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INTERPRETING GENESIS: HERMENEUTICS 

 

The book of Genesis is a foundational book for two reasons: first, it talks about all 
humanity.  The Creation story was designed to pull us all into the story of the Bible.  The 
one God made us all in his image, for his special purposes; there is no distinction of race 
or historical era in the Creation account.  And the descriptions of our fall into sin, with all 
the attendant ills that the Fall brought upon us, are shared by all of humanity all around 
the globe.   

Second, Genesis is the story of one man’s family – an account of events stretching 
over 300 years – and what God did with them to deal with this very problem of sin and 
death under which all of mankind suffers.   

Therefore the book has our attention: it’s talking about all of us, and it’s showing us 
the way that God has devised to bring any of us back and be reconciled to him.   

But in order to get the right lessons out of Genesis, we have to apply a rigorous 
hermeneutic in our studies.  “Hermeneutic” means a set of rules of interpretation.  There 
are different ways to read the Bible, and not every way gets the most meaning out of the 
text, or even the right meaning out of the text.  In fact the modern approaches to Genesis, 
I have discovered, often take the wrong approach and end up with erroneous 
interpretations that are not only not there in the passage, they flatly contradict other 
passages in the Bible.  And by outlining the “correct” hermeneutic I’m not simply 
proposing my own ideas alongside other commentators and their systems.  What we have 
to do is find a more reliable authority for interpreting Genesis – someone who would, by 
definition, know the right answers.  By following his hermeneutic, we can learn what 
Genesis is really teaching us.  

 

The wrong hermeneutic 

I must say something first about how not to interpret Genesis.  The possibilities, it 
seems, are endless for creative minds.  
• One way to approach Genesis is by treating it strictly as an Old Testament – that 

is to say, Jewish – document.  The theory is that, since God started out with the 
Patriarchs following a definite program, and seemingly started a new program 
2000 years later in the New Testament, it wouldn’t be fair to put our New 
Testament theology back into the mouths of the Old Testament saints, 
particularly those at the very beginning of Israelite history.  What God told them 
in their context was for them in particular; in fact, according to the theory, he 
may just have told them something different from what we now believe 
concerning Christ.  Jewish theology would focus on Jewish issues; Christianity 
is for Gentiles and the modern world.  Abraham lived in his own context; we 
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live in ours, and we need resources and answers other than what Abraham 
needed.  

This can’t be true, however.  The entire Old Testament uses the same 
concepts, the same theology, in fact the same Promises, that God gave 
Abraham.  There’s no difference in the message between Genesis and the rest of 
the Jewish Scriptures, because all the Jews were the legal heirs of Abraham.  
And when we get into the New Testament, we learn that what Abraham first 
received is now a legal inheritance for all who believe in Jesus Christ, Gentile or 
Jew, in the context of the modern Church. The story and lessons of Abraham, 
more than anything else in the Bible, is the one truly universal Biblical doctrine 
describing the works of God spanning from the ancient world into our modern 
world.   

That is why it depends on faith, in order that the promise may rest on 
grace and be guaranteed to all his offspring — not only to the adherent 
of the Law but also to the one who shares the faith of Abraham, who is 
the father of us all, as it is written, “I have made you the father of many 
nations.” (Romans 4:16-17) 

The problem can be subtle and deceiving.  To illustrate, I will use a long-
deceased author as an example here.  William Law (1797-1844) wrote a book 
called The Gospel in the Pentateuch.  Actually this is a misnomer: it should be 
called Words in the Pentateuch that the Apostles Took Out of Context and 
Later Used (we think!) to Develop their new Christian Doctrine.  What he 
really means by “the Gospel in the Pentateuch” is that there are words and 
phrases from the Mosaic literature that we could, if we wish, apply to fully-
developed Christian doctrine, like children’s pictures to illustrate our faith.  But 
that doesn’t mean the Patriarchs were “Christian” or even understood God in the 
way we do now; they were primitive compared to us. For example, Law deals 
with the classic passage of God clothing Adam and Eve, and immediately 
explains it as a precursor to the idea of being “clothed in the righteousness of 
Christ”.  The problem is that there there’s nothing in the Genesis passage that 
points that way, nor does it require it.1  The fact that centuries of commentators 
have interpreted it that way doesn’t make it true either.  It’s an arbitrary 
application of a handy picture to illustrate a New Testament doctrine.  Law isn’t 
the only commentator who has used this hermeneutic; most of the allegories of 
the early Church Father Origen (which are still believed in by many in the 
Church; he was notorious for turning all the OT concepts into allegories) 
haven’t any basis in the text either.  They look like clever “shadows” of what’s 
to come, but they have no value in explaining what Abraham himself received 
from God.  In other words, the hermeneutic looks “Christian” but it really isn’t.  

• A second way to deal with Genesis is by viewing it as a document typical of the 
Ancient Near East (ANE).  The theory is that the best way to understand what’s 
going on is to study the languages, the cultures, the religions, the history, and 

                                                
1  If anything, it shows how God viewed his newly-fallen creature – as one of the creatures of the earth, not 
as a son of Heaven. 
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the political scene of all the surrounding nations in Abraham’s day.  The reason 
scholars believe this is that they feel Abraham’s religion surely didn’t originate 
with him; he (and his descendants) simply borrowed elements from other 
religions and came up with a syncretistic version of their own understanding of 
what God is like.  And so we find the academics and scholars busy 
“discovering” parallels and matching the Old Testament stories with Greek 
mythology, Babylonian legal codes, Egyptian gods, Canaanite worship rituals, 
any and all clues that archeology may reveal, and so on.   

The problem is that this totally ignores the fact that there is no resemblance 
at all between the ANE and the core of Israel’s religion.  The Israelites did have 
sacrifices, and the Temple, and priests, and moral codes, and rituals just as their 
neighbors did; but the doctrinal content of Israel’s religion was totally new – 
even the Liberals acknowledge that Israel’s God was not like other gods in 
significant ways.  God revealed himself to Abraham and his descendants, which 
meant that they were shown realities from another world – things that man can’t 
discover or synthesize on his own.  All that the ANE scholars can demonstrate 
are superficial resemblances; but when we dig into the message of the Bible 
itself, we find no correspondence at all between the OT and the false doctrines 
of Israel’s neighbors.  When the scholars aren’t deliberately clouding the issues, 
they have to admit that Israel’s message was unique – and they can’t account for 
it (because they don’t believe in the supernatural).   

• Another mistake is to treat each passage as if it were isolated from the rest of 
the Bible.  What I mean is this: let’s just assume, as we approach a passage, that 
we know absolutely nothing about the rest of the Bible.  Let’s just look at the 
words used, the geography mentioned, the Hebrew behind the text, and the 
grammar of the sentences, and start piecing together the message only from 
what is in this passage.  Once we have that one down, we move to the next 
passage and its meaning.  As we start putting the stories together we will begin 
to understand what the whole book is saying.  In this way we will guarantee two 
things: first, we will allow the text to speak for itself; and second, we won’t 
“infect” the text with our own opinions, or even concepts from other Biblical 
books.   

On the surface this looks like a responsible approach to take, and I certainly 
respect someone’s intention of protecting the text from error arising from 
outside influences.  But I’m afraid that it’s a short-sighted methodology.  For 
one thing, every passage of the Bible exists in context; we need the surrounding 
stories, in fact the entire Bible, to help us understand what any particular 
passage is saying.  There’s a bigger flow in the book that wraps these individual 
stories together, and we won’t see all of that flow in any single story.  It’s like 
wandering along Main Street and being impressed with all that a town has to 
offer.  Then when we look at a map, we can see that this town is only one of 
many, and what pulls everything together was not Main Street but the Interstate 
that connects the larger society to form a network of towns – a county, a state, a 
nation, a culture that defines them all.  Only then will we properly understand 
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many of the details of Main Street because they were, in fact, the local (partial) 
expression of the larger culture.  

What I’m saying is that we can’t simply work with only the passage, and 
nothing but the passage, because we will mislead ourselves about what’s really 
going on if we only focus on the details in front of us.  One of my favorite 
examples for this is many of the Psalms.  Psalm 30, for example: it’s just all too 
easy to immediately contextualize this Psalm and, focusing on the pronouns 
used, interpret it according to what God will do for me – like an experience in 
spiritual narcissism.  So we want God to lift me out of the depths, to defeat my 
enemies, to hear me when I cry to him, to heal me of my diseases – because 
that’s what it says, right?  

Wrong.  We are told that the speaker here is David: “A Psalm of David. A 
song at the dedication of the Temple.”  When David prays, that makes all the 
difference in the world as to how to interpret the Psalm.  So when David prays 
that the LORD lift him out of the depths, we have to understand that prayer in 
terms of the LORD rescuing the future King of Israel out of his unique troubles 
(remember his years of wandering to escape Saul, even though he was the 
LORD’s anointed?).  To bring David out of these troubles meant the salvation of 
the Nation, the implementation of David’s Plan to bring the people back to their 
God, to establish Jerusalem as the capital, to organize the Nation around God’s 
Law, to set up the Temple in Jerusalem.  This entire agenda depended on 
rescuing this one man so that the program could get started.  Thus David is 
giving thanks that the LORD did this for him, and brought him and the Israelites 
here to the Temple in fulfillment of all his promises to them.2  The primary 
hermeneutic of the Psalms is the Plan of David (and you have to know the 
elements of the Plan in order to identify them in Psalms); that’s the only way we 
can understand what’s going on here.  As you can see, there’s no justification to 
twist this Psalm to conform to our own peculiar circumstances (under the 
excuse that we’re only working with the bare words, rightfully contextualizing 
the passage to our own particular needs, ignoring the historical context) without 
doing violence to the text; it’s all about the King.  We have to bring our 
theology to the text to get the real meaning.  

Just as a preview, this same principle rules in Genesis as well.  For example, 
the story of Abraham finding a wife for his son Isaac (chapter 24): if we limit 
ourselves to just what the chapter talks about, we would no doubt interpret it 
along the lines of finding a godly partner in marriage – as has been done 
countless times from the pulpit.  It’s obvious, isn’t it, that each party is 
following God’s direction in this matter?  So, the right people get married when 
they follow God’s will.  The problem is that everything in Genesis has to do 
with the Covenant.  Using this story as a pattern for marriage is focusing on 
Main Street only.  If you want a man-centered message, then yes, it’s about 
everyone following God’s will concerning even the details of marriage.  But if 

                                                
2  And David knew he was unique among men: see 2 Samuel 7:18-19.  
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you want a God-centered message, you will see God setting up the situation, 
and using the characters involved, to accomplish his larger purposes for the 
redemption and glorification of mankind.  Again, to see this we have to take our 
theology in with us when we study the passage.  

Where do we get our theology?  From the only people who knew what 
God’s message really was: the Prophets and the Apostles.  We have to check 
with Jesus and Paul and James and Peter first; their accounts have priority over 
our own opinions.  We will always find authoritative answers in the New 
Testament’s Biblical Theology.  The reason for the Biblical writers’ authority is 
that they were inspired by God, by the Spirit, and given the right answers – in 
contrast to our own ideas.  

One of the most important reasons we need the New Testament witness is 
that the Apostles knew what the Old Testament saints knew.  The people in the 
Old Testament saw God, they heard his words, they experienced spiritual 
realities.  The text says that, but it doesn’t always come through to us who are 
trying to sort out the complexity of history and the physical realm and sin as 
they were all woven together.  But the Apostles clear the fog away and tell us 
that, in fact, Abraham did see the Heavenly City, Moses saw him who is 
invisible, David saw his LORD.  Prophets and Apostles are the only ones who 
can tell us with authority that the Patriarchs did indeed see something eternal, 
above and beyond their historical situation.  The character in Genesis did indeed 
see God’s spiritual realities, and that alone explains his behavior that the story 
records. That makes a huge difference when we go back and re-read those 
stories.  This equips us to make the right interpretations, instead of making the 
wrong assumptions that they couldn’t have known these things and therefore 
were in the dark about what we Christians now know.   

The objection will no doubt be raised that the theology has to develop from 
each passage as we study it.  But as we’ve seen, many passages assume that 
you’re bringing the right perspective with you; they won’t necessarily go over 
every concept you will need to understand it.  Our failsafe here is to apply the 
theology of Jesus and the Apostles as the interpretive guide all through the Bible 
– as well as the core message of the Prophets as a whole.  Remember that our 
Guides knew what the Genesis characters saw spiritually.  We will look at this 
presently.   

• While we’re on the topic of getting the wrong message from the Genesis stories, 
we should look at the favorite hermeneutic of modern commentators: 
moralisms.  A moralism is drawing a lesson from the text about what we should 
do, or what we should believe.   

The best way to illustrate this is to fall back on English grammar.  In the 
following sentence, there is a subject, a verb, and an object.  

Subject           Verb             Object 
   You        must believe in       Jesus. 
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The subject, we learned in our younger days, performs the action upon the 
object.  In this case, we are being told that you have to do something in 
particular to Jesus.  Ninety-nine percent of what you hear in churches today 
follows this grammatical construct.  Well, there are times when we need to hear 
this and take action; but since we hardly ever hear about who Jesus is or what 
God does, the only real meaning, for most people, that this sentence has, heard 
over and over, is that you have to do something in order to be considered a 
Christian.  Without real data about who Jesus is – or, what it is about Jesus that 
we must believe – then this statement is simply a moral or ethical step that we 
take, and has nothing to do with Christianity.  There are moral systems in all 
religions.  We could be told to “believe in Bob Smith” and the syntactical 
meaning of the sentence wouldn’t be any different, since it depends solely on 
our action and not on who Jesus – or Bob Smith – really is.  

Listen to the typical sermon carefully and note what you are being told, all 
the way through the sermon:  

Believe in Jesus 
Trust in Jesus 

Obey God 
Fear the Lord 

Stop sinning 
Love God and man 

Worship God 

All these are the right words, but they’re in the wrong order.  They focus on 
you, and what you do; they tell us nothing about God, even though almost every 
one of them includes the name of God.  In fact, the subtlety of the error is what 
makes many people think that this kind of ministry is “God-centered,” “Bible-
based,” and “Christ-honoring” (as so many church signs claim) when it isn’t 
anything of the sort.  Dropping in God’s name all through the sermon doesn’t 
qualify it as a “God-centered message.”  When there is almost nothing in the 
sermon about what God does for us, then it is nothing more than a morality 
lesson, conforming to the teachings of all other religions in the world that focus 
on the reformation of our actions as the basis of our salvation.  

A man-based religion doesn’t save us at all; neither the Old nor the New 
Testament teaches such a false doctrine.  And yet just about every church, and 
every preacher and teacher, who pride themselves on conforming strictly to 
correct doctrine, have succumbed to this fatal strategy of turning from God’s 
acts to our own, so typical of our modern culture’s emphasis on the centrality 
and preeminence of the individual, and the marginalizing of God. 

The problem about Genesis is that if we don’t bring the right hermeneutic to 
the stories, they naturally fall into place as a series of moral lessons.  Unless you 
see the theological point, the moral lessons are sitting right there on the surface 
and they seem to be so obviously what God wants us to learn from it.  One 
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either sees Genesis spiritually (through the Covenant) or physically (its 
moralisms).  Again, our hermeneutical compass – the Prophets, Jesus and the 
Apostles – tells us that we have to interpret it in light of the Covenant, not 
moralisms; that’s the way they dealt with the book.  It’s really important to get 
this right.  

All I’m saying is that to limit the meaning of a passage to only what it says, 
and refusing to bring any theological concepts to the passage to help unfold its 
true meaning, is putting blinders on and you will miss much of what’s really 
there.  

• One other error – a gross one in my opinion – is what the Liberals do to the Old 
Testament and to Genesis in particular.  Their basic hermeneutic is the 
following:  
• This can’t possibly be true, not in a naturalistic, scientific 

worldview. 
• Therefore, it isn’t true – we’ll have to change its meaning, but we’ll 

keep the words.  
Basically the Liberals don’t believe what the Old Testament says.  They 

differ among themselves about what is not true; but they all agree that miracles 
are fabrications, the characters are based on folk legends, the Bible’s history is 
unreliable, and the texts themselves weren’t written when the Scripture says but 
much later by editors with their own political and religious agendas.  No doubt 
you have heard of the JEPD theory of the Pentateuch – that the five books were 
written by many hands, pieced together from the period of the Monarchy to 
sometime after the Babylonian exile, and certainly not to be accepted as from 
the hand of Moses or actually anybody earlier than Ezra.  The Liberals have an 
agenda, which they won’t be honest enough to share with you.  They want to 
degrade the Bible to the words of men only, so that they can set it aside as an 
authoritative moral and spiritual standard and replace it with an interpretation of 
their own, which will allow them the freedom to redefine what is right and 
wrong – which usually means a license to sin.  They are “ungodly people, who 
pervert the grace of our God into sensuality and deny our only Master and Lord, 
Jesus Christ.” (Jude 4) 

This is not the place to expand on the heresies of the Liberals, but I will say 
that their fundamental sin is to equate the Word of God with the words of men.  
If what Peter says is true, the Pentateuch, and therefore Genesis, is what it says 
it is – the Word of God given through God’s Prophet.  

No prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. 
For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke 
from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Peter 1:20-
21) 
Needless to say, our approach here will start with the fundamental concept 

of Genesis being nothing less than the very Word of God.  Everything it says is 
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revelation from God, and we have no authority to change any of it in any way.  
Our task is to find out God’s will and truth in it.  

 

The Covenant 

The book of Genesis is about the Covenant made with Abraham and his descendants.  
This one theme forms the backbone of the entire book.  Every character, every story, 
every event, expands on and develops this theme in some way.   

The problem inherent with the stories of Genesis is that God was dealing with 
ordinary men and women, who were sinners and physical and limited in their abilities 
and understanding.  So the complexity of the Covenant, as well as its spiritual nature, 
can’t really be truly reflected in the life of any one of these people.  Therefore God broke 
the subject down into its constituent parts to make it easier to learn.   

For example, Abraham was the one with whom God made the Covenant; it’s 
Abraham’s treasure, to be passed down legally to his rightful heirs.  Isaac was Abraham’s 
legal heir because of the way he was born.  Jacob inherited the Covenant Promises not 
because he was the eldest son (he wasn’t) but because of his passion for the inheritance.  
Joseph, though he was the eleventh son of Jacob, was God’s Designated Heir responsible 
for the rest of the Family.    

So we have to keep in mind, as we’re reading through the individual stories in 
Genesis, that God is showing us a new angle on the Covenant, another important aspect 
of it, in each story.  In order to see the entire subject we then have to put the lessons of all 
the stories together at the end.  Therefore, as we finish looking at each Patriarch, there 
will be a summary of what we learned about the Covenant through each life story.  

In addition, we also have to rigorously interpret each story as an aspect of the 
Covenant and not simply as some moralistic lesson or unrelated theological event thrown 
into the mix.  One of the principal errors in modern hermeneutics is to treat many of 
Genesis’ stories as if they were designed to teach us how to live ethical lives – usually in 
contrast to what the Patriarchs did.  This is not how to interpret Genesis.  One way we 
know that this is the case is that the rest of the Bible doesn’t take this approach.  The 
Prophets, and Jesus and his Apostles, treat Abraham as the Father of the Faith, the great 
Patriarch from whom we all inherit the treasures of the Covenant.  They certainly don’t 
condemn him over any moral issues – that’s strictly a modern hermeneutic.  

There are 14 stories about Abraham in Genesis.  Considering that he lived to be 175 
years old, that means most of the events of his life are not recorded in the book.  What we 
have, therefore, are very select events which focus solely on his relationship with God, 
with the truths he was learning about the Covenant, with the building blocks first laid 
down in his life that defined the relationship that God would have for all of his 
descendants.  We don’t know what happened for 99% of Abraham’s life; but the 1% that 
we do have recorded in Genesis is the beginnings of our Faith.  If people want simply 
morals, they can turn to the pagan philosophers; but to turn Genesis into moralisms is a 
gross distortion of the purpose of the book.  Being an efficient historian and editor, the 
LORD only gave us those details that pertain to our spiritual inheritance. 
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In Jesus’ ministry all the elements of the Covenant that were separately described in 
the lives of the Patriarchs come together to form the Gospel.  It’s there that we learn the 
true nature and scope of the Covenant with Abraham.  The entire Covenant story, as 
worked out in Genesis, is a full and clear portrayal of what God has given us in Christ.  It 
is nothing less than the Gospel.  

If we interpret Genesis in this way, we will begin to understand one of God’s most 
significant names that is used repeatedly throughout Scripture: The God of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob.  In other words, what God did with them, in all of the events related to 
them, has a direct and in fact unique bearing on what he wants to do with all of us who 
believe in him.  What God gave the Patriarchs, he now wants to give to us – in all of its 
complexity as described in Genesis.  Nowhere else in the Bible are we going to find this 
whole subject laid out for us so clearly and so fully.  To understand Jesus, we must first 
understand Genesis.  

 

Apostolic involvement 

I mentioned previously that the way we can make sure we’re getting the right 
hermeneutic is to find someone who knows the right answers.  That someone is Jesus 
Christ – and by extension, the Apostles to whom he taught everything they wrote in the 
New Testament, including the Gospels.  

It’s nice to have an authority on this level.  Now we don’t have to rely on academic 
theories or philosophical systems; we can even boldly critique theological systems 
created by the great thinkers of the Church – by simply asking Jesus what he thought of 
these issues.  “If any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask God, who gives generously to all 
without reproach, and it will be given him.” (James 1:5)  The Son of God, by definition, 
knows the mind of God; he is in fact the Logos, the Word of God, the Truth and Light 
that has come from Heaven to reveal the true God to us.   

Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from 
God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. (1 Corinthians 
2:12) 

Not only does the Son know what he’s talking about, he was sent with that mission to 
teach everyone who will listen to the truth.  To ignore what he has to say about the Old 
Testament is, to put it in legal terms in light of Judgment Day, criminal.   

If anyone hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge that 
person. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save the world. There is a 
judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; the very words 
I have spoken will condemn them at the last day. For I did not speak on my 
own, but the Father who sent me commanded me to say all that I have spoken. I 
know that his command leads to eternal life. So whatever I say is just what the 
Father has told me to say. (John 12:47-50) 

You will find, as you read the New Testament, that Jesus and the Apostles were not 
bashful about telling us the meaning of the Old Testament stories.  The reason for their 
passion for the right answers is twofold: first, only they knew what the Old Testament 
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saints really saw and understood.  We make a serious mistake when we think that 
Abraham, for example, couldn’t have known the truth about the Christ in the same way 
that we modern Christians know it, simply because he was living in “primitive” times and 
we now are enlightened by the New Testament.  Paul disagrees vehemently.  

And the Scripture, foreseeing that God would justify the Gentiles by faith, 
preached the Gospel beforehand to Abraham. (Galatians 3:8) 

This is a plain and forthright statement about what Abraham knew: the Gospel of 
Christ.  Paul would not have used that powerful theological concept if he didn’t mean 
exactly what he said.  What we have to do with this claim, then, is go back to the story 
and assume that Abraham was seeing God’s spiritual world in the same way that all 
spiritual children of God see it – by faith.  There was nothing impossible about that; just 
because Abraham was 2000 years before the Cross and we are 2000 years after it doesn’t 
mean that God couldn’t give him the same vision of it that we have.  In fact, God actually 
spoke to him and showed him a vision of Christ, whereas we only have the Scriptures 
testifying to him. (John 20:29)  The end result for both of us, however, is a saving 
understanding of the Gospel of Christ.  

The sacred writings [in Paul’s day this was the Old Testament], which are 
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. (2 Timothy 
3:15) 

After so much testimony in the New Testament about what the Old Testament 
Patriarchs really knew, the burden of proof is on us to show that they didn’t have the 
essential data.  On the contrary, Jesus and the Apostles make a convincing case that the 
entire scheme of the Covenant – and the Gospel – was laid out in the Old Testament, and 
the Patriarchs knew about it.  

Second, the New Testament helps us here in two ways: it not only tells us exactly 
what the Patriarchs really knew, it also gives us the right way to interpret the data of the 
stories.  Students of the Bible too often commit a grievous hermeneutical sin when 
studying it: they contextualize the lesson according to their own worldview, their own 
circumstances of life, their own culture and its mandates and values.  Thus they accuse 
Abraham and Lot and Jacob and others of committing heinous immoralities when 
actually nothing of the sort was happening.  It’s irresponsible to handle the text in that 
way; our modern notions of morality may or may not be correct, and they certainly aren’t 
the standard to be used all through history.  The Bible is the standard; we might just find 
that our own systems of ethics and morals are more the result of our dysfunctional and 
ignorant culture than having been derived from Scripture.3  We gloss over our own sins 

                                                
3  “The Bible is the grand repository of truth. It is the complete system of divine truth, to which nothing 

can be added, and from which nothing can be taken, with impunity. Every attempt to disguise or soften any 
branch of this truth, in order to accommodate it to the prevailing taste around us – either to avoid the 
displeasure, or to court the favor, of our fellow mortals – must be an affront to the majesty of God, and an 
act of treachery to men! 

“Many respectable writers and preachers consider certain things to be essential. But we have the 
Scripture in our hands, and are not bound to abide by the decisions of any man – any farther than as they 
agree with this standard. 
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with so many excuses that we can’t see how wrong we are; Abraham and the rest, 
however, would probably easily see that we are certainly not competent judges of their 
actions.  They were content to be judged by their God, not by us.  

And the phrase “chronological snobbery” aptly describes our tendency to think that 
modern man, by definition, would have a much clearer understanding of God and the 
Christ than “primitive” people in ancient cultures could have had.  Not so: if Paul is 
correct (and he is!) our only hope of eternal salvation in Christ is if we inherit what was 
first given to Abraham.  It needs no expansions, clarifications, corrections or alterations – 
otherwise it would not be an inheritance, nor would Abraham have anything of value that 
we Christians would want.  On the contrary –  

And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according 
to promise. (Galatians 3:29) 

We must appreciate this concept of the Inheritance.  God made a Covenant with 
Abraham and his seed.  The question now is, who is the seed of Abraham?  Who has the 
right to inherit the promises that God gave him?  It’s a legal matter: we only inherit the 
Covenant if we can prove our descent from Abraham.  The Covenant that God made with 
Abraham had to have content or there would be no sense in talking about inheriting 
anything from him; Christians are called “heirs of Abraham.”  On the other hand, if 
Abraham wasn’t given anything, then we haven’t inherited anything from him; he had 
nothing to pass on to us.  But if the content of the Covenant was first given to him, then 
the question is whether we will legally be allowed to inherit what was promised to him.  
Paul addresses this situation also:  

Those who are of faith are blessed along with Abraham, the man of faith. 
(Galatians 3:9)   

In Christ Jesus the blessing of Abraham might come to the Gentiles, so that 
we might receive the promised Spirit through faith. (Galatians 3:14)   

Now the promises were made to Abraham and to his offspring. (Galatians 
3:16)   

God gave us eternal issues, eternal riches, things that unite us with the historic 
Church, common treasures that bring us into the community of faith (which has been 
around for 4000 years).  We moderns are not the definition of the Church; we are at the 
tail end of the Church, and heirs (supposedly) of the work of great saints of the past.  Our 
inheritance comes from them.   

So the New Testament (as well as other pertinent passages in Scripture – we will see 
these later) serves as a corrective, a warning, a hermeneutical standard to help us avoid 
                                                

“An awakened mind that thirsts after the Savior, and seeks wisdom by reading and praying over the 
Scripture – has little necessity for a library of human writings. The Bible is the fountain from whence every 
stream that deserves our notice is drawn! We have personally an equal right with others to apply 
immediately to the fountain-head, and draw the water of life for ourselves. 

“The purest streams of human wisdom are not wholly freed from a taint of the soil through which they 
run. A mixture of human infirmity is inseparable from the best human composition; but in the fountain, the 
truth is unmixed!” (Letters of John Newton, 1725-1807) 
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errors of interpretation.  The wise student will realize that he or she is all too prone to fall 
prey to these errors, and be willing to learn from the experts (the Apostles) on how to 
understand the Old Testament’s lessons.  

 

Inheritance for Israel and Church 

Genesis is the first book in the Bible for a good reason.  Not only does it address all 
of humanity as the Creation of God, it also forms the foundation for all that follows in the 
Bible.  We can see this concept encapsulated in the name The God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob.  The critical and uniting doctrine of the Covenant that God worked out in the lives 
of these three men and their families will later be worked out in the Nation of Israel and 
in their lives with the God of their forefathers.  The deliverance from Egypt, the Law at 
Mt. Sinai, the Conquest of Canaan, the Promised Land, David and the Kingdom of God, 
the Prophets, the Exile – all of these historical events are founded theologically on the 
Covenant of Abraham; they all make it possible for the heirs of Abraham to receive the 
inheritance.  And it’s not just that the “seeds” are in the Genesis accounts; the full-blown 
explanation of all the essentials of the Covenant are there, which explains precisely why 
God dealt with Israel as he did throughout their history – according to the Promises given 
to their Forefathers.   

The Israelites were fully aware of their inheritance from the Patriarchs.  For example, 
for their entire history they were extremely vigilant about proving their genealogy back to 
Abraham, because (according to the Covenant terms) only the legal heirs of Abraham had 
a right to the four Promises.  Thus you find priests checking their genealogy to prove 
their right to serve in the Temple (Nehemiah 7:64), and you find citizens checking their 
genealogy to prove their right to own portions of the land.  We moderns may tend to 
leave the subject of the Covenant back in Genesis as if it doesn’t have much to do with 
the rest of the Old Testament; but to the Jews it was an overwhelming reality, defining 
their daily routines, their values, their special relationship with God, in fact the reason 
they received anything from God.  All of their worship constantly reflected the Covenant 
Promises inherited from Abraham.  It was the national treasure in which everyone 
participated and enjoyed.  

If we don’t appreciate the data of the stories of Genesis, that will also skew our 
interpretation of the New Testament, as if the Covenant only properly belongs to Genesis 
and not to the work of Christ.  That is so wrong.  According to the Apostles, if we get 
anything at all from God in the way of goodness or salvation or fellowship with him, it’s 
only because we too must prove our genealogy back to Abraham.  God does nothing for 
anybody who is outside of the Family of Abraham, Jew or Gentile.  The entire system of 
salvation and new life in Christ is solidly based on the Covenant, nothing else.  

If we can’t see this, it’s because we are not able to identify the true data of the 
Covenant in the Genesis account.  If we read the book only as an account of interesting 
events in the lives of ancient people which we can use to shape and inform our moral 
situations, then no wonder we will grossly misunderstand the work of Christ.  So much of 
what happens, for example, in the Gospels is unintelligible unless we see it against the 
backdrop of the Genesis Patriarchs.  For instance, the story of the Canaanite woman 
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(Matthew 15:21-28) simply can’t be truly understood unless we know about the terms of 
the Covenant.  Jesus was dealing with her primarily with this in mind.  

 

Father and Son 

I mentioned before that you have to bring your theology to the text in order to fully 
understand what’s going on.  Of course it may be that one’s theology may be wrong.  
There have been many theologies written, and if you bring the wrong one with you, you 
will get the wrong lessons from Genesis.   

Biblical Theology is still a study in the making.  The writers of theologies usually 
focus on a major theme running across the Bible as their framework to hang everything 
else on – like the Kingdom of God, or the Covenant, or the Creation theme.  All these are 
valid as major themes of the Bible, and a determined scholar will make any of them work 
out somehow as the Bible’s main theme – but there will inevitably be holes in his system 
because none of them are what God says is the primary theme of the Bible.   

I’ve already made the case for the Father/Son theme being the primary theology of 
the Bible.4  We can successfully attach all the other major themes of the Bible to this one 
backbone concept.  And my authority for this theme comes, of course, from Jesus 
himself.  

And when Jesus was baptized, immediately he went up from the water, 
and behold, the heavens were opened to him, and he saw the Spirit of God 
descending like a dove and coming to rest on him; and behold, a voice from 
Heaven said, “This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased.” 
(Matthew 3:16-17) 

All the way from Genesis to Revelation we are told plainly what God wants to see in 
man – a son in his own image, pleasing to him in every way.  He made Adam with this in 
mind, he called Israel to be his son, he revealed the true Son in Jesus Christ, and through 
the Spirit he intends to conform all of God’s people into the image of the Son.  This one 
idea is the driving force of every story and theological concept in the Bible.  Everything 
else expands on, and fits into, this one idea.  It was the destiny of man at the beginning, 
and it’s the destiny of every child of God since then. 

                                                
4  See my work Father and Son (Ravenbrook Publishers: 2014) and the expanded and detailed work 
Biblical Theology for Pastors and Teachers (Ravenbrook Publishers: 2014).   
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Therefore even the concept of the Covenant with Abraham fits into the Father/Son 

theology of the Bible.  This means we have to interpret the stories of Genesis in this light.  
For example, the concept is easily seen when we read the story of the Promise of an Heir 
to Abraham: “Your very own son shall be your heir.” (Genesis 15:4)  The importance of 
the inheritance being given to the son only will drive the story all through Genesis, from 
Abraham to Joseph and his sons.  The inheritance can’t be given to anybody but the son, 
and the divinely chosen son will be pleasing to his father in that he will appropriate, and 
be passionate about, the true nature of the Covenant that he receives from his father.  This 
is a Family that is growing and developing in Abraham’s line, and it reflects the 
Father/Son relationship in Heaven, the original Pattern that will be revealed later in the 
ministry of Christ.   

 

A Theological commentary 

By calling this a “theological commentary” I merely wish to emphasize that we are 
looking at the spiritual lessons in Genesis that directly apply to the message of the rest of 
the Old Testament, and especially the Gospel of Christ as revealed to us in the New 
Testament.  I am not particularly interested in the many details of the passages that 
ordinary commentaries or Bible dictionaries focus on.  There are many good works that 
can help you learn about those details; I’m not disparaging their efforts, on the contrary 
they are usually very helpful for understanding the story line.   

As you can see, I’m taking a narrow approach to Genesis.  Dwelling on the nuances 
of the Hebrew original, for example, won’t be of much help here (which many 
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“scientific” commentaries resort to) because your translation already does a remarkably 
good job at rendering the meaning of the text.  There will be a word here and there which 
we will have to explore in its original, but the theological meaning of the passage will 
rarely depend on that.   

And we won’t be looking much at the details of the historical background of Genesis 
– that is to say, the ANE and the impact of that cultural context that other nations and 
peoples had on Abraham’s Family.  Occasionally it had an impact but not often, and 
certainly not of a theological nature.  The theology comes from within, from the 
revelation of God to Abraham; this was a new thing on earth.  If other nations were 
involved they were usually impacted by Israel’s theology, not the other way around.   

Our goal here is to uncover the primary theme of the Covenant in all of its essentials.  
You will have to consult other works for information on other topics.  We are not going 
to fixate on peripheral issues but rather focus on the spiritual world that God was 
introducing to the human race through Abraham and his descendants.  Here is the one 
reality that will create, inform, guide, and enlighten the people of God throughout the rest 
of their history up to our own day.  The story deserves to be told. 
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