Genesis: Read this book in its entirety

Genesis is the first of five books that make up the first third of the Old Testament canon known as the Torah or the Penteteuch (five books). The book begins with the story of how God creates the universe and the beginnings of human society. Genesis also contains the account of how God begins relates to humanity through one man, Abraham, and his family. 

During the 19th and 20th centuries, biblical scholars developed a hypothesis (known as the “documentary hypothesis”) that four basic sources were used in the composition of the Penteteuch. This helped to explain differences in accounts and perspectives found in various parts of these books. Contemporary scholarship is not as concerned about the composition history of the book of Genesis, but the work of earlier scholars have helped us to recognize that the people in the earliest part of the story do not know the stories of Genesis 1-11. It is only during the period of the late monarchy (8th-7th centuries) that the people of the Bible began to understand that the God they worshipped was the creator of all things and all people and thus sovereign over all. The following is a brief description of each hypothetical source:

J (for the German spelling of Yahwist) uses the divine name Yahweh. In this document, God is very personable and the stories have more literary features. The following parts of Genesis 1-11 are attributed to J: 2:4b-4:26; 6:1-8; 11:1-9.

E (Elohist) favors the divine name Elohim (literally gods).  In E, God communicates through dreams. The following passages have been attributed to E: Genesis 20:1-17; 21:8-34; 22:1-19.

D (Deuteronomist) is mostly found in the book of Deuteronomy. Scholars believe that this source was first written at the time of Kings Hezekiah and/or Josiah.

P (Priestly Writer) is interested in things related to sacrifice, Temple and the Priesthood. This source also uses the name Elohim, but is more formal in style than E. The following passages in Genesis are attributed to P: 5:1-27 and 11:10-27.

Chapters 1-3 describe how God creates the world and the story of the first human couple, Adam and Eve. What strikes you as curious or significant about the way that God creates the world? What do you think being created in the image of God signifies? What kinds of words (speech acts) does God first give to human beings? What do you think having dominion signifies? List all the mistakes you can identify that humans make in chapter 3.

Chapters 4-11 are called foundational stories: Cain murders his brother Abel, the rise of civilization, the genealogy from Adam to Noah, the story of the flood and Noah's ark, and the tower of Babel.  What is the nature of Cain’s offense and how does God respond to him? Who creates culture and technology according to Genesis 4:17-22? Who introduces vengeance into the story? Why does God decide to destroy all living creatures? Why is Noah spared? How is the blessing in 9:1-7 different from the blessing in Genesis 1:28-30?  What is the covenant that God makes with Noah and what is the sign of this covenant?  Note that this is the first in a series of covenants that God makes with human beings. Covenant is one of the most important concepts in the Bible. Why do human beings build the tower of Babel? What does God do in response?

Chapters 12-25 begin the Patriarchal Narrative with the story of Abraham. What mistake does Abraham repeat? What speech act does God repeat throughout this narrative? What is the nature of the conflict between Lot and Abraham? What confuses you about Abraham’s actions and his motives? What in the story indicates that Abraham does not yet understand God’s nature? What is revealed about the nature of God in these stories? Memorize God promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1b-3.

Episodes:

· Chapter 12:1 God calls Abram and promises that a) Abram will be a great nation and his name will be great, b) God will bless those who bless Abram and curse those who curse Abram, and c) in Abram all the families of the earth shall be blessed 

· Chapter 12 Famine - sojourn in Egypt: Abram tries to present Sarai as his sister.

· Chapter 13 Strife between Lot and Abraham (Lot as surrogate son -- Abram is 75 years old.)

· Chapter 13:14 God promises that he will give the land as far as Abram can see to him and his offspring and that his offspring will be like the dust of the earth. 

· Chapter 14 Abram rescues Lot from Chedorlaomer

· Chapter 15 God repeats promise that Abram's own issue will be his heir and his descendants shall be as numerous as the stars in heaven.

· Chapter 16 Hagar and Ishmael (Ishmael as Abram's son -- Abram is 86 years old)

· Chapter 17 God repeats promise of progeny and renames Abram, Abraham; Sarai, Sarah. Abraham enters into a covenant of circumcision. God makes clear to Abraham that his promise will be fulfilled through Sarah.

· Chapter 18 Sarah learns of the promise

· Chapter 19 Sodom and Gomorrah story

· Chapter 20 Abraham and Sarah at Gerar where Abraham once again tries to represent Sarah as his sister.

· Chapter 21 Birth of Isaac Hagar and Ishmael sent away (Isaac as Abraham's son)

· Chapter 22 The Aqedah - binding/sacrifice of Isaac

· Chapter 23 Death of Sarah

· Chapter 25 Marriages and Death of Abraham

Chapters 26-50 continue the Patriarchal Narrative through the stories of Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob, his brother Esau and his wives Leah and Rachel and the stories of his twelve sons and one of his daughters, Dinah. The first four sons were born to Leah: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah. Rachel, who was at first barren, gave her handmaiden Bilhah to Jacob to lie with and to produce a child who would be legally hers. Bilhah gave birth to Dan and Naphtali. The seventh and eighth sons were born to Zilpah, Leah's handmaiden: Gad and Asher. The ninth and tenth sons were born to Leah: Issachar and Zebulun. The last two sons were born to Rachel: Joseph, who became the favorite of his father and Benjamin. The book ends when the Israelites (Jacob's family) travel to Egypt to seek salvation from a famine. Here is a piece of biblical irony: Egypt begins as a place of deliverance. As you read, list the important characters and provide a brief description of their role in the story. What patterns do you see repeated in these episodes? 

What strikes you as inappropriate in Joseph’s interpretation of his own dreams? 

Are Joseph’s dreams fulfilled in the way that he expects? 
