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Introduction to Genesis and Exodus

John Goldingay

Ways of Reading a Text

How do we go about studying Genesis and Exodus?  How do we discover what they meant to their first readers and what they might mean for readers today?

It is possible to identify various possible interests for the task of interpretation.  I will work here with a way of categorizing them that distinguishes three fundamental objectives for the task.

· We can look at the world of the text itself, at the way it works as a narrative, at the story it tells, the characters it portrays, and the way it discusses certain themes.

· We can look at the worlds behind the text, so as to try to discover its origins and to ask about the possible historical realities it refers to.  

· We can look at the worlds in front of the text, at the way it interacts with the lives and thinking of its readers.  We can ask in what way its significance differs for (say) Christians and Jews, or men and women, or first world and third world readers.

Reading the Text Itself

In due course the Old Testament includes many kinds of texts—prayers, poems, hymns, accounts of visions, laws, and others.  But it begins as a narrative; indeed, narrative dominates the Old Testament.  In due course we will ask about the historical nature of the narratives in Genesis and Exodus, a question which was a major concern of their study in the modern period.  But initially I invite the reader to leave that question on one side and consider the books themselves, to look at the story they tell.  Whether a narrative is more factual or more fictional, there can be a number of foci for reading it.  Among the chief ones we can consider are the plot or theme(s) of the story, and the characters who appear in it. 

Genesis and Exodus as Narrative
Genesis and Exodus form the first two parts of the eleven or twelve parts that comprise the huge narrative extending from Genesis itself to the end of 2 Kings.  There are ‘eleven or twelve’, because the English Bible has Ruth as part of this narrative, whereas that story comes later in the Hebrew Bible, among the ‘Writings’.  

Like the episodes in a mini-series, each of these parts has a degree of completeness and closure, but in addition each of them treats themes that also appear in other parts that precede and/or follow.  It is thus not totally complete in itself.  So Genesis takes the story of the world’s origins and the story of Israel’s ancestors from the making of a series of promises by God to the fulfilling of some aspects of these promises.  A tiny family has become a sizeable people.  Equally clearly, it leaves other aspects of these promises unfulfilled.  This people does not yet have the land promised to it—indeed, it looks further away from possession of that land.  The reader is thus encouraged to turn over the page or take up the next scroll.  Similarly Exodus comes to some closure: the people have built the tent shrine that God commissioned.  Yet God also commissioned the ordaining of a priesthood, and this has not yet taken place.  The reader again turns over the page or takes up the next scroll to discover whether it does take place.  This process continues through the eleven or twelve parts of the work as a whole.  Arguably the series is still incomplete in substance when we reach 2 Kings 25, but we know that there is no more to the series because when we again pick up the next scroll, we find it is Isaiah, which begins a different mini-series.  Or when we again turn over the page in the English Bible, we find ourselves in 1 Chronicles, back at the beginning of the long story, once more making the acquaintance of Adam.  We are beginning to watch a remake of the first series.

While the division into those eleven parts is quite intelligible, it may have been made partly for convenience.  Though the parts are not all of the same length, they are within a certain range—thirty to fifty pages in an English Bible.  And some of the divisions may seem a little strange.  In terms of content, for instance, one might outline the opening of the work as follows:

Genesis 1—11:  
How God related to the world from the beginning

Genesis 12—50:

How God related to Israel’s ancestors

Exodus 1—18:   

How God delivered Israel from Egypt

Exodus 19—Numbers 10:
How God met with Israel at Sinai

But as parts on their own, Genesis 1—11 and Exodus 1—18 would be much shorter than the others, while Exodus 19—Numbers 10 would be much longer (Exodus 19—Leviticus 27 would mark a plausible ‘part’, but this division would still leave Exodus 1-18 looking truncated).  

So we might follow the series editor’s version of the long work and think of Genesis and Exodus as two parts of it.  Or we might think of them as four shorter parts.  Either way, the parts are in some respects self-contained, but they also look beyond themselves.  It is a nice fact that the three ‘Guides’ which this volume includes preserve one way of looking at the matter in the treatment of Genesis (which appears as two parts) and the other way in the treatment of Exodus (which appears as one).

The Characters in the Story

In our own experience we are used to a difference between characterization as it appears in a book and as it appears in a film.  In books authors can tell us about their inner workings or about those of other people, and can make evaluative comments on matters (‘She was grieved’, ‘I was angry’, ‘He was an honest man’).  In films this is unusual; only when directors are desperate do they have characters talking to camera.  Films have to show rather than tell.  They show people acting in certain ways and leave us to work out what this says about their character.

In general, the narrative in Genesis—Exodus works more like a film than like a book.  Genesis 1—3, for instance, tells us nothing of God’s motivation in creating the world.  It tells us that God thought the elements in the created world were good, and it tells about God’s reflecting on the need not to let Adam and Eve eat of the tree of live after their disobedience.  But the first time we are taken right inside God’s character is when we are told that God was sorry and grieved that the world subsequently went so wrong (6:6).  Similarly in Exodus 32 we are told for the first time that God has got angry that Israel has gone wrong.  But we are never told (for instance) that God loved the world or that God chose Israel.  We are left to work that out from God’s actions. 

In the cast of a story, there are major characters and minor characters.  The major characters are the ones we most get to know, though some minor characters play such clearly-etched cameo roles that we also get to know them quite well.  While the major characters come across as people with the complexity that attaches to being a person, the minor characters may seem simpler.  Some minor characters are there only to ‘play a role’ or fulfil a function.  

In this mini-series, one character is central.  This person appears in the very first scene simply as ‘God’, then in the second as ‘Yhwh God’.  ‘God’ is the all-purpose word for deity, which also applies to the deities of other peoples.  In the second scene it is thus juxtaposed to the particular name by which Israel addressed God.  The story that will unfold in these books concerns God, but a God known specifically as Yhwh, though generally the two words God and Yhwh appear separately rather than being juxtaposed.  (In deference to the Jewish practice of neither pronouncing the name nor writing it in its pronounceable form, in this volume we use the vowel-less form Yhwh.  Most English Bibles replace the name Yhwh by the expression ‘the LORD’, or by ‘GOD’ if the regular Hebrew word for ‘the Lord’ itself appears in the context.  See the note at the end of this Introduction.)

Different facets of the being of this character unfold as the story itself unfolds.  In Genesis 1, God is a person who is in complete control of what goes on, who acts systematically, carefully, and reflectively.  In Genesis 2—3, God turns out to be someone who can also act impulsively, experimentally, and collaboratively.  The God with a name is interested in a relationship with human beings and likes to visit them in the cool of the afternoon to ask how the day has been.  Admittedly Yhwh God is also direct and confrontational, and gives rather puzzling instructions to people, expecting them to obey the instructions even if they are surprising.  In Genesis 4, too, Yhwh acts in puzzling fashion, welcoming one person’s worship but not another’s, and not explaining why.  At the same time, Yhwh shows an openness to being argued with and a flexibility about decision-making which fit with the collaborativeness and the relational instinct, and will play an important part in the story on other occasions.  The negative side to that flexibility soon appears in Genesis 6 when Yhwh responds to human (and heavenly) intransigence by regretting making the world and deciding virtually to clean the slate and start again.  As God started off by being someone who could be thrilled at the sight of the world as it comes into being, so now God is someone who feels hurt that this world has turned out as it has.

It is possible to trace the further unfolding of this character through the rest of Genesis—Exodus.  In Genesis 12—50 God comes to be known by some new names.  On one hand, God is ‘El’.  This name first appears in Genesis 14:17-23, initially as the name of the God worshipped by the priest-king of Salem, Melchizedek.  Specifically, this God is El Elyon, which NRSV renders ‘God Most High’.  Such a rendering assumes that El is a common noun meaning God rather than a name; some passages imply the one, other passages imply the other.  Abram glosses the name Melchizedek uses by adding Israel’s own name for God to produce the phrase ‘Yhwh El Elyon’.  So in some sense Yhwh can be identified with the God whom the other inhabitants of the land worship, even if Abraham’s comment indicates that more needs to be said about God than the people of Salem are aware.  

Subsequently, the God of Israel’s ancestors is identified by several other expressions involving this name El:

· El Roi, which some translations take to mean ‘God who sees me’, but which Hagar takes to mean ‘God whom I see’ (16:13).  

· El Shaddai (17:1; 28:3; 35:11; 43:14; 48:3; Exod 6:3); the meaning of this expression is uncertain, but it is traditionally taken to signify ‘God Almighty’.  

· El Olam, ‘one who has been God from long ago’ or ‘one who will long be God’ (literally ‘God Age’) (21:33). 

· El [of?] Bethel (31:13; 35:7).  

· El, God of Israel (33:20—’Israel’ in the sense of the individual Jacob who has just been re-named Israel).

Another facet of this character appears when God speaks as ‘El, the God of your father’ (46:3; cf 49:25).  So far we have seen that God is one with a particular name, Yhwh, and also one who can be identified in a qualified way with the God of the peoples among whom Israel’s ancestors live and can be linked with specific places such as Salem and Bethel.  The self-description just quoted marks God as also one who establishes a special relationship with the successive leaders of the family whose story Genesis tells, with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Yhwh is thus ‘the God of my father’.  The specificity of the special relationship is expressed in God’s being ‘the God of Abraham, the awe of Isaac, and the strong one of Jacob’.  The link with a leader and not merely with a place means that this God relates to the people in a way that meets the needs of a family that is often on the move under the authority of its head.  God is one who guides and provides.

There is another feature to the way God is portrayed in Genesis 12—50.  At the beginning, in the story of Abraham, God is one who takes the initiative in speaking and acting.  By the end, in the story of Joseph, God is much more behind the scenes.  Joseph’s life originally receives its dynamic from a prophetic dream, but the fulfilment of the dream comes about through the ordinary human activity of people such as himself and his brothers.  God is capable of operating both ways.  By the beginning of the next part of the story, in Exodus, the trouble is that God seems to have given up being involved at all, and Israel has to call God back to the kind of supra-natural activity that the earlier story described. 

When we turn to Exodus 1—18, we also find new facets of God’s character emerging.  In Genesis 14, Abraham had had to get involved in fighting, and as the God of Abraham, Yhwh had got dragged into that, but generally there had been no need for such activity.  The situation in which Abraham’s descendants now find themselves requires a different form of activity, or rather requires a more dedicated application of the kind of capacity Yhwh showed in Genesis 14.  In fulfilment of the promise to Abraham, Israel has become a sizeable ethnic group.  In itself that means it needs to learn to function in the political arena, and Yhwh will have to show the kind of characteristics required in that arena.  But in addition, Israel is actually under the harsh control of another nation.  Although Israel is nation-sized, it does not have nation-status.  Indeed, whereas Genesis had spoken of its becoming a great ‘nation’, Exodus’s own preferred term for Israel is ‘people’.  It has no national identity.  Yhwh still has work to do, and this is different work from that involved in taking it from family-size to people-size.  So in Exodus 1—18 the character of Yhwh reveals more consistently confrontational, conflictual, martial features from the ones it shows in Genesis 12—50.

In Exodus 19—40 things change again.  The guide who became a warrior now becomes a rule-maker.  In Genesis there had apparently also been no need for instructions on how to behave, or at least there had been no place for these.  One way of expressing the need for Yhwh now to show this capacity is to note again that Abraham’s family has become a nation, or at least a nation-sized people.  A nation needs laws.  Its life needs boundary markers.  It needs ways of handling conflict and other problems in the community.  It needs a common framework for considering matters such as property, employment, marriage, justice, personal injury, and loans.  Even as a family, the people would have needed some such common framework, but a family can work on the basis of a moral authority resting within the family itself (‘this is the way we have always done things’).  A nation needs a more formalized framework for its life.  Yhwh has to become a lawgiver in order to relate to Israel as a nation.  

God is the major character in this story.  It is God’s character that emerges most fully and therefore in most complexity.  Because this character is on stage on-and-off throughout the drama, we see God acting and reacting in a series of different contexts, playing those different roles (creator, punisher, guide, deliverer, lawgiver) and revealing different emotions (e.g., grief and anger).

In the Old Testament story as a whole, the major ‘character’ opposite Yhwh is the Israelite people.  In Genesis this people does not exist—at least not until the closing pages, which refer to the twelve clans of Israel.  Genesis tells of Israel’s background in the story of a small family that is destined to become a great nation.  The last of the three great fathers in the family history, Jacob, is one who comes to bear the very name ‘Israel’, and he is the father of twelve sons to whom the clans trace their origin.  His name ‘Israel’ is suggestive.  He receives it from a mysterious wrestler at the River Jabbock (32:28).  The wrestler implies that the name denotes Jacob as someone who wrestles with God (and with human beings) and wins.  More literally, the name means ‘God wrestles’—presumably with Jacob.  Either comment on the name constitutes a telling introduction to the character.

In Genesis, then, the foreshadowed Israel is a family that is destined to be a nation.  The idea that Israel began as a family will be a feature to which the Old Testament appeals from time to time.  Deuteronomy will argue that as members of one family, Israelites ought to treat each other as brothers and sisters.  Meanwhile, at the beginning of Exodus Israel is first described as now having become a ‘people’ (Exod 1:9).  The word identifies Israel as a community with a common racial or ethnic identity—a family writ large.  The word comes on the lips of the Egyptian Pharaoh, for whom this family is writ large enough to seem a threat to Egypt itself.  He responds by seeking to squash it.  From there it is taken onto Yhwh’s lips when Yhwh for the first time describes Israel as ‘my people’ (3:7).  At the moment the Pharaoh compels Israel to live as if he owned it—as if Israel were the Pharaoh’s people.  It has to be involved in ‘service’ to the Pharaoh (e.g., 2:23).  Actually, Israel belongs to Yhwh, and Yhwh intends to be the object of Israel’s ‘service’ (e.g., 3:12).  Words such as ‘serve’, ‘service’, ‘servants’, ‘slavery’, and ‘worship’ are of key importance in these chapters.  All come from the Hebrew verb ‘abad and related nouns.    

On what basis does Yhwh claim ownership of Israel?  Perhaps part of the basis implicitly lies in the covenant commitment to Israel’s ancestors.  It was this that made God accept an obligation to do something about the situation when the people cried out under their oppression.  In other respects, describing Israel as ‘my people’ anticipates a new situation—indeed, it brings it into being.  At Sinai Yhwh and Israel will enter into a formal relationship whereby Yhwh becomes Israel’s God and Israel becomes Yhwh’s people.  But that event will have its background in a decision Yhwh has apparently made by this time.  To say ‘my people’ constitutes a decision to stake a claim to Israel.  It might be seen as an instance of performative language.  On the basis of this claim, Yhwh intends to take Israel from the one who currently ‘pretends’ to own them, by force if necessary.  To put it another way, Yhwh is adopting Israel and treating the people as firstborn son, and the job of such a son is to serve his father (4:22).  The Pharaoh had better not dispute the claim.  Israel is leaving Egypt to start serving Yhwh.

  The trouble is that Israel is a resistant servant as the Pharaoh is a resistant rival.  As the Pharaoh resists having his slave-people taken away, so the slave-people resist being taken away by Yhwh, when in the short term it means their life gets harder.  After their double escape from the Pharaoh, they do come to revere and trust in Yhwh, and to trust in Moses (14:31), but they resist the down sides to their enforced trek through the desert.  At Sinai they commit themselves to being Yhwh’s people, but they are soon making up their own minds about how to worship Yhwh.  Exodus does close with great acts of generosity to provide the raw materials for building Yhwh’s shrine, but at its end the narrative leaves us uncertain whether they will eventually settle into a pattern of such responsiveness to Yhwh, or one of resistance to Yhwh, or whether they will continue to move between the two. 


Among the individual human characters in Genesis and Exodus, the ones who emerge most clearly are Abraham, Sarah, Hagar, Jacob, Joseph, and Moses.  Cain, Noah, Esau, and Miriam play significant cameo parts.  Aaron is on stage for a long time, but he is more a man playing a role than someone who comes into focus as a person, as are Lot and the Pharaoh of the exodus.  Adam and Eve, too, seem to be there as the means of discussing a theological theme.  We do not get to know them as people.  Among the minor players, Enoch has especially intrigued readers and inspired a substantial literature in the Second Temple period.  Isaac is an oddly underdeveloped character, given his significance as one of the sequence of ancestors in Genesis 12—50.

The Plot and the Themes of the Story

So what is this story about?  We might see the themes of its four parts as blessing, promise, liberation, and lifestyle.

Genesis 1—11 is about whether and how far the world stands under God’s blessing or under God’s curse.  The linguistic basis for seeing it that way is that the words ‘blessing’ and ‘curse’ recur a number of times through the chapters.  The story of the world’s origins includes a declaration that God blessed the creatures of the sea and the sky, blessed humanity, and blessed the Sabbath (1:22, 28; 2:3).  But the story of Adam and Eve and their children tells us that there is a curse on the cleverest of the land creatures, a curse on the land that Adam was to tend, and a curse on Adam and Eve’s surviving son (3:14, 17; 4:11).  After that, we are admittedly encouraged by the reminder that God did bless humanity at the beginning (5:2), but this does not stop the story proceeding to describe the curse working itself out in a destructive flood.  The other side of that flood, however, once more we are encouraged to read about God’s blessing Noah and his family (9:1).  Yet soon Noah is himself putting a curse on his grandson (9:25).  How long is this to go on?  It seems that the story of the world is a story in which blessing and curse wrestle for the victory, and it is not clear which will win.  The opening of chapter 12 reassures us that God’s purpose to bless will win out.

We could portray Genesis 12—50 as the story of how that comes about, as ‘blessing’ talk continues, while talk about curse falls more into the background.  But Genesis 12—50 has a distinctive way of making the point, and nuancing it.  Its initial reference to blessing comes in the setting of a charge to Abram to go to a new land, apparently to complete a journey begun by his father.  In between talk of a land and talk of blessing is a promise that Abram will become a great nation and will gain a great name (see Gen 12:1-3).  The rest of Genesis is the story of how these promises found partial fulfilment against a variety of odds.  The promises are imperilled by a sequence of factors.  Abram’s wife and a number of other women in Genesis cannot have children.  God’s own requirement almost involves Abraham in offering to God the son through whom his family is to grow.  Will this one family really become a nation?  Another people lives in the land that God sends them to, and anyway Abram is soon on the way out of this land again because of a famine.  A later famine causes Jacob’s entire family to leave the land.  Will this people ever possess it?  Instead of gaining a great name, ancestors such as Abraham, Jacob, and Joseph often earn themselves a bad name or gain one when they do not deserve it.  Instead of being a blessing, they bring trouble.  

Yet the story shows how the promise does find forms of partial fulfilment.  One man and his infertile wife have grown to become a large family.  Abraham does gain a foothold in the land, and Joseph closes the book with a dying reaffirmation of the promise that will take his family back there.  Joseph has made a name for himself in Egypt.  Jacob brings blessing to Laban (30:27), Joseph brings blessing to Potiphar’s house (39:5), and Jacob blesses Pharaoh (47:7, 10).  Genesis 12—50 tells of how God’s promise is continually reaffirmed, often endangered, partially fulfilled, and always standing before Israel’s ancestors to lure them on.

Exodus 1—18 are about liberation.  Their story starts with the promise of increase spectacularly fulfilled, but with this family-become-people in bondage to another nation.  The story of its liberation opens with the preparation of a leader who will lead them out from bondage.  It goes on to describe the conflict between him and the leader of the oppressor nation.  The dual highpoint of the story is the people’s departure from Egypt and the subsequent drowning of their oppressors when they eventually decided to pursue the escapees.  The close of the story takes the people to the destination announced earlier, a meeting with God at a mountain in the desert where the leader had once himself met with God.

The meeting with God issues in a multiform revelation on the mountain.  In at least three respects Exodus 19—40 compares with the opening of Genesis.  First, God lays before the people the style of life that God expects of them, but does so in much more detail than was the case in Genesis 2.  The wide giving of permission and the single prohibition that placed one limitation on people’s lives is succeeded by a complex sequence of commands and prohibitions that lay down boundaries for Israel’s life.  Second, the hearers immediately disobey.  The ‘original sin’ of the people of God replaces the ‘original sin’ of the first human beings.  But third, despite the disobedience at the bottom of the mountain while God is speaking to Moses on the top of the mountain, the people can still fulfil the commission to build God a home among the people, which images God’s heavenly home, and God comes to dwell there.

The meeting at Sinai takes Israel into a covenant relationship with Yhwh.  A covenant is a solemnly-ratified, formalized commitment.  It may be a one-sided commitment by one party, which requires nothing of the other party except to let it happen.  Or it may be more reciprocal.  If both parties make a commitment, then the covenant depends on both keeping them.

There are a number of covenants between God and humanity in Genesis—Exodus, of varying kinds.  In the creation story, admittedly, there was no covenant.  The implication may be that it is only when sin has entered into the equation that commitments need to be solemnly-ratified and formalized.  On the other hand, one of the covenants in Exodus is the ‘permanent covenant’ involved in keeping the Sabbath, which is a sign that looks back to creation (Exod 31:12-17).  In this sense Genesis and Exodus do assume that creation involved a covenant.   

The link between covenants and sin may be implicit in the first actual account of covenant-making, God’s commitment to Noah and the humanity to descend from him.  This commitment is that henceforth God will maintain the structure of life on earth, and part of its background is the fact of human wickedness (Gen 8:21).  The second account of a covenant tells of God’s commitment to Abraham.  It, too, is virtually one-sided, in that the only response it requires is the circumcision of male babies.  The third account of a covenant describes the sealing of a covenant at Sinai (Exod 19—24) and its renewing after the people’s transgressing of it there (Exod 32—34).  This covenant again emphasizes God’s initiative, but it differs in basing itself on the fact that God has actually done what was pledged to Abraham.  On that basis it looks for a reciprocal commitment on Israel’s part.  The ‘laws’ in Exodus define the nature of that commitment.

The suitability and the unsuitability of the word ‘law’ emerge here.  The English word is apt to suggest a quasi-legal understanding of the relationship between Israel and God.  The Hebrew word ‘torah’ is a more general one suggesting ‘teaching’.  The narrative in Genesis is as much part of the Torah as are the instructions about behaviour in Exodus.  Neither Old Testament Israel nor subsequent Judaism has an inherently legal or legalistic understanding of their relationship with God.  

But in Exodus the relationship between Yhwh and Israel is being articulated in quasi-political terms.  Yhwh is like a king and Israel is like this king’s people.  It is thus quite natural for the king to use quasi-legal terms in portraying the lifestyle expected of the people.  This is one way in which a king attempts to ensure that the life of his people is what it should be.

We have noted that there was a change in the way God was involved with people as Genesis 12—50 unfolded.  There is a parallel development within Exodus.  In his commentary on Exodus John Durham characterizes it as follows.

· Exodus 1—18 is the story of God in Israel’s midst, ‘acting’.  Yhwh is Israel’s redeemer or deliverer.  

· Exodus 19—40 is the story of God in Israel’s midst, ‘speaking’.  Yhwh is revealing the demands of the covenant to Israel.

· Exodus 40 marks a transition to the story of God in Israel’s midst, ‘being’.

Part of that revelation on Sinai concerned the building of a home for Yhwh, a place where Yhwh could dwell and where Israel could therefore always find Yhwh.  Chapters 25—31 give the instructions for building this mobile home.  Chapters 35—40 then repeat them virtually word-for-word, except that they are now report rather than instruction (without the institution of the priesthood; we have noted that this comes in due course in Leviticus).  In some ways this rounds off Genesis—Exodus.  At the beginning of Genesis God created heaven and earth as a home, achieving much of the work by speaking (e.g., ‘There is to be light’).  At the end of Exodus God comes to live in a home, made in accordance with the words God had spoken, and designed to embody the ordered nature of that large-scale home of God that comprises heaven and earth.

Behind Genesis and Exodus

When people read Genesis and Exodus in their English Bibles in the pre-modern period, the books were headed ‘The First/Second Book of Moses, Called Genesis/Exodus’.  These heading told them that Moses wrote these books.  He was clearly in an excellent position to give them accurate historical information on the story in Exodus, and this encouraged them to assume that they were reading a straightforward historical account of events.  One could therefore add up the years in Genesis and work out approximately (or even exactly) not only the dates of the exodus and of Israel’s ancestors, but the date of the world’s creation. 

The modern period introduced a new set of attitudes.  Those headings are not part of the text of Genesis and Exodus; they do not appear in the Hebrew Bible.  Traditions about the origin and meaning of the text were no longer accepted simply on the basis of their being traditions.  They needed to be tested.  The books needed to be studied historically. 

There are two aspects to the historical study of Genesis and Exodus.  One of its concerns is to work out who actually wrote the books, and when, and where.  The other is to establish what were the actual historical events to which the books refer.  Who actually was Abraham, when did he live, and what did he do?  What actually were the origins of the Israelite people?

The Origin of the Books

Moses was in a position to write Exodus on the basis of personal experience of nearly all the events, but he could not have written Genesis on this basis.  If he wrote it, where did he get his information?  One might look behind the text of Genesis itself for clues.  Perhaps there were existent collections of stories about people such as Abraham and Joseph, and these were strung together.  Or perhaps there was an earlier version of the whole story, though filled out by material from elsewhere.  Or perhaps there were several versions of the same stories, and these were subsequently interwoven.  This last process would then have anticipated what happened a millennium or so later, when the first Christians wrote several versions of the Gospel story.  While these were included in the New Testament separately, the second-century Christian theologian Tatian turned them into one, his Diatessaron, a Harmony of the Gospels.

In the study of Genesis and Exodus, it was a version of the last possibility that convinced the world of scholarship for a hundred years, from the late nineteenth century until the late twentieth century.  But the idea that it was Moses who did the interweaving had long been abandoned.  It became clear that the stories in Genesis had been adapted to speak to the needs of a much later time than that of Moses.  Sometimes the indications of this are quite small details.  For instance, the story of Abraham refers to his having come from Ur of the Chaldeans (11:31).  But the Chaldeans did not arrive in Ur until several centuries later.  Technically this is therefore an anachronism, but referring to the Chaldeans helps later readers identify the city in relation to the politics of their day.

A famous instance of adaptation to speak to a later time is the creation story in Genesis 1 itself.  In the nineteenth century, some scholars described this as borrowed from a Babylonian creation story.  That is hardly right, because the Genesis story is so different from the Babylonian story.  But we can say that the Genesis story is written to communicate with people who know the Babylonian story, and who might be tempted to believe it.  Against that background, the Genesis story reckons to tell its readers the real truth about creation in a way that confronts key features in the Babylonian story.

The result of attempts to look behind the story in Genesis and Exodus (and subsequent books) and to date the material that appears there was the view that these two books interweave two or three major earlier versions of the story, conventionally known as J, E, and P.  J takes its title from the name Yhwh (Jhwh in German), the name this strand uses for God in Genesis.  E takes its title from the ordinary Hebrew word for God, ’elohim, which it uses for God in Genesis.  P stands for the Priestly Work, named after its interest in matters that concerned priests, such as Sabbath, food laws, and circumcision.  P also uses the word ’elohim for God in Genesis, but its priestly interests make it possible to distinguish P from E.  The scholarly consensus dated J in the early monarchy, the time of David and Solomon or soon after.  It dated E a century or so later.  It dated P in the exile or after.  A fourth source, D, is largely confined to Deuteronomy, which the scholarly consensus dated between E and P, though in the treatment of Exodus that follows, William Johnstone shows how the ‘Deuteronomists’ might have edited Exodus.

The trouble is that it is a highly speculative business to get behind a narrative work in order to discover the sources it used and the time they belonged to—as John Rogerson and Walter Moberly note in their treatments of Genesis 1—11 and 12—50 in this volume.  The author(s) of Genesis and Exodus wanted us to read these books themselves, and would not have wanted to give obvious clues to any sources out of which the books were constructed.  Their aim was that we should focus on Genesis and Exodus.  But for a century the world of scholarship was keen to have an answer to the question of the material’s background, and it agreed to take the JEDP scheme as a working hypothesis.

At the end of the twentieth century, however, that agreement collapsed, and there is currently no consensus on the question.  This does not mean that the scholarly world is inclined to think that perhaps Moses wrote Genesis and Exodus after all.  The data that convinced people in the 1880s that this cannot be so remained convincing in the 1980s.  The novelty in our current situation is this fact that there is no new consensus to put in the place of the old one.  

In this last part of the twentieth century the scholarly world in general, in the sciences and the humanities, was taken with the hypothesis of Thomas Kuhn concerning ‘paradigm shifts’ in the sciences, which also came to be applied to the humanities.  People often imagine that science proceeds by a process that involves scientists collecting raw data and watching a hypothesis emerge from it.  In practice, scientists operate with a collection of already existent, supposedly proven hypotheses, and they fit data into these hypotheses.  Their question then is, what do they do with data that do not fit the existent hypotheses?  They can live with a small quantity of such data, but when the quantity increases, so does the pressure to formulate a hypothesis that will better account for it.  Kuhn emphasized that generally people do not abandon theories easily, even when they can see that there is so much intransigent data that it can no longer be ignored.  They continue to use a theory that is manifestly unsatisfactory until a better theory emerges.

A striking feature of the history of the study of Genesis and Exodus over the past three hundred years is that it fails to illustrate Kuhn’s theory.  The world of scholarship abandoned the tradition that Moses wrote the books, without having another theory to put in its place.  To judge from scholarly work on these two books published in the last decades of the twentieth century, it has now largely abandoned the JEDP framework for understanding the books’ origin, again without there being another consensus on an alternative theory.  In conformity with Kuhn’s thesis, however, it may be that the silent majority in the world of scholarship still assumes that working hypothesis, in the absence of another.  In the same way, ordinary people continue to assume that Moses wrote Genesis and Exodus, and it may be that most students of theology heave a sigh of relief and revert to that assumption after they graduate.

This is a particularly hazardous procedure for people who want to understand the Bible because they believe it is the word of God.  The way in which a document communicates with people depends in part on the way in which it interacts with their situation and needs.  To cite a less complex example, the great difference between the message of Kings and Chronicles derives in part from the different circumstances of the community in the Babylonian period, when Kings was written, and that in Persian period, when Chronicles was written.  Chronicles would communicate quite differently in the former period, Kings quite differently in the latter period.  So we have to locate the audience in its time if we want to overhear the narrators telling these versions of Israel’s story to their audience and to hear them as it would.

In an ideal world, the same would be true of Genesis and Exodus.  The trouble is, it seems that we do not know when they were written, and that we never will.  The following considerations may help to mitigate the difficulties caused by our inability to date the books.

First, the books’ relative lack of concrete indicators of their origin may reflect a desire not to be tied to a context in the way that Kings and Chronicles are.  The four Gospels in the New Testament were written by individual authors and may have been first read to particular communities, but each is a ‘Gospel for All Christians’ (to use Richard Bauckham’s phrase).  In the same way, from the paucity of concrete information about the intended audience of Genesis—Exodus we should perhaps infer that the books were intended for the Israelite/Judean community as a whole.  They were not so slanted to the circumstances of the community in one period.

Second, the books themselves, and/or the wider context of the Old Testament, implicitly invite us to read them against the background of times such as the exodus period, the united monarchy, the exile, and the Persian period.  This is so even if we cannot be sure which of these periods generated the books.  What I mean by this is that (for instance) the story of the exodus refers back to Yhwh’s promises to Israel’s ancestors.  I do not believe that Genesis was written by Moses or in Moses’ day, but I can appropriately follow the invitation in Exodus and study the period of the ancestors as background to the events of Moses’ day.  In general the regulations in Exodus presuppose the settled life of Israel in a period such as the monarchy, so I can follow their implicit invitation and study them against that background.  The way Genesis tells the Abraham story also links with realities in the period of the monarchy: the promises to Abraham reappear in part as promises to David.  It also links with the exile: the position of Abraham living by the promise of land rather than by its possession corresponds to the position of Judean exiles, and we have noted that Genesis draws attention to the Chaldeans, who ruled Babylon in the exilic Judeans’ own day.  Then Ezra—Nehemiah tells us of the way the story in Genesis—Exodus and the rules for life in Exodus were applied to the community back in Judah in the fifth century.  We can reckon to read Genesis and Exodus against these historical contexts because the books invite us to do so, whatever may turn out to be the facts of their origin.

Third, to put the same point another way, studying the books historically can be heuristically illuminating even if our conclusions about dating turn out to be wrong.  Scientists sometimes find that a theory is illuminating in enabling them to make further discoveries, even though the theory itself turns out to be wrong.  That has been true of the study of Genesis and Exodus over the past two centuries.  Much of it must be wrong in its assumptions or conclusions about the books’ origin.  But this has not stopped it enabling us to understand aspects of the text that we might otherwise have missed. 

The Books’ Historical Value

In his book The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, Hans Frei attempted to trace the course of a fateful development in the study of books such as Genesis and Exodus in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  At the beginning of his period, as part of the set of attitudes that we now call pre-modern, people assumed that the narrative and the history were the same thing.  Creation, ancestral history, exodus, and events at Sinai happened as Genesis and Exodus describe them.  Modernity brought an awareness of the difference between history and story.  The question was, which was to be the focus of study and the place where truth could be found?  For two reasons, it was inevitable that history won.  One reason was modernity’s general commitment to history.  The other was the fact that this enabled new questions to be asked, and thus opened up the possibility of new discoveries being made.  The energy behind the development of the JEDP theory (or any other theory about the origins of the books) derived from the conviction that a theory about the books’ origins was of key importance if we were to answer this second question, that of the historical events to which Genesis and Exodus refer.  By implication, these events would turn out to be not merely ones that took place in the second millennium BCE but events that took place through much of the first millennium BCE.  It was in the first millennium that the books were written, and like any documents, the books give subconscious witness to the history of the period in which they were written as well as their conscious witness to the period they portray.

There are a number of reasons why someone might be interested establishing the actual history of Israel, and the people’s pre-history.  I might be interested in it for the same reason that I might be interested in (say) the history of Peru or Indonesia: I might find history inherently interesting and illuminating.  Or I might be interested in it because in some sense I view it as ‘my’ history.  Jews obviously do that, but Christians also do so.  My self-identification with the history gives an extra impetus to my study.  Thus the history that may lie behind Genesis and Exodus has been studied much more intensely than the history of Israel’s contemporaries in the Middle East, because so many people have become involved in this study because of that self-identification.  (Many, many Babylonian documents lie in museums unpublished because there are not enough people interested in them to get around to deciphering them and publishing them.)

The down side to the self-identification is that we may have a clear idea of the sort of historical results we want to reach.  Most Jews and Christians do not want to conclude that Abraham or Moses never existed.  It requires a rather sophisticated sort of religious faith to say that this does not matter.  Indeed, Genesis and Exodus imply that it does matter.  It is Yhwh’s making promises to Abraham and fulfilling them, and Yhwh’s delivering Israel from Egypt, that provide evidence that Yhwh is God and show what kind of God Yhwh is.  If Yhwh made no promises and effected no deliverance, this does not quite provide evidence of the opposite or directly undermine the picture of the kind of God Yhwh is, but it does leave Yhwh’s identity and status floating in the air.  Jewish and Christian scholars thus have a vested interest in the results they come to.  That is all the more the case if they work for educational institutions identified with their faith, so that their jobs depend on the kind of results their scholarship comes to.  (Of course, all this also means that an atheist or an agnostic might be subject to converse pressures.)

One may perceive two quite contrary trends in the scholarship of the last part of the twentieth century.  One is that there continue to be works arguing that Genesis and Exodus look more historically accurate than the JEDP hypothesis suggests.  If they were indeed written between the time of Solomon and the exile, one would not expect them to contain much reliable information concerning the middle half of the second millennium BC when Israel’s putative ancestors lived and when the people were in bondage in Egypt.  But studies such as those of Walter Moberly and Augustine Pagolu have shown how Genesis 12—50 portrays a religion very different from any religion known from later Israel.  They argue that this most likely indicates that Genesis offers an accurate portrayal of the time of Israel’s ancestors.  Similarly, studies such as those of James Hoffmeier have argued afresh that the Exodus portrayal of the Israelites’ life in Egypt and their escape from there corresponds to evidence from Egyptian sources.  Neither of these approaches offers hard evidence that the stories Genesis and Exodus tell are factual.  Both offer circumstantial evidence that reckons to raise difficulties for the view that the narratives were written from scratch many centuries after the period they portray. 

The contrary trend in scholarship works in quite the opposite direction.  The JEDP theory always assumed that Genesis and Exodus reached their final form in the Persian period.  We have seen that the books contain detailed indications that they were written in the exile or afterwards, such as the reference to Ur of the Chaldeans.  The description of Ezra the scribe (that is, writer) bringing the Torah from Persia to Jerusalem fits with the assumption that the books were written in the Persian period.  The JEDP theory sought to look behind the books as we have them for the indications that they used earlier sources.  But suppose that the Persian period was the period in which the creative work that produced Genesis and Exodus was done?  Indeed, suppose there were no such earlier sources and that the books were written from scratch in the Persian period?  An illustration of the way this trend works itself out is Samuel Balentine’s study of The Torah’s Vision of Worship (pp. 39-57).  Balentine shows how the creation stories, the codification of laws, and the formalization of regulations for worship could have been a means of Persia exercising control of this part of its empire.  If Genesis and Exodus indeed came into being more or less from scratch in the Persian period, it becomes unbelievable that they accurately portray events nearly a millennium previously.  There must be some other explanation for the portrayal of a distinctive lifestyle in Genesis 12—50.  Perhaps it reflects not a style of life that obtained long before the books were written, but one that obtained in a different area or among different groups from the ones whose lives lie behind other parts of the Old Testament story. 

One difficulty here, however, is that there is no positive pointer to this being the background of the story, any more or any less than there are pointers to the background lying in (say) the early monarchy or the exile.  This again illustrates the problem about the entire enterprise of attempting to determine when Genesis and Exodus were written.  The collapse of the scholarly consensus at the end of the twentieth century and the reopening of questions that seemed settled a century before suggests not only that we will never know when the books were written but also that the attempt to discover what historical events lie behind Genesis and Exodus, while vitally important, is fraught with difficulties that may never be overcome.

The Worlds In Front of Genesis and Exodus

Behind Genesis and Exodus lie ancient historical contexts and events.  In front of the text stand readers who come from their own worlds to the text and who may find that their worlds illumine the text, giving them access to aspects of the world of the text itself.  In the treatment of Genesis 1—11 in this volume, John Rogerson pays particular attention to the way this works out with regard to those chapters.

Admittedly the worlds behind the text and in front of the text overlap.  Even in undertaking historical study, we construe the world behind the text in the light of who we are as readers and what we think history is.  On the other, as readers we are probably seeking access to the world behind the text in the sense of a world that truly exists.  We do not wish merely to see ourselves at the bottom of the well, nor merely to visit a world within the text that only exists there and has no links with the ‘real world’.

The Doctrinal World

In the past, most people’s reading of Genesis and Exodus was guided by the doctrinal beliefs of the church.  Since the early Christian centuries, Genesis in particular has been a focus of Christian study and has been of key significance for a Christian understanding of creation and of what it meant to be human.

Among the first attempts to see the significance of Genesis for Christian belief was Paul’s discussion of Genesis in Romans.  First, he infers from it the importance of the principle that God does not relate to human beings on the basis of acts that we do.  God does not accept people because they perform the right kind of religious rites, nor does God love people because they live the right kind of lives.  God relates to them on the basis of grace and love—or to use something closer to Genesis’s own way of expressing the matter, on the basis of making promises that they simply put their trust in.  Paul argues from the plot of Genesis—Exodus that it is when grace and love have won a response that God indicates what that response needs to look like in life.  So Genesis 12—50 establishes that God’s reaching out to Israel comes first, and Exodus 19—40 shows what the response is to look like.  This construction is not explicit in Genesis—Exodus, but it fits important aspects of the books’ own dynamic.

Elsewhere in Romans Paul looks behind Abraham to Adam, and traditionally the doctrinal significance of Genesis and Exodus has lain chiefly in Genesis 1—3.  Indeed, in the second century CE, Christian theologians such as Tertullian formulated a ‘guideline for the faith’, an outline understanding of the Christian faith designed to provide a framework for a Christian approach to scripture.  It was eventually embodied in the Apostles Creed.  The only Old Testament event to which it refers is creation.  These and subsequent theologians such as Augustine also took up the use in the New Testament of the story of the first human beings’ disobedience in Genesis 3, and developed the doctrines of ‘the fall’ and ‘original sin’.  The difficulty with this process has been that subsequent Christian doctrine has read Genesis not only via Paul but also via Augustine.  

The idea of a fall presupposes that Adam and Eve were in an exalted position in Eden, from which they then fell.  But much of the outworking of this belief seems to be at best absent from Genesis, at worst in conflict with it.  Nor does it appear in Paul, though some aspects of the idea appear there.  Talk in terms of a ‘fall’ comes first in a Jewish work called 2 Esdras, which takes the form of a work by Esdras (=Ezra) discussing the destruction of Jerusalem in 587.  It was actually written some time after the destruction in 70 CE but it became part of the Roman Christian canon of the Old Testament.  In 7:118, Esdras implies that human beings were created immortal and that their sin brought their ‘fall’ from immortality.  Language in terms of ‘fall’ then began to appear in the work of Christian theologians.  But Genesis 2—3 does not imply that Adam and Eve were inherently immortal.  They needed to eat from the tree of life if they were to live forever.  This fits the fact that the human body seems to be designed to go through a cycle of birth, maturing, senescence, and death, like a plant’s or an animal’s.  It is difficult to imagine a human body of a form that did not follow this cycle.  From the beginning it would thus have needed to be transformed if human beings were to live forever.  It is in the sense that this transformation will not happen that death came about as a result of Adam and Eve’s disobedience.

The idea of a fall has other implications that are difficult to fit with Genesis.  It implies that the first human beings lived a life of happiness and closeness to God.  As a result of the fall their relationship with God was broken.  But Genesis 1—3 does not say anything about how their life actually was in the Garden, while Genesis 4 pictures human beings as involved in working together with God, in worshipping, and in conversing with God.

The idea of a fall implies that the first human beings could obey God, but that after the fall human beings could not.  Yet when Christians read Genesis 3 they find the same dynamics of temptation and disobedience as they themselves experience, and Genesis 4 assumes that Cain can obey God. 

The idea of a fall implies that originally the world worked in a harmonious way.  There were no earthquakes, and lions lay down with lambs.  As a result of the fall, the world is spoiled.  But Genesis 3 says only that God cursed the snake and the soil, which would henceforth therefore produce desert plants rather than garden plants—presumably because it lacked the abundant water of Eden.  When Romans 8 describes the world as subject to futility, it does not say when or how this came about, and specifically it does not link it with human sin.

A reading of Genesis 3 that does not start from the Christian idea of the fall suggests that what the story describes is not a fall from a state of bliss but a failure to realize a possibility.  As Paul put it, human beings ‘fell short of the glory of God’ (Romans 3:23).  

Now Genesis 1—11 offers extensive insight on the nature of human sin, and thus theological reflection on this subject on the basis if these chapters can be a fruitful exercise.  They portray God forming a world that constituted an ideal environment where human beings could live, work, and grow.  Such a world would not be without challenges and problems, because it is through handling these that people do grow.  There is some taming of the world to be done on God’s behalf.  God expected human beings to accept certain constraints in living in God’s world, and their first failure lay in declining to do that.  Their disobedience was trivial, and it is not called sin, but it was disastrous, because it involved taking no notice of the one constraint under which they were challenged to live.

In Genesis 1—11 it is the story of Cain that introduces us to ‘sin’ (4:7).  Sin consisted in one human being’s violence to another.  The story of wrongdoing is taken further in the story of divine beings getting involved in sexual relationships with human women (6:1-4).  A cumulative account of the ‘fall’ of humanity runs through Genesis 1—6, leading to God’s decision to end it all and start again.  The new start recognizes the deep-seated nature of human sinfulness (8:21) and soon witnesses fresh evidence of it, within Noah’s family (9:20-27) and in the hopes, aims, and resistance to God’s purpose embodied in the life of the city-builders of chapter 11.

It is thus possible to study the text of Genesis for the doctrinal truths that it implies, on a subject such as sin, but in doing so readers need to lay on one side for a while the church’s doctrinal tradition if they are to see what Genesis itself says.

The possible fruitfulness of doing this may be further illustrated by consideration of the doctrine of God.  At the beginning of Genesis, human beings are created in God’s image, and not long after the end of Exodus, Israel is urged to be holy as Yhwh is holy (Lev 19:2).  Humanity is designed as God-like, and Israel is called to realize that purpose by being a distinctive people in line with the distinctiveness of Yhwh as God.  The creation and the urging might make one read through Genesis and Exodus asking, Who then is this God whom humanity is designed to image and whom Israel is to resemble?  Among the answers are that God is 

· creative, life-giving, and order-bringing (Gen 1—2)

· easily hurt, realistic, and not inclined to give up (Gen 3—11)

· giver of hope, land, space, and scope (Genesis 12—50)

· attentive to people’s pain, open and self-revealing, active against oppression, and giver of  freedom (Exod 1—18)

· frightening, categorical, concrete, and practical (Exod 19—24)

· present, flexible, and more merciful than judgmental (Exod 25—40).  

Many of these aspects of God’s character and of the human vocation are not prominent in Christian doctrine.  So a doctrinal question can enable us to perceive aspects of the text and can generate answers that broaden the framework of the question. 

The Political World

Readers have brought to Genesis and Exodus two very different political worlds, the world of the powerful and the world of the powerless.  Nations such as Britain and America have seen themselves as a chosen people in succession to the people of Abraham and Moses.  This self-understanding undergirded European emigration to America and British policy in Southern Africa.  If European and British peoples were in the position of Abraham or Moses, then in both areas local people, Native American or African peoples, were in the position of Canaanites, and could be treated accordingly.

At the same time, American pioneers saw themselves as like Israelites escaping from Pharaoh Britain, and in the modern world it has often been powerless peoples who have identified themselves with Israel oppressed by the Egyptians.  In the 1970s liberation theology paid considerable attention to the exodus story in this connection, taking it as a model for what God might be expected to do for the powerless in Latin America today.  

One strength of this lay in its capacity to recapture central aspects of the text of Exodus itself.  In the 1960s there had been four dominant modes of reading the exodus story, two more academic, two more confessional.  In the world of Old Testament criticism, the focus lay on the attempt to recover the historical world behind the text.  We have seen that this leads to minimal conclusions, conclusions of ‘academic’ interest but not capable of having an impact on the way people think about their lives or live them.  In the world of Old Testament theology, the focus lay on the idea of ‘God who Acts’, an idea clearly proclaimed in the story.  More surprisingly, however, this theology was also of largely ‘academic’ interest.  Theologians who studied the idea ‘in the text’ did not have clear ideas on what it might represent in the world behind the text or in our world, the world in front of the text.

In the Jewish world, the exodus story constituted a vital element in people’s self-understanding, a role reinforced every year in its retelling at Passover.  In the Christian world, the story was read typologically.  The story itself spoke of God’s this-worldly deliverance of a people from this-worldly oppression, incorporating the death of thousands of actual lambs whose blood was literally spattered over the homes of the community.  In the Christian world, the story became a figure for God’s deliverance of people from inner oppression through the death of a person, whose blood was metaphorically spattered over people.

Liberation theology abandoned historical speculation, theological theorizing, ceremonial re-enactment, and typological reinterpretation, for a literal reading of the story and an expectation that it should have literal implications.  It was able to do that because there were real parallels between Exodus and the context from which it read the book.  It is perhaps not surprising that there were only-half-acknowledged limitations to the literalness of its reading.  It no more expected a supernatural intervention by God than mainstream Old Testament theology did.  It saw the story more as a possible inspiration for human action to effect a people’s deliverance.  But it at least read the story politically.

Liberation theology’s approach has subsequently been taken up and taken further by black theology in South Africa and in the United States, and by other forms of ethnic and post-colonial interpretation.

The Gendered World 

In front of Genesis and Exodus is also a world in which readers’ identity as men and as women is of far-reaching significance for the way they read texts.  The last quarter of the twentieth century also saw the development of feminist theology and of feminist biblical interpretation.  The latter had implications for the study of all four parts of Genesis—Exodus.    

Feminist interpretation began with Genesis 1—3 and suggested that these passages had long been read in an androcentric and patriarchal fashion.  Christian theology had affirmed that women were spiritually and mentally the weaker sex, and it justified a commitment to men’s headship over women by the story of the woman’s creation after the man and her yielding to the serpent’s temptation before the man.  Starting from the conviction that women were just as strong as men spiritually and mentally, feminist interpretation suggested that Genesis 1—3 had analogous implications.  It had been read patriarchally but was not a patriarchal text.  It remains a matter of dispute how far this argument can be sustained.

In Genesis 12—50 feminist interpretation focused on the stories of the matriarchs and not just the patriarchs, and in Exodus 1—18 looked at the roles of Miriam and the other women in the story and not just at those of Moses and other men.  In Exodus 19—40 it considered the sexist nature of the regulations for life that appear in these chapters.

Questions about gender apply to men as well as women, and a further aspect of interpretation out of a gendered world asks about the images of maleness that find expression in the text.  One can again ask this question about the stories in Genesis 1—11, in Genesis 12—50, and in Exodus.  One can ask about the people whom the ‘Ten Words’ in Exodus 20, and the subsequent regulations, address and benefit.  One can ask about the gender implications about the key rite of circumcision, the mark of the covenant that applies only to males.

Here it is the distinction between the world in front of the text and the world of the text itself that collapses, because the asking of such questions establishes that the text itself naturally reflected a gendered world.  It is possible that the modern Western world is over-preoccupied by questions about gender, though the people who think so are usually men whose exercise of power is imperilled by the question.  Nevertheless, approaches to Genesis and Exodus that begin from these questions succeed in pointing to aspects of the text that other approaches have not noted, and sometimes succeed in solving problems that other approaches leave unsolved.

An example is the riddle of the three stories in Genesis 12—50 about a patriarch passing off his wife as his sister.  Among all the stories that could have been told about Abraham and Isaac, why should this one be told three times (even if it happened three times)?  Cheryl Exum has suggested a plausible explanation arising out of the gendered world in which we live and from which Genesis emerged.  These stories represent three expressions of a male need to express their ambiguous feelings about their wives’ sexuality. 

A note on the name Yhwh and the terms LORD and GOD

We noted that most English Bibles replace the name ‘Yhwh’ by the expression ‘the LORD’, or by ‘GOD’ if the regular Hebrew word for lord actually appears in the context (see Gen 15:2, 8).  In either case the whole word is thus printed in capitals, to draw attention to the fact that the Hebrew word there is the actual name, not the word for Lord or God.  Because people stopped pronouncing the name and replaced it by the equivalents of the words for ‘Lord’ or ‘God’ in Hebrew, then in Greek, then in Latin, and then in modern languages, we cannot be absolutely sure how the name was once pronounced, though comments by early Christian scholars suggest that this involved ‘a’ in the first syllable and ‘e’ in the second.  Two pieces of logic may have lain behind the replacement of the name by the common noun. 

· Giving God a particular name could give the impression that Yhwh was merely the God of the Jewish people and not the God of the whole world.  

· One of the Ten Words from Sinai bade people not to ‘take Yhwh’s name in vain’ or not to ‘make wrongful use’ of this name (NRSV) (Exod 20:7).  Indeed, ‘blaspheming’ the name of Yhwh could incur death (Lev 24:16).  It may have seemed safer not to take the name at all.  

On the other hand, a number of positive significances attach to God’s having a name, and these are lost when the name is replaced by a more general word.

· Having a name marks someone as a person with a specific personal identity.  

· Telling people your name invites them into a relationship with you.  As well as declining that, replacing the name by the expression ‘the LORD’ gives a significantly more patriarchal caste to the portrait of God.

· In traditional cultures, names have meanings.  They signify something about a person’s background or destiny.  Thus the name ‘Yhwh’, which recalls the verb ‘to be/happen’, could point to this being a God who will always be there with Israel, relating to the people in the ways that different situations need.

· Sometimes the point about the name is precisely that it distinguishes the God of Israel from other ‘gods’.  In a context where people worship many such gods, declaring that ‘Yhwh’ is ‘my God’ (see Exod 15:2, 11) is a significant commitment.  Declaring that the LORD is my God has different significance, while declaring that ‘the LORD is God’ may seem a tautology.

See further William Johnstone’s discussion of the revelation of the divine name in the treatment of Exodus in this volume.
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