couple’s exile from the garden. The effects of this first sin are seen 
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in the next chapter when Cain, angered at God’s inexplicable preference for Abel’s offering, kills 

his brother. 

Adam (Gen 5:1–6:8). Genesis 5 is a genealogy of Adam’s descendants. Genealogies seem 

uninteresting, but they provide the framework for the book. This particular genealogy expresses a 

theological point—the first human couple is obeying God’s first commandment: “be fruitful and 

multiply, and fill the earth” (1:28). However, the resulting population explosion has dire 

consequences. The “sons of God“—some form of heavenly beings—mate with the “daughters of 

men” (Gen 6). This act appears innocuous as narrated in the biblical text itself, yet this 

intermingling of the divine and human realms appears to be the cause of the flood that follows. 

Noah (Gen 6:9–9:29). God selects the one righteous man, Noah, and commands him to build 

an ark. Noah is instructed to save his family and to preserve every type of animal and every type 

of food that existed. Once he builds the ark and stocks it, Noah enters it with his family and the 

other animals. The text then tells that the flood obliterates the entire created order—this is an act 

of uncreation (see Blenkinsopp, Creation, Uncreation, Re-creation). Once the flood waters 

subside, Noah leaves the ark, erects an altar to God, and offers up sacrifices. The odor of these 

sacrifices pleases God, who promises never to flood the earth again. He repeats His first 

commandment to “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (9:1; compare 1:28). In the remainder 

of this narrative, Noah plants a vineyard, becomes intoxicated, and passes out naked in his tent. 

Ham “uncovers his father’s nakedness,” and Noah curses him. This unit ends with the death of 

Noah. 

The Sons of Noah (Gen 10:1–11:9). The Table of Nations provides another genealogy, this time 

of Noah’s three sons: Shem, Ham, and Japheth (Gen 10). It functions in the same way that Adam’s 

did in Gen 5: God commands that the human race “be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth,” and 

the genealogy shows this occurring. This is a necessary for the act of re-creation. 

The Tower of Babel story in 11:1–9 appears chronologically out of place after the Table of 

Nations in Gen 10. It appears as though the Table of Nations is meant to describe what the situation 

will look like after the Tower of Babel. This story explains origins of the diversity of peoples that 

inhabit the earth. The Babel story continues a repeated theme within the book of Genesis—

humanity’s attempt to bridge the divide between the human and divine spheres. This was also the 

case with the eating of the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in Gen 3 and the 

mating of the sons of God and daughters of men in 6:1–4. This hubris is met with a divine 

response—God scatters the formerly unified people and confuses their language. 

Shem (Gen 11:10–26). The Shem genealogy ends at 11:26 with Terah fathering three sons. One 

of these—Abraham—will play a significant role in what follows. 

Terah (Gen 11:27–25:11). The Terah toledoth bridges the traditionally defined divide between 

the Primeval History and Ancestral Narratives. The reader first meets Abraham in 11:26 as one of 
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three sons of Terah. Abraham’s wife, Sarah, is also introduced in the Primeval History (11:29). 

The link between the two larger narrative blocks continues in the beginning of Gen 12. Yahweh 

appears to Abraham and instructs him to depart the safety and comfort of his homeland for a land 

God will show him. Abraham obeys. God makes two other promises to Abraham, including giving 

him an heir (Gen 15, 17). The reader has known that Sarah is barren since 11:30, and Sarah gives 

her maidservant, Hagar, to Abraham. This union produces Ishmael, but also produces jealousy and 

conflict with Sarah. Hagar then flees with the child. God then reveals that Ishmael is not the 

designated heir—a child of Sarah will fill this role. In her old age, Sarah conceives and bears Isaac. 

However, God puts Abraham to the test—He instructs him to sacrifice his son (Gen 22). Abraham 

demonstrates his obedience, but an angel of God intervenes, and Abraham sacrifices a ram instead. 

The Terah toledoth ends with Sarah’s death (Gen 23) and Abraham’s servant finding a wife for 

Isaac (Gen 24). 

Ishmael (Gen 25:12–18). The brief Ishmael genealogy fulfills the divine promise of a future for 

Ishmael in 16:12—Genesis shows God’s concern even for those outside the lines of promise. 

Ishmael’s example prepares the way for Esau, who likewise receives a word of promise (27:39–

40). This promise is not a curse—as usually thought (compare 33:1, 9 and the impressive retinue 

with which Esau meets Jacob upon his return home). 

Questioning Sources 

The Documentary Hypothesis has recently fallen on hard times and no longer presents the most 

compelling way to speak about the composition of the Pentateuch in general or the book of Genesis 

in particular (see the formative critiques by Whybray, Making the Pentateuch; Rendtorff, The 

Problem of the Process of the Transmission of the Pentateuch). However one chooses to describe 

the prehistory and composition of Genesis—be it sources, traditions, or a single author—there is 

a nearly universal agreement that the book itself is the result of a long process of oral transmission 

and involves a number of various genres, among them legend, myth, narrative, novella, and saga. 

The composition of the book of Genesis remains elusive, but this has not forced scholarship to 

give up on investigating it. Genesis was the bedrock out of which the Documentary Hypothesis 

grew, and the book of remains the testing ground for new methods in biblical scholarship (see, 

most recently, Hendel, Genesis: Ten Methods). 

Historical Questions 

The topic of how the Bible intersects with history is a difficult one, and Genesis is particularly 

difficult. The Primeval History is not strict history—it is generally accepted that its stories are not 

meant as literal history, and that they rely on other, older, ancient Near Eastern traditions. 

Similarly, few now share Albright’s earlier confidence that the patriarchs can be archaeologically 

proven to have existed in the second millenniumBC. 
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Regardless of any possible lack of historicity in the narratives themselves, Abraham, Jacob, 

Rachel, and the rest are in many wayspeople a knowledge of their time would suggest. The 

patriarch’s names adhere to the expected West Semitic patterns of the second and first 

millennia BC, and there exist several possible precursors to the names Abraham and Jacob within 

history (McCarter, “The Patriarchal Age,” 1–31). However, if these people existed, this does not 

mean that all the biblical narratives about them necessarily preserve strict historical accounts. 

Recent research into historiography and cultural memory suggests that these texts remember actual 

characters, but were shaped much later by people writing from their own concerns and experiences. 

For these reasons, dating the individual texts in Genesis is a very complex enterprise—what is 

true for one text from (for example, the Primeval History) may not be true for another. Genesis 

1:1–2:4a seems to date to the period of the Babylonian exile and represents ancient Israel’s attempt 

to articulate a story of creation and their view of God and humanity when confronted with the 

terrifying Babylonian Enuma elish. This does not mean, however, that 2:4b–25 dates from a 

similar period—traditionally the second creation account, ascribed to J, has been dated to the 10th 

century. However, this has been called into question by the current debates surrounding J. The 

current state of the scholarship on the composition of the Pentateuch shows little support for E, 

growing hesitancy about J, and a general conclusion that P supplied the basic course of events in 

the sixth century BC. The question of dating specific Genesis texts is therefore uncertain. 

There does seem to be an emerging trend at present to date the final form of the book of Genesis 

to the Persian era (Thompson, The Historicity of the Patriarchal Narratives; Van Seters, Abraham 

in History and Tradition; Steinberg, Kinship and Marriage in Genesis; Heard, Dynamics of 

Diselection; Brett, Genesis; among others). While this says little about the prehistory of the various 

texts themselves, it offers an honest glimpse at where the debate stands at present. 

Ancient Near Eastern Parallels 

There are a number of parallels within the broader ancient Near East that may have shaped the 

book of Genesis. However, it is difficult to trace how these parallels may be related to the Genesis 

narratives. Was Genesis aware of the tradition and reacting against it, or is the parallel in fact 

simply a part of the larger cultural milieu of the ancient Near East? 

Two of the most robust parallels are the flood story (Gen 6–9) and the various patriarchal birth 

stories. The flood story is not unique to the Bible; Tablet XI of the Gilgamesh Epic recounts a 

similar narrative, as does the story of Atrahasis. There are also numerous Sumerian, Babylonian, 

and Assyrian flood stories (Westermann, Genesis 1–11,398). Within this complex and 

multifaceted tradition of flood stories—more than 250—there are a number of similarities and 

differences with the biblical account (see Westermann, Genesis 1–11, 399–405). 

A similar pattern is in evidence for Israelite and Canaanite birth stories. The 

Ugaritic Aqhat and Kirta epics shed the most light on the biblical text. Both in the Ugaritic texts 
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and much of the Genesis narrative the hero appeals to his relationship with the deity as the rationale 

for a child, a request which the deity grants (Hendel, Epic of the Patriarch, 37–59). Hendel argues 

that the biblical texts are later formulations of the earlier Ugaritic texts (Hendel, Epic of the 

Patriarch, 47–48). 

One may isolate a number of further parallels. Among them: 

• humanity as the “image of God” (1:28) and ancient Near Eastern kings as the “image” of god; 

• the long lifespans ascribed to the ancestors pre-flood (Gen 5) and the Sumerian King List; 

• creation (Gen 1 and 2) and a number of Egyptian and Mesopotamian creation accounts; 

• Jacob’s ladder (28:12) and the heavenly “ladder” of Babylonian mythic texts; 

• “sons of God” (6:2–4) and Ugaritic “children of El”; 

• trickster characters like Jacob and the numerous tricksters in the ancient Near East. 
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