
     

 

 

 

 

 

Genesis 1 and 2:  Accounting for Creation 

 

Submitted by:  
Richard C. Wollan 

SPO 1290 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For:  
OT 820 – Research Methods in Old Testament Interpretation 

Professor – Dr. Bill T. Arnold 
For Presentation to be Given on: 

10 November 2009 



W o l l a n  | 1 

 

Genesis 1 and 2:  Accounting for Creation 

 
I. Hearing the Whole Story:  Literary and Narrative Perspectives 

 
A.  Assumptions 
B. The Big Picture: Genesis 1-11 
C. The Contrasts Between Genesis 1 and 2: ―P‖ vs. ―J‖ 

D. The First Word:  Translating tyviareB. 

E. The Bridge Between Genesis 1 & 2:  tAdl.At  

F. Preliminary Conclusions 
 

II. Hearing the Authoritative Story:  Canonical Framing 
 
A.  Assumptions 
B. The Role of Scrolls 
C. Oral Tradition and Canon 
D. The Contribution of Brevard Childs 
E. The Contribution of Source Criticism 
F. Fences:  Contrasts as Canonical Boundary Setting 

 
III. Hearing Other Stories:  Comparative Studies 

 
A.  Mesopotamian and Egyptian Narratives 
B. Stealing, Borrowing, or Neither:  Genesis‘ Use of Other 

Narratives 
 

IV. Hearing Ancient Stories in a Story Saturated World 
  



W o l l a n  | 2 

 

#r,a'h' taew> ~yIm;V'h; tae ~yhil{a/ ar'B' tyviareB. 
  

bərēßšî»  bārāß  ß§lōhîm  ßē»  hašāmayim  wəßē»  hāßāre¤.  Next to the šəmaÞ of 

Deuteronomy 6.4, these are perhaps the most repeated and well known Hebrew words 

of the Old Testament.  Moreover, the story of creation and humanity‘s expulsion from 

paradise told in the first three chapters of Genesis is the warp and woof of Western 

civilization.1  Even many who have never darkened the door of church or synagogue 

know the details of the narrative well.  It is, perhaps, this familiarity that has caused 

many readers of Genesis to miss the two very distinct and even contrary accounts of 

the creation presented there.  However, scholars of the last two-hundred years have 

noticed and consequently much ink has been spilled in the attempt explain or even 

reconcile Genesis 1 and 2.2   

      Up to the 1970‘s, the vast majority of biblical scholars employed one variation or 

another of the Documentary Hypothesis to solve the conundrum.  Most commonly, it 

was suggested that the Yahwist (J) was responsible for the material in Genesis 2 and 3 

(since hwhy is used for God), while Genesis 1 is a Priestly (P) production from the post-

exilic era (since only ~yhil{a/ is used for God).3  Since the 1970‘s there has been a rash 

                                                           
1
 It is interesting to note that while the creation account of Genesis has lost its sway in the West due to the 

hegemony of science and pluralism, it is gaining ground exponentially in the “Third World” or “Global South” 
where Christianity and the Biblical narrative continue to be embraced at a rapid pace. 
2
 To speak more accurately, this paper will be dealing with Gen 1.1-2.4a, and 2.4b-25.  For the sake of simplicity, I 

will usually refer to these sections as here:  Genesis 1 and 2. 
3
 To name but a few of the scholars relevant here:  Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11 : a commentary (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Pub. House, 1984),  Gerhard von Rad , Genesis : a commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1961),  
Hermann Gunkel and Mark E. Biddle, Genesis (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University Press, 1997), Hermann Gunkel and 
Heinrich Zimmern , Creation and chaos in the primeval era and the eschaton : a religio-historical study of Genesis 1 
and Revelation 12 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W. B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 2006), Gary Rendsburg, The redaction of Genesis 
(Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1986).  For a relatively recent and technical approach that breaks new ground in 
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of literary, rhetorical, ideological, ecological, feminist, and theological approaches 

offered to explain Genesis 1 and 2, many of them offering helpful new insights.4 

However, any of these approaches left standing alone has proven to be inadequate and 

a need for intentional cross-pollination has become manifest.5 

 What follows is a modest attempt to weave together literary, canonical, historical 

and even theological approaches as a possible way forward in unpacking the mystery of 

the first two chapters of Genesis.6  The specific mystery this paper will seek to unveil 

may be put in the form of the following question:  Despite being two distinct accounts of 

the act of creation, why did the editors and/or redactors of Genesis see fit to place 

Genesis 1 and 2 side by side?  My purpose in answering this question is to provide 

possible reasons for the inclusion of parallel creation accounts that are integrated, 

holistic, and relevant.  One the one hand, I seek to avoid atomistic accounts that do not 

allow Genesis 1 and 2 to be read together, while on the other hand, I seek to break up 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
source criticism in Genesis, see David M. Carr , Reading the fractures of Genesis : historical and literary approaches 
(Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996). 
4
 See Bill T. Arnold’s very helpful section, “Suggested Readings on Genesis,” in Genesis (Cambridge; New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 2009), 20-26, where he categorizes his bibliographic materials under headings like, 
“Literary Studies,” or “Feminist Studies,” etc. 
5
 Daniel L. Hawk certainly echoes the sentiments of more than a few biblical scholars when he states, “There is a 

need for greater cooperation between literary and historical methods.”  He claims the historical provides the 
relevance, while the literary approaches send us back to an encounter with the text as a whole entity.  
“Literary/Narrative Criticism,” T. D. Alexander and David W. Baker, Dictionary of the Old Testament : Pentateuch 
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 543.  See also the following in David W. Baker and Bill T. Arnold, The 
face of Old Testament studies : a survey of contemporary approaches (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Books : Apollos, 
1999):  Gordon J. Wenham, ”Pondering the Pentateuch: The Search for a New Paradigm”, 116-144; and V. Philips 
Long, “Historiography of the Old Testament,” 145-175.   
6
 In my first paper I laid the groundwork for approaching Scripture with a wide-angle literary lens, a canonical mind 

(remembering that these texts have the most immediate import for the faith communities who hold them as 
sacred and canonical), while also putting to use the quality tools of historical criticism.  Another horizon that I will 
attempt to add to this paper, that I did not explicitly speak to in the first, is theological interpretation.   
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myopic readings which may unintentionally miss deeply pertinent canonical and 

theological undercurrents.7 

I.  Hearing the Whole Story:  Literary and Narrative Perspectives 

A.  Assumptions 

Before proceeding into the narrative itself, a brief word about the literary 

approach to Scripture would seem appropriate.  First, a literary reading, "…presupposes 

that Genesis is a coherent book, what we moderns would think of as a work of 

literature."8  A second supposition is that the final editors/redactors of the biblical text 

were quite intentional about creating the final product we now have in hand.  More will 

be said concerning this in the section below on the canonical approach.  For now, 

suffice it to say that at times historical and source critical methodologies can leave one 

feeling like the whole text in its final form was something on the order of a collage 

created by a small child.  In other words, the ―artist‖ simply pasted onto the page, in a 

haphazard way, the cut up pieces of the materials that lay to hand.9  Lastly, if Genesis is 

a coherent, whole narrative and if the final authors were very intentional in their craft, 

then it follows that they are seeking to communicate very specific themes, ideas and 

beliefs to their readers.  And because they have placed those elements in the story on 

                                                           
7
 Regarding myopic readings, I have in mind my own upbringing in a conservative, evangelical denomination.  

Through my childhood, teenage, and college years I do not recall Genesis 1 and 2 being used much beyond the 
ongoing debate with evolutionism.  I’m sure my experience is not unique.  The unfortunate consequence was that 
until my seminary days, I was never exposed to Genesis on its own terms—so that its agenda could form and 
transform mine, rather than vice-versa! 
8
 Robert Alter, Genesis (New York: W.W. Norton, 1996), xxxix-xl. 

9 Alter states that we do not know exactly what the redactors/editors felt free to do or not do with inherited 

sources.  "What seems quite clear, however, is that the redactors had a strong and often subtle sense of thematic 
and narrative purposefulness in the way they wove together the inherited literary strands, and the notion of some 
scholars that they were actuated by a mechanical compulsion to incorporate old traditions at all costs is not 
sustained by a scrutiny of the text, with only a few marginal exceptions."  (Genesis, xlii). 
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purpose, the reader/interpreter can have a high level of confidence that those elements 

can be found—indeed they want to be found!    

B. The Big Picture:  Genesis 1-11 
 
While the narrow focus of this paper is the contrast between Genesis 1.1--2.4a 

and 2.4b-25,
10

 the literary approach to Scripture insists that in order to accurately 

understand a particular scene the whole narrative can never be too far from one‘s mind.  

Westermann is surely right when he states that traditional teaching in the church has 

made a mistake by typically separating Genesis 1-3 from Genesis 1-11.
11

  The effect of 

this has been that preaching and teaching on the ―creation‖ and the ―fall‖ have come to 

replace the fullness of what Genesis really says about the ―origins‖, and the origins of 

the universe and humanity ―can only be rightly understood as a whole.‖
12

   

One device the author/redactor has used to make sure the reader sees the 

connectedness of Genesis 1-11 (and beyond into the whole book) is the use of 

genealogies.13  The use of tAdl.At (―the account or tale14 of the generations‖) will be 

discussed more fully in section I.E. below.  What is significant to point out here is that 

                                                           
10

 It is debated whether or not the account in Gen 2 starts at the beginning of verse 4 or in the middle of that 
verse.  For example, Alter splits v. 4 in half, with the first half bringing the first creation account to a close with a 
nice inclusio (what he refers to as an “envelope structure”), Genesis, 7; while Wenham, for example, places all of v. 
4 with the second creation account, Genesis. 1-15 (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1987), 12.  Alter’s “envelope 
structure” has convinced me, but no matter where one places v.4, all agree that the material there is acting as a 
crucial link between the two narratives. 
11

 Westermann, Genesis 1-11 : a commentary, 17. 
12

 Ibid. 
13

 See especially Richard Hess’ excellent article, "Genesis 1-2 in its literary context," TYNDALE BULLETIN 41 (1990): 
143-153. , which will be discussed further below. 
14

 As Alter translates it in Gen. 2.4: “This is the tale of the heavens and the earth when they were created.”  
Genesis, 7. 
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this Hebrew term seems to act as a sort of stitched seam which binds together the 

whole of Genesis into a complete garment (especially chapters 1-11).15  

A brief word needs to be said concerning the unique role of Genesis 1 in relation 

to the book as a whole.  The material of Genesis 1 operates as more than just an 

attention grabbing introduction to the narratives beyond it.  It seems to purposefully set 

the tone for the whole book and even for the entire Pentateuch.  Gordon Wenham 

deserves to be quoted at length here:   

[Genesis 1] declares that the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is no mere 
localized or tribal deity, but the sovereign LORD of the whole earth.  The 
apparently petty and insignificant family stories that occupy the bulk of the book 
are in fact of cosmic consequence, for God has chosen these men so that 
through them all the nations of the earth should be blessed.

16
    

 

Lastly, it should not be overlooked that the author of Genesis 1 is also establishing a 

substantive theological atmosphere that is meant to envelope and overshadow all that 

that follows it.  The author wants to be certain that the reader has in mind this God who 

is cosmic in scope, universal in presence, and almighty in power whenever he or she 

encounters Him in the subsequent narratives.  He is no provincial god competing in a 

pantheon of gods—He is the God, who existed from the very beginning!
17

  

C. The Contrasts Between Genesis 1 & 2:  “P” vs. “J” 
 

It seems every commentator on Genesis over the last two-hundred years has 

been careful to at least describe the stylistic differences between Genesis 1 and 2.  The 

                                                           
15

  Hess, Genesis 1-2 in its literary context, 143.  See also Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to Old Testament as 
Scripture (Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1979), 688, 145. 
16 Genesis. 1-15, 10.  George W. Coats states it this way:  "…narrative about the patriarchs does not begin in 
midstream but rather assumes a context that pushes back to the beginning of the entire creation.  Israel's own 
personal traditions thus appear as a reflex to a universal context.  In relationship to the patriarchs, the primeval 
saga represents an etiology for Israel itself.” Genesis, with an introduction to narrative literature (Grand Rapids, 
Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans Pub. Co., 1983), 35.  Coats also directs the student to von Rad, Genesis : a commentary, 24. 
17

 As Wenham states it:  "The careful symmetries and deliberate repetitiveness of the chapter reveal more than a 
carefully composed introit to the book of Genesis; they speak of a God who creates order by his very word of 
command."   Genesis. 1-15, 10. 
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first is a poetic rendering18, while the second an obvious narrative complete with 

dialogue.  Of course, the discussion becomes much more detailed beyond this simple 

observation and usually centers around theories concerning source documents, P and J 

respectively.  But if one is looking for a concise statement of the contrast perhaps J. 

Rogerson offers a solid candidate:   ―Gen 1 is a creation story, Gen 2 is an ‗origins‘ 

story."19  Unpacking that a little further, he states, "Genesis 1 relates the formation and 

ordering of the universe, while Genesis 2 presumes the existence of the earth and 

describes how it was populated and ordered."20  Alter offers the following words on the 

contrast in view here:  

Now, after the grand choreography of resonant parallel utterances of the 
cosmogony, the style changes sharply.  Instead of symmetry of parataxis, hypotaxis 
is initially prominent:  the second account begins with elaborate syntactical 
subordination in a long complex sentence [from 2.4a - 7].  In this more vividly 
anthropomorphic account, God, now called YWWH 'Elohim instead of 'Elohim,… 
does not summon things into being form a lofty distance through the mere agency 
of divine speech, but works as a craftsman, fashioning (yatsar instead of bar'a 
―create‖), blowing life breath into nostrils, building a woman from a rib."

21


 

In their efforts to discern the various sources behind Genesis, historical-critical 

scholars have provided the literary critic with helpful insights regarding the contrast in 

view here.  Terence Fretheim provides a helpful table22 (J corresponds with Gen 2):  

 
 
 

                                                           
18 There is substantive debate as to whether or not Gen 1 can be appropriately labeled as “poetry.”  Wenham 
states that, "…Gen 1 is not typical poetry."  It was probably not a hymn sung in worship as one finds with the 
Psalms.  He goes on to claim that it is certainly not typical Hebrew prose either, but perhaps should be viewed 
more like stylized or “elevated” prose with poetic pieces.  Genesis. 1-15, 10.  
19

  J. W. Rogerson, Genesis 1-11 (Sheffield, England: JSOT Press for the Society for Old Testament Study, 1991),63. 
20

 Ibid, 63-64. 
21

 Genesis, 7. 
22

  Terence E. Fretheim, Creation, fall, and flood : studies in Genesis 1-11. (Minneapolis: Augsburg Pub. House, 
1969), 46. 
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The distinctive character of the two creation stories 
  

Literary Type 
  

J - A story, with characters, action, plot 

P - Certainly not a story-- more like a hymn or a confession of faith 

Structure, style, vocabulary 
  

J - No orderly arrangement.  Style is simple and picturesque.  No repetitions.  

P - Systematic arrangement of the material.  Considerable repetition of words and 
phrases.  Distinct vocabulary. 

Order of creation 
  

J - Mans is made first, then trees, animals, and finally woman. 

P - Man (and woman) created last, after trees and animals. 

Center of concern 
  

J - The earth, of the world only as it is specifically related to man. 

P - The universe. 

Conception of God 
 

J  - More anthropomorphic; molds man like a potter, walks in the garden in the cool of 
the day. 

P - Highly transcendent God who speaks and it is done. 

Creation of Man 
  

J - Man is "formed" from the dust of the ground, and woman is "built" from the rib of 
the man. 

P - Mankind, male and female, is "created." 

Beginning state 
  

J - Desert beginning with water viewed as life-giving. 

P - Watery beginning with water in some sense hostile to the creation 

  

Speaking specifically to the uniqueness of Genesis 1, Fretheim goes on to point out 

that, "P arranges his material in such a way that he proceeds from that which is farthest 

from God (chaos, v.2).  And he moves from the inanimate to the animate.  There are 

some interesting correspondences between the first three days of creation and the last 

three days. "23  

1st - light  4th - heavenly bodies 

2nd - separation of waters/heaven 5th - inhabitants of waters and birds 

3rd - dry land and vegetation 6th - land animals and man 

 
 
 

 

                                                           
23

 Ibid, 47. 
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D. The First Word:  Translating  tyviareB. 
 
The very first Hebrew word of Genesis presents the interpreter with a formidable 

challenge.   Much depends on whether one takes tyviareB. as part of an independent or 

a dependent clause.  Hamilton asserts that there are four options for translating the first 

word of the Bible, all of which have been advocated by ―competent Hebraists.‖24    

1. The first word is in the absolute state (it functions independently of any other word) 
and all of v. 1 is an independent clause and a complete sentence:  ―In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth.‖ 

2. The first word is an indeterminate noun, "used as a relative temporal designation:  
'Initially (or first, to start with) God created…' ". 

3. The first word is in the construct state "(i.e., it functions in close connection with 
another word, usually a noun) and the verse is a temporal clause subordinated to 
v.2:  'When God began to create …the earth was without form and void.' " 

4. The first word is in the construct state and the verse is a temporal clause 
subordinated to v.3, with v.2 taken as a parenthesis:  "When God began to create 
the heavens and the earth--the earth being without form and void, God said…"

25
  

 

Alter takes option four, while Arnold offers the second option in his main translation but 

provides a footnote indicating the Hebrew allows for the other options as well.
26

  

Westermann, Eichrodt, von Rad, Childs, Wenham and Hamilton all claim the traditional 

rendering of number one—but for different reasons.
27

  Westermann argues on the wider 

context of chapter 1.  Eichrodt, von Rad, and Childs conclude that while grammar may 

allow different readings, the theology of the Priestly redactor, who is concerned with 

                                                           
24

  Victor P. Hamilton, The book of Genesis : chapters 1-17 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: W.B. Eerdmans, 1990), , 104 
25

 Ibid, 103-04. 
26

  Alter, Genesis, 3.  Arnold, Genesis, 27. 
27

 Walther Eichrodt, “In the Beginning: A Contribution to the Interpretation of the First Word of the Bible,” in 
Bernhard W. Anderson, Creation in the Old Testament (Philadelphia; London: Fortress Press ; SPCK, 1984), 65-73.  
Wenham, Genesis. 1-15, 11.  Hamilton refers to Westermann (but does not provide a citation), von Rad Rad, 
Genesis : a commentary, 48, and Brevard S. Childs, Myth and reality in the Old Testament. (London: SCM, 1968),  
32, in his argument found in:  Hamilton, The book of Genesis : chapters 1-17, 105-06.  This list is only a sampling of 
commentators available on the translation of this word.   
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refuting rival cosmogonies, does not allow it.
28

  Hamilton avers that the legitimacy of the 

translation cannot rest on P‘s theology alone.
29

  He stresses there are ―valid lexical, 

grammatical, syntactical, comparative, and stylistic arguments‖ which are able, when 

taken together, to substantiate the traditional rendering.
30

  While translating the first 

word as a dependent clause (―When God began to create…‖) does not totally negate 

the possible intent of P, I will argue below in section II on canonical framing, that there is 

an intentional contrast here between chapters 1 and 2 which is made clearer when the 

first word is translated as, ―In the beginning….
31

  

E. The Bridge Between Genesis 1 & 2:  tAdl.At 

Concerning Genesis 2.4a, Alter states that, "… the first Creation account 

concludes with the summarizing phrase…: ‗This is the tale (literally, these are the 

begettings) of the heavens and the earth when they were created.'"
32

  He goes on to 

posit that these two words send us back to 1.1 creating what he calls "an envelope 

structure" (what might also be labeled an inclusio).
33

  It would seem, however, that the 

Hebrew term  tAdl.At which Alter has directed our attention to here, is functioning in a 

                                                           
28

 Hamilton, 105. 
29

 Ibid. 
30

 Ibid, 106-07.  One of the more convincing items to me is the seeming contrast of 1.1 with 2.4a.  Hamilton claims 
that in everyone is in agreement that 2.4a is a relative clause, “When the Lord God made…”  The weakness with 
this point is that perhaps the redactor did not intend contrast, but symmetry. 
31

 It could be argued from the viewpoint of a wider Biblical theology, that translation of the first word as “When…” 
points us back to the prior history of Heaven—the rebellion of Lucifer and his ejection from the heavenly court.  Of 
course, this is also the argument of those who propound the “Gap Theory”—that between vs. 1 and 2 the first 
earth God created was laid waste by Satan, so God had to start over, as it were, with a second creation.  In the end 
this is pure speculation and unprofitable in ascertaining the Priestly author’s intent.  In this respect I appreciate 
Arnold’s “middle way” translation:  “In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was 
a formless void.”  Genesis, 27. 
32

 Genesis, 7. 
33

 Ibid. 
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crucial way in Genesis 1-11, and even in the book as a whole.  It is here that Richard 

Hess offers an illuminating analysis.   

Hess begins by noting that the ―doubling‖ of the creation story is not the only 

―doubling‖ taking place in chapters 1-11.  There is also the doubling of genealogical 

accounts in chapters 4-5, and 10-11.  These ―doublings‖ as well as the creation 

doubling in chapters 1 and 2 are tied together with   tAdl.At. 34  And, just like in 

chapters 1 and 2, the doubled genealogical accounts possess both commonalties and 

differences.
35

  Hess incisively notes:   

Having seen relationships of both form and content in the two doublets, we might 
also consider their function in the context of Genesis 1-11. In both cases, the 
doublets serve to connect what precedes with what follows in the text. This takes 
place clearly in terms of the second genealogy which always begins with those 
characters which have been found in the narratives preceding the doublet and 
introduces the main characters of the narratives which follow.36   
 

Hess then suggests that whatever one may argue as it relates to the sources of the 

material in Genesis 1-11, ―the intent of the writer was to weave together an account of 

the creation of the world and of humanity using as a major technique doublets of 

repetitive patterns which serve to focus on a particular theme of the narratives and to 

provide the major means of moving the events forward into the history of a world known 

to the early readers of the text.‖37  Hess concludes that the use of tAdl.At not only ties 

the material in chapters 1-11 into a cohesive whole all its own, but its use in 11:27 

                                                           
34

 Specifically in 2.4, 5.1 and 10.32.   tAdl.At also appears in 6.9, 10.1, 11.10 & 11.27. 
35

  Hess, Genesis 1-2 in its literary context 143-44. 
36

 Ibid, 149. 
37

 Ibid, 153. 
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ensures that the reader makes the connection between primordial history and the 

specific history of Israel.38 

F. Preliminary Conclusions 

Let us remember the question we are pursuing:  Why place, side-by-side, two 

accounts of creation that have some rather sharp contrasts (as our literary analysis 

clearly shows)?  Two very brief conclusions are warranted before moving on.  First, the 

author/redactor of Genesis 1 and 2 was quite comfortable with the contrasts.  He could 

have done more to soften them, but instead he actually accentuates them by writing in a 

different style and by using a different name for God than found in Genesis 2.  Second, 

the consistent use of tAdl.At in chapters 1-11 displays a certain literary desire to make 

sure the reader sees very real connections and relationships throughout.  The 

author/redactor wants you, the reader, to put the two accounts of creation together into 

one piece and thereby see how they illumine one another.39  To the exploration of the 

possible canonical and theological reasons for this we now turn.     

II. Hearing the Authoritative Story:  Canonical Framing 

A. Assumptions 

The Torah (or Pentateuch) is not like other books.  One can go to a modern book 

store and find material on virtually any subject under the sun.  These books may have a 

particular ―target audience‖ but the authors do not have as their goal to establish a 

community around their books which in turn view those books as authoritative for the 

                                                           
38

 Ibid. 
39 Alter states, "Whatever the disparate historical origins of the two accounts, the redaction gives us first a 

harmonious comic overview of creation and then a plunge into the technological nitty-gritty and moral ambiguities 
of human origins." Genesis, 7.  

 



W o l l a n  | 13 

 

living out of their lives.  Canon simply means ―rule‖ or ―measure.‖  And the function of 

the Torah, from the beginning, has been to be a measuring stick, so to speak, for God‘s 

chose people.  Another way to say it is that the ancient Israelites gave shape to the 

canon, which in turn shaped them and the generations who came after them.  The 

primary assumption at work here is that as the Bible is studied, great care should be 

taken to ensure that this work is not done in isolation from the communities that hold the 

Bible as a sacred, life-giving text.  As James Sanders forcefully declares it:   

[Canonical criticism's] focus is on the function of the Bible as canon in the 
believing communities which formed and shaped it and passed it on to their heirs 
of today.  Canon and community.  They go together.  Neither truly exists without 
the other.  Enlightenment scholarship subsequent to the Reformation has so 
focused on original, historical meanings that it has very nearly decanonized the 
Bible.  Its proper Sitz im Leben, or life setting, is the believing communities, 
Jewish and Christian, which find their identities in it and try to live their lives in the 
light of it.  Its proper life setting is not the scholar's study but the liturgical and 
instructional programs of believing communities; that is where it reaches full 
stature."40      

  

 A secondary assumption is that the author/redactor of Genesis has his believing 

community in mind and is intentionally seeking to shape their identity and beliefs with 

his composition.  The author believes this is the truth concerning the God of Israel, and 

the truth about God‘s world and God‘s people and humanity in general.    

B.  The Role of Scrolls 
 

A key insight into the canonical shaping of the biblical text begins with the rather 

mundane subject of the media employed by the ancient Israelites in the production of 

their texts.  Alter states, "The biblical conception of a book was clearly far more open-

ended than any notion current in our own culture, with its assumptions of known 

                                                           
40

  James A. Sanders, Canon and community : a guide to canonical criticism (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), xv. 
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authorship and legal copyright."
41

  The key to understanding this phenomenon is the 

scroll.  Unlike a codex (or book) which contains pages placed between two covers (a 

very definite closing off to the possibility of adding material), a scroll can have additional 

sections stitched onto it.  This very thing ―seems to have been a very common biblical 

practice.‖
42

  Alter summarizes, "It is quite apparent that a concept of composite artistry, 

of literary composition through a collage of textual materials, was generally assumed to 

be the normal procedure in ancient Israelite culture."
43

 

C. Oral Tradition and Canon 
 
Another important element to consider in relation to canon is the use of oral 

tradition in Israelite culture.  Susan Niditch suggests, for those at home in an oral culture 

we should not be surprised to find that, "[i]n the final formation of the biblical tradition, 

redactors compile materials that were by then perhaps quite fixed, either orally or in 

writing, influenced by an orally derived sense of what sorts of themes or motifs belong 

together."44  She lifts up Exodus 2.2 where the phrase, ―And it was good…‖ is used in 

relation to the birth of Moses.  Most assume that Exodus (J) came before Genesis 1 (P).  

Niditch provocatively asks, What if the source of Exodus 2.2 is referring to a well known 

oral transmission of the creation narrative?45  Of course, Biblical scholarship can do little 

more than speculate about the content of Israelite oral tradition prior to textual 

                                                           
41

 Genesis, xl. 
42

 Ibid. 
43 Ibid, xlii.  Alter takes aim at certain segments of Biblical scholarship whom he thinks have been 
"trigger-happy in using the arsenal of text-critical categories, proclaiming contradiction wherever there 
is the slightest internal tension in the text, seeing every repetition as evidence of a duplication of 
sources, everywhere tuning in to the static of transmission, not to the complex music of the redacted 
story."  (emphasis mine, xlii - xliii).   
44

  Susan Niditch, Oral world and written word: ancient Israelite literature (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1996), 24. 
45

 Ibid, 18-19. 
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composition.  However, it is not at all unreasonable to assume that at least some of the 

sources the author/redactor is using are oral, very ancient, and considered as identity 

shaping narratives for the Israelite people.   

 
D. The Contribution of Brevard Childs 
 

Approaching the Biblical text as canonical literature does not mean the modern 

exegete can simply bracket off the last two-hundred years of historical-critical 

scholarship.  Brevard Childs has called for an approach that takes seriously the good 

and the bad from the history of scholarship, but also seeks to stake out new territory.
46

  

He states the issue this way:  ―…it is my contention that the study of the history of 

Hebrew literature in the context of the ancient Near East is a different enterprise from 

studying the form and function of the Pentateuch in the shape accorded it by the 

community of faith as its canonical scriptures.‖
 47

   He goes on to claim that the present 

shape of the Pentateuch will direct the interpreter towards a particular understanding of 

the tradition, and the ―the critical task at hand is both to describe the actual 

characteristics of the canonical shape and to determine the theological significance of 

that shape.
48

  For the purposes of this paper, we are seeking the theological 

significance of a canon, shaped by a tradition that valued both narratives found in 

Genesis 1 and 2 and explicitly ties them together. 

 The dividing up of the text of Genesis 1-11 between P and J can obscure the 

canonical shape.
49

  Childs contends that the sources behind P have a complex history 

                                                           
46

  Childs, Introduction to Old Testament as Scripture 688., 127. 
47

 Ibid, 128. 
48

 Ibid. 
49

 P is traditionally assigned Genesis 1.1-2.4 (creation), and 6-9 (flood), as well as the covenant with Abraham (17), 
and Sarah’s burial (23).  Ibid, 147. 
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and that it is very unlikely ―all the priestly material formed an independent source before 

[it was] joined with JE.‖
50

  To support this claim he humorously invites one to read the 

portions usually assigned to P (1.1-2.4 and chapter 5) as a whole narrative.  The point is 

that these pieces assume the intervening material and make little sense without them.  

As Childs states, ―The source consisted of very different kinds of material some of which 

may well have connected strands, but other parts may have circulated separately.  Then 

again some sections are clearly redactional and have no independent integrity apart 

from earlier sources.‖
51

  It is the redactional process that gives the text its most 

comprehensible meaning, and not suppositions about sources that seem to imply ―…a 

mechanical linking of independent literary strands….‖
52

  In other words, the 

authors/redactors did not simply lay these two accounts of creation together so as to 

make sure all their sources were included (as if they did not want to see any of the hard 

work of their research go to waste!).  Previously, no doubt, the role of each was 

different.  Now, however, they are placed together for very real canonical and 

theological reasons.
53

   Instead, the text in its current form ―…reflects a complex 

process of growth in which a mutual influence extended over the long period of 

composition.  It is this interaction which we have identified as the canonical process 

occurring as the biblical literature is selected and ordered by its actual use in the 

community."
54

 

                                                           
50

 Ibid, 147. 
51

 Ibid, 147-48. 
52

 Ibid, 149. 
53

 Ibid, 149-50. 
54

 Ibid, 149. 
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 Childs concludes his discussion of Genesis 1 and 2 with these firm words:  "By 

continuing to speak of the 'two creation accounts of Genesis' the interpreter disregards 

the canonical shaping and threatens its role as literature and as scripture."
55

   

 

E. The Contribution of Source Criticism 

With all of the vigorous debate over various aspects of Genesis 1 and 2, the one 

point of amazing agreement is that Genesis 1 is the product of the established Israelite 

priesthood.  Of course, there is no agreement on the date of production, although the 

majority place it in a post-exilic context anywhere from 500 to 200 BCE.   Arnold, 

however, asserts with confidence, "The author of Gen 1 was a member of Israel's 

priestly caste, who lived and wrote during pre-exilic times and not, as was once 

routinely asserted, during the post-exilic period.‖56
   He continues his discussion by 

positing that the priestly author composed Genesis 1 as prologue to the rest of Genesis 

and beyond.  Additionally, the author knew well the competing creation accounts and 

wants to present an alternative, but this is not his main purpose.  The author‘s 

overriding interest is:  

…to give explanation for the unique and exalted position of humanity in God's 
resplendent creation, which is 'good' in every respect (see at vv.26-31).  The 
author was also interested in explaining the nature of the animal kingdom as a 
prelude to Israel's dietary laws (see at vv. 24-25), and the nature of Sabbath as 
central to Israel's religion (see at 2:1-3).  These theological concerns may 
indicate the author was a member of Israel's priestly Holiness School, so that 
Gen 1 was intended to supply what was missing from the narratives in 2:4--4:26, 
and to prepare the reader for Exodus--Numbers."57 

 

                                                           
55

 Ibid, 150. 
56

  Arnold, Genesis, 29-30. 
57

 Ibid, 30. 
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In the case of Genesis 1 and 2 having some knowledge of the sources provides 

extremely helpful data on the canonical and theological motivations for the particular 

arrangement of the material. 

 

F. Fences:  Contrasts as Canonical Boundary Setting 
  

One concept which emerges from Child‘s work, that may provide significant help 

in our conundrum with Genesis 1 and 2, is the notion that contrasts in the canon are 

placed there quite on purpose in order to indicated the boundaries within which the 

community of faith may profitably operate.
58

  For example, Genesis 1 displays God‘s 

otherness and transcendence, while Genesis 2 portrays God in very anthropomorphic 

terms—as an artist who works with his hands, shaping mud into living creations.  

Perhaps then, it is not unreasonable to conceive, given the possibility that God is 

seeking to reveal Himself through the inspiration and superintendence of the redactional 

process, that the "opposites" of Genesis 1 and 2 are both essential to provide a full-

orbed view of the One who is not only the God of Israel but of the entire cosmos.  

III. Hearing Other Stories:  Comparative Studies 

A.  Mesopotamian & Egyptian Narratives 

The book of Genesis originally existed in a world with a variety of explanations 

concerning the origins of the earth and human kind.  One should not be surprised to 

find commonalities.  Like the Biblical narrative, these other narratives often provide a 

doubling of the creation account and similarly show a need to provide greater specificity 

in the second half.59  They all share a certain conception of the world as being 

sandwiched between the waters above and the waters below, and that humans were 

                                                           
58

  Brevard S. Childs, The Present Confusion in the Church's Use of the Bible (Dallas, TX: Forum Tapes, 1976).  
59

  Hess, Genesis 1-2 in its literary context, 143-44. 
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created as composite beings containing an element of the gods (usually divine blood) 

and the earth (dirt or mud).  Comparative studies have also shown parallels between 

specific pieces of Genesis and other narratives.  The Babylonian creation account, the 

Enuma elish, for example, parallels Genesis 2.4ff in its lines 1-9.  Additionally, Genesis 

1.3 parallels line 9, 1.2 parallels lines 1-8 (but 1.1 is unique).60  There are also parallels 

with the Akkadian narrative on origins, the Atrahasis, which provides a "primeval history 

as a sequence of creation-divine displeasure-flood."61  Egyptian creation accounts, like 

Genesis, show the elements of chaos, firmament, making man in God's image, man 

made from clay and inspired by God, and symbolism of sevens.62
  Sumerian flood 

accounts apparently began with creation (man and animals) and also tell of difficulties 

of agriculture, and man's nakedness.  Adam can be compared the Mesopotamian 

Adapa who was summoned to heaven and offered the bread of life and the water of life, 

but he refused them both in obedience to his god Ea.  (Note however that Adapa's 

obedience contrasts sharply with Adam's disobedience.)63   

While some scholars seek to focus on the similarities, others claim that it is the 

differences which should be drawing the greatest attention.   For example, the Enuma 

elish, ―…is concerned with glorifying Marduk and justifying his supremacy in the 

Babylonian pantheon.  The creative acts of this god constitute minor illustrations of his 

power:  His victory over Tiamat is central to Enuma elish, whereas in Genesis, of 

                                                           
60

  Hamilton, The book of Genesis : chapters 1-17, 107.  He quotes Gunkel, “The cosmogonies of the people contain 
no word which would come close to the first word of the Bible.” (Hamilton’s footnote states he took this quote 
from: Hasel, BT 22 (1971) 163.) 
61

 Wenham, 8-9. 
62

 Ibid, 9. 
63

 Ibid, 52-53. 
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course, God's work of creation is the central theme of chap. 1."64  Other contrasts can 

be listed as follows:65   

o In the Gilgamesh epic the snake consumes "the plant of rejuvenation", in 
Genesis no one totally consumes the tree.   

o In the Atrahasis humans are made from clay and divine blood making them 
material and divine; but Genesis communicates the same idea without making 
God a material being who has blood. 

o In Mesopotamian accounts, humans worked so the gods could rest, while in 
Genesis 2 God works until all humans needs (food, companionship, etc.) are 
satisfied . 

o  "Dragons" are the rivals to the gods that they must destroy; but in Genesis the 
great sea monsters are just one more member of creation. 

o The gods of the ANE struggle to separate the waters; but in Genesis God 
simply speaks into existence what he desires. 

o Genesis does not use the normal words for sun, moon and stars--- they were 
all objects of worship, instead say "greater and lesser lights." 

o In other narratives the human being is an afterthought and slave labor for the 
gods; but in Genesis humanity is the "goal of creation for whom God provides." 

o God does not use magic (Egypt) or war (Tiamat‘s dead carcass provides 
Marduk with raw materials for creation) only his word. 

 

B.  Stealing, Borrowing or Neither:  Genesis’ Use of Other Narratives 
  

The question naturally arises:  Was the author/redactor of Genesis dependent 

upon the narratives that surrounded him?  Many scholars have said yes.  However, in 

refutation of this theory of dependence it has been cogently argued that the parallels (as 

listed above) are simply the common air that all were breathing in the Ancient Near 

East.
66

  The conception of the cosmos with water above and below, etc., were the given 

"facts" of the ANE.  Similarly, today's cosmological givens include scientific theories 

such as the "Big Bang", thermodynamics, and evolution.  Any serious writer of the 21st 

Century who engages the topics of the origins humans and the universe will by default 

be operating under such a perspective.  It does not imply that the writer is "dependent" 

                                                           
64

 Ibid, 8 
65

 The first three items are from Wenham, 53, and the last five are from Wenham, 9. 
66

 Wenham, 8. 
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on scientific sources, only that he or she is a product of a particular time and place.  The 

biblical authors/redactors should be viewed the same way-- but with significantly more 

interest, given their substantive repudiation of many of the basic cosmological tenets of 

their own time and place.
67

 

Another key point of contrast is that while the narratives of Israel‘s neighbors are 

clearly mythological in content, form, and style, the Genesis material defies this 

straightforward categorization.  The characters introduced in chapters 1-11 seem to be 

viewed as ―historical‖ figures in the same way as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph 

are later on.
68

  The sense of flesh-and-blood history is accentuated by the meticulous 

use of genealogies and careful placement of the narrative in geo-physical realities (like 

the description of the four rivers in 2.10-14).  Once again, if one does not rule out some 

form of divine inspiration, it could be said that God guided the author/redactor through 

the mythological presuppositions of his day into a narrative that, while we cannot call it 

―history‖ in the modern sense (but neither can it be lazily labeled as myth), it 

nevertheless provides an accurate understanding of God and the human predicament.  I 

would contend that Genesis 2 recounts, however shadowy, that which took place in 

space/time but is communicated to us with mythological flavoring.  How could it be 

otherwise?  A mythological framework was the only air available to breath for the biblical 

authors.  The time has come to cease being impressed with the parallels.  Scholarly 

efforts should, instead, seek diligently to account for the radical departure that Genesis 

takes from the hegemony of its day. 

                                                           
67 A powerful example of this is seen in the very contradictory views of the human person.  In the ANE, man was 

an afterthought, a slave.  In Gen 1 & 2 the human creature is the highest form of creation, and appointed as King 
and Queen of the entire created order-- they are not God's slaves but his children or even peers! 

68
 Wenham, 54.  Here he labels chapters 1-11 as “mytho-historical” or “proto-historical.” 
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IV. Hearing Ancient Stories in a Story Saturated World 

To summarize:  The Priestly author of Genesis has artfully woven together 

contrasting creation narratives (using especially the  tAdl.At) seemingly in order to offer 

to his community the fullest authoritative picture of Israel‘s God and Israel‘s origins.  If 

we could ask him the question posed at the beginning of this paper, (Why did you put 

these two accounts side-by-side?) we might expect him to answer:  ―I have faithfully 

passed down the traditions of our people, God‘s own people.  It is God Himself who has 

given us this tradition that we might know Him and walk in His ways.  But how can we 

do so if we neglect either of the sacred creation accounts?  Did not God give you two 

eyes to see and two ears to hear?  They are two but perform the same function, do they 

not?  So it is with the telling of creation!‖  In modern terms, we might say that the music 

of creation cannot be fully appreciated unless it is played in stereo-phonic, surround-

sound.  The two accounts woven together as one provides the reader with a sense that 

he or she is now in touch with the fullness reality.   

This has vital implications for those who occupy a post-modern world that is at 

once saturated with story (books, movies, internet, gossip) and devoid of a master story 

that can make sense of all the rest.
69

  Roots and traditional identities have been 

carelessly soughed off as so much oppressive garb.  And chaos, especially in 

institutions and inter-personal relationships, has seemingly returned to reign.  Genesis 1 

                                                           
69 As Clines poignantly states concerning  the power of Biblical narrative:   “The Pentateuch as a story 
therefore performs the function of creating a 'world' that is to a greater or lesser extent unlike the world 
of the reader, and that invites the reader to allow the horizons of his own world to merge with those of 
that other world.  And to respond to that invitation is to allow oneself to be worked upon, influenced, by 
the story; that is, to expose oneself to the possibility of the story becoming one's own story 
(biography)."  David J. A. Clines, The theme of the Pentateuch (Sheffield, Eng.: Dept. of Biblical Studies, 
University of Sheffield, 1978), 102. 
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and 2 stand as a boulder against the onrush of the flood waters.  To change the 

metaphor, the Biblical account of creation offers to the rootless post-modern person a 

deeply rooted, ancient oak that remains tall in the gale.  In Genesis as a whole we see a 

deity who, from the very beginning, commands (Genesis 1) and labors (Genesis 2) to 

bring order out of chaos, and life out of dry dust.  And a deity who does not give up on 

the pinnacle of his creation, human beings, even when they abdicate the role appointed 

for them and reject order and the one who made it (Genesis 3).  The God of creation 

does not abandon that creation when it goes awry. Perhaps this God who brought order 

and beauty out of darkness and chaos can do so again in the muddled and confused 

relationships of the man sitting alone at Starbucks.  After all, this God can bring order 

merely by speaking.  But this God also dirties his hands in order to make humanity and 

is not above calling out, ―Where are you?‖ when we run and hide from him in our shame 

and ignorance.  Post-modern people simply cannot do without both Genesis 1 and 2.  I 

cannot help but marvel at the wisdom of its author.     
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Appendix A:  Alter’s Notes on Key Hebrew Words in Genesis 1 & 2 

Genesis, pgs. 3-10 

 Whbow" Wht  (tohu wabohu)  (1.2)  "The second word of the pair looks like a nonce 

term coined to rhyme with the first and to reinforce it, an effect I have tried to 
approximate in English by alliteration.  ["welter and waste"]  Tohu by itself means 
emptiness or futility, and in some contexts is associated with the trackless vacancy 
of the desert."  (pg. 3)
  

 [;yqir'  (raki'a)  (1.6 - "vault")  "suggests a hammered-out slab, not necessarily 

arched, but the English architectural term with its celestial associations created by 
poetic tradition is otherwise appropriate."  (pg. 3)
  

 WDr>yIw>  (hdr)   (radah)   (1.26 - "hold sway")  "not the normal Hebrew word for 

'rule'"  Compare with 1.16-- the greater and lesser lights for the "dominion" 

(tl,v,m.m,l.) of the day and night-- seems to suggest an "absolute or even fierce 

exercise of mastery."  (pg. 5)
  

 ADg>n<K. rz<[  ('ezer kenegdo)  (2:18 - "sustainer beside him")   "The second term 

means alongside him, opposite him, a counterpart to him.  'Help' is too weak 
because it suggests a merely auxiliary function, whereas 'ezer elsewhere connotes 
active intervention on behalf of someone, especially in military contexts, as often in 
the Psalms."  (pg. 9)
  

 [l'Ce.    2.22  "The LORD God built the rib He had taken from the human into a 

woman…"  "As Nahum Sarna has observed, the Hebrew for 'rib, tsel'a, is also used 
elsewhere to designate an architectural element."  (pg. 9)
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