Poetic Reality: Abundant Life in Genesis 1-3


“I came that they may have life and have it abundantly” (John 10:10b).  These words have given hope to followers of Jesus from the incubation of the early church until this day.  The possibility of an “abundant” life persistently draws both Christians and non-Christians to the life and teachings of Jesus.  However, the actual substance of the abundant life is somewhat elusive; what does Jesus mean when he offers a person an abundant life?  For Evangelical Christians, the traditional answer to that question has been the future realization of spending eternity with God after death.
  But, is this conception of the abundant life the full picture that Jesus is painting in the tenth chapter of the gospel of John?


In this paper I will argue that the beginning chapters of Genesis provide the base layer for the portrait of abundant life that Jesus paints in the gospels.  Like any great oil painting the base layer provides the foundation for the beauty of the finished product and Genesis chapters one through three do exactly that for the beauty of the good news of the gospel of Jesus.  In part one I will briefly lay out my thesis:  That the abundant life that Jesus talks about is a reflection of the life found in Genesis chapters one through three.  Connecting the teachings of Jesus to Genesis in this way raises several issues and in part two I will try to address a few of these.
  First, what is the nature of the book of Genesis as a whole and how are we supposed to understand it?  Second, and more specifically, what do we make of the creation story found in the early chapters of Genesis?  Controversies swirl around these early chapters, and anchoring the abundant life of Jesus in these chapters will require addressing some of these concerns.  And finally, what is the “scientific” nature of Genesis.  With the evolution/intelligent design debate currently escalating in the scientific and theological communities, is there a way to understand Genesis that sidesteps some of the landmines of this controversy?
  In part three I will try to synthesize parts one and two into a coherent whole, concluding that the vision of the abundant life that Jesus speaks of in the gospels is deeply connected to the poetic reality of the creation stories in Genesis.


Before I begin, however a few preliminary remarks need to be made about the limited scope of this project.  I will not be able to address some interesting and important issues surrounding the book of Genesis.  For my purposes I will assume the traditional, orthodox understanding of Mosaic authorship for the Pentateuch in general and Genesis in particular.
  Similarly, I will assume the supernatural origin of the Scriptures as the revelation of God to his people and therefore an orthodox view of inspiration.  Thus, the Scriptures as a whole and Genesis in particular are to be taken as authoritative guides to life and faith in God’s Kingdom.  This seems to be the understanding of Jesus in the gospels as well as the Apostle Paul in 2 Timothy 3:14-17.  With these caveats in mind, I will begin to try to make the connections between the words of Jesus in the gospel of John and the story of creation in Genesis 1-3.

Part I


In John chapter 10 Jesus is speaking of his mission and reason for coming.  His legitimacy has been challenged once again by the Pharisees after he has healed a man that was blind from birth.  In the contrast between the healed man’s faith and the Pharisees’ challenge, Jesus offers a pastoral image of a good shepherd to illustrate his significance in God’s work in the world.  He says that all others before him were thieves and robbers, coming to “steal and kill and destroy” (John 10:10a).  In contrast, he is the good shepherd who comes to give life and give it abundantly.    He goes on to foreshadow his death and resurrection by saying that he will lay down his life for his sheep and the sheep not yet in his fold.


To connect the abundant life in this passage to the first pages of Genesis is not a difficult jump to make.  First, John 10:10 fits nicely into the overall theme of the in-breaking of the Kingdom of God that Jesus attaches to his presence on earth.  John seems to have this in mind as he begins his gospel, 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing made that was made.  In him was life, and the life was the light of men.  The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has not overcome it 

(John1.14).”

To begin his gospel in this way John is directly connecting the life of Jesus with the creative activity of God in Genesis.  Anyone familiar with the Pentateuch would notice immediately that the gospel of John and the book of Genesis begin with the same phrase—“in the beginning.”  John continues by stating that all things “were made through him (Jesus) and without him was not anything made that was made.”  Further, John says that “life” was in Jesus and that life was the “light” of men.  John is purposely drawing his audience to read his gospel in the context of the Genesis story and therefore placing the life and teachings of Jesus’ ministry at the center of history—Jesus was at the center of creative history and he is now here physically at the center of redemptive history.


Matthew says it a different way, but with the same emphasis.  Matthew records the first words of Jesus as he began his public ministry as, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is at hand.
”  The Sermon on the Mount reflects Jesus’ understanding of the nature of this Kingdom and his teachings on the Kingdom were revolutionary for the first century Jew.  Instead of focusing on the outward activities that led to purity, Jesus was clear that purity before God began with the heart and moved outward.  When John the Baptist had questions about the nature of Jesus, Jesus points to the fruit of his ministry as evidence of the Kingdom’s presence.  The report of the blind receiving sight, the lame walking, the cleansing of lepers, the healing of the deaf, the dead being raised and the poor receiving the good news all convinced John that Jesus truly was the expected Messiah.
  All of the above point to the connections between the abundant life and the presence of the Kingdom of God that Jesus initiates.  In the first pages of Genesis we have a framework for both what the Kingdom of God might look like in its idyllic state (Genesis 1-2) and the devastating consequences that human sin had on that Kingdom.


Second, there was a keen expectation for a new kind of life in first-century Palestine.  There was a strong expectation for a coming Messiah that would deliver them from the oppression of the Roman Empire and inaugurate an idyllic Jewish nation-state.  While the expectations varied widely on what the Messiah would be like, they were strong nonetheless.  These expectations were grounded in their historical narrative that included the Abrahamic covenant (Genesis 12), the deliverance of the Israelites out of Egypt, the Mosaic covenant, the inheritance of the Promised land, the establishment of the Davidic covenant and monarchy, the destruction of the Solomonic temple, the Babylonian captivity and the return from that captivity.  This narrative has its foundation in the creation stories of the first pages of Genesis.  The Apostle Paul interprets Christ’s redemptive work on the cross as coming “at the right time,” in this historical narrative.
  The tragedy of the corrupted Kingdom in the Garden of Eden is beginning to be set right again in the life, teachings, death and resurrection of Jesus.  The narrative of the Israelites begins in Genesis and expects a future Kingdom where God is the ultimate ruler and the people live in peace and prosperity.  Jesus places himself in the center of that narrative as the only way for all of those expectations to be fulfilled.


Finally, you cannot escape Jesus’ emphasis on the tragic consequences of sin and the ultimate price that he has to pay for that sin.  Sin has affected and infected every area of life and has set God’s creation on a course toward death.  You see the trajectory of this course set in motion in the first chapters of Genesis.  When Jesus offers an abundant life he is contrasting it with the consequences of this sin.  Bruce Waltke summarizes the connection between the life and teachings of Jesus and the first pages of Israelite history found in Genesis in this way. 

“Jesus Christ’s offer of the kingdom of God in the Synoptic Gospels brings the expectation of the Primary History that God will establish his moral kingdom over the nations through national Israel to its fulfillment.
”

While Jesus is going to shatter their misplaced expectations of the nature of the Kingdom of God, Waltke is clear that the beginning of those expectations, rooted in the creation stories of Genesis, were at the forefront of Jesus’ mind and ministry.  More could be said here, but with the above we at least have a sense that the abundant life that Jesus offers in his redemptive work on the cross reflects the abundant life that God created in the early pages of Genesis.

Part II – Interpreting Genesis


Anchoring the redemptive work of Jesus in the creative work of Genesis raises several interpretive questions.  Most authors agree that a striking break occurs between Genesis 1-11 (the beginnings of creation and culture) and Genesis 12-50 (the beginnings of the nation of Israel starting with Abraham and his lineage).  For example, Hermann Gunkel pioneered the concept that Genesis chapters 1-11 were mythological.
  He argued that the creation myths found in Genesis were not to be taken as “literal” or “historical,” but as legend passed down through the generations as a way to explain the complexities of their world.  Comparatively, scholars argued that the Genesis account of creation was strikingly similar to their counterparts in other ancient Mesopotamian cultures and therefore cannot be considered as genuine accounts of historical reality.  Increasingly, as Darwin’s theory of evolution gained intellectual traction in the late 19th and early 20th centuries these early chapters fell under increased scrutiny.


Apart from the intellectual challenges of the veracity of the primeval history in Genesis 1-11 from outside the believing community, questions regarding the proper interpretation of the chapters still remain within.  One example of the questions raised in interpretation is over the description of creation itself.  It just takes a discussion among a small group of faithful followers of Jesus—especially in evangelical circles—to realize that there are divergent opinions on the nature of the six days of creation.
  Are those “days” literal twenty-four hour periods or do they represent ages or epochs of God’s creative activity?  So, we are left with the question of the nature of Genesis and how to interpret these early chapters.


In any form of literature, understanding the author’s intention and the reader’s context is key to unlocking the meaning and significance of the text.  The same is true of the ancient Scriptures.  It is easy to mold our interpretation according to the contours of our own experience and expectations and miss the significance of the text to its original audience.  Consequently, we can misinterpret passages and create controversies where they might not be necessary.  This is especially true as we interpret the first chapters of Genesis.  Our twenty-first century minds have been trained to ask scientific questions about the text and try to determine whether it can be reconciled with the scientific advances and the most popular theories of the modern era.  Similarly, faithful Christians have tried to defend the truth and inspiration of the text among the many challenges of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century.  So we come to the text with these questions in mind.  But the Ancient Israelites shared a completely different set of expectations and the author of Genesis is addressing their concerns rather than our twentieth century issues with the text.  Understanding their framework then, might help us to understand these crucial texts in a new light.


Mark Futato argues that the first two chapters of Genesis are best interpreted and understood as a “polemic against the Canaanite religion that the Israelites would encounter in the Promised Land, so that the original audience might believe that the true and living God is the Lord God of Israel and not Baal.
”  Thus, Genesis one and two should be viewed as a kind of “purposeful history.”  The author is not covering all—or even many—of the details of God’s creative work, but emphasizing those details important to the Israelite story.  The Jewish Study Bible states something similar,

“The book of Genesis is thus, in more sense than one, a primary source for Jewish theology.  It presents its ideas on the relationship of God to nature, to the human race in general, and to the people Israel in particular in ways that are, however, foreign to the expectations of most modern readers.  It is therefore all too easy to miss the seriousness and profundity of its messages.  For the vehicle through which Genesis conveys its worldview is neither the theological tract nor the rigorous philosophical proof nor the confession of faith.  That vehicle is, rather, narrative.
”

This fits well with the overall theme of the Pentateuch in general:  “The Pentateuch must be defined as a document which gives Israel it’s understanding, its aetiology of life.  Here through narrative, poetry, prophecy, law, God’s will concerning Israel’s task in the world is revealed.
”  The emphasis on narrative and purposeful history in the first few pages of Genesis gives us insight into the nature of the book and begins to answer some of the most common questions and problems that have been associated with interpreting the creation stories.


One of the most common sticking points are the similarities between the Genesis account of the origin of life and other ancient Mesopotamian accounts of creation, especially the Babylonian, Enuma elish. There are also similarities between the story of the fall of Adam and Eve and the Gilgamesh Epic as well as the story of Noah and the Mesopotamian story of Atrahasis.  In each case, the authors of the Jewish Study Bible argue, “because of its focus on creation, the primeval history exhibits a number of contacts with Mesopotamian mythology.”  They go on to say that in “each case, the biblical narrator has adapted the Mesopotamian forerunner to Israelite theology.
”  Because of their proximity in culture and customs they share similar stories.  However, in the Israelite stories of creation there is a point being made to contrast their God with the gods of ancient Mesopotamia.
  Two specific contrasts that the Genesis account raises in relationship to the other origin stories are between the plurality of gods in most Mesopotamian theologies and the one God of Hebrew theology and the insignificance of humanity in relationship to the Mesopotamian gods and the central place of humanity in the Genesis account.  Futato goes on to argue that even more specifically, these stories were aimed to re-orient the Israelites to the one God as the great provider of rain over against the Canaanite God of Baal.  He states that,

“Genesis makes the point that the God of the nation of Israel is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (Genesis 12-50), and that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is the Creator of the heavens and the earth (Genesis 1-11).  The God of Israel is the Creator.  From the beginning the God of Israel, not Baal, has been the provider of the rain that is the prerequisite for life.  The Lord God of Israel has been the Lord of the rain and the grain from the beginning!
”

Central to his argument is that the literary structure of Genesis chapters one and two focus the reader’s attention on the importance of rain.  In contrast to the stability of the Nile River for the necessary water for life in Egypt, the people of the land of Canaan depended on rain to produce crops, which was much more unstable.  Baal was the storm god in Canaanite theology, “the rider on the clouds,” that brought the rain that was central to their agrarian lifestyle.  Futato maintains that the consistent threat to Israel’s worship of the true God was the temptation to incorporate Baal into their theology because rain was so central to their lives in the Promised Land.  And he sees this threat as a consistent theme from Genesis through the book of Kings.
  Thus, the creation story of Genesis is given to define and distinguish the Israelite community from their contemporaries and anchor their story in the one true and living God—“the narrator in Genesis has selected the particular stories of Genesis to explain what it means to be the people of God.
”


While understanding the author’s intention and the context of the audience gives us some insight into interpreting these chapters, more needs to be said about the particulars of the creation story.  Namely, can the structure of Genesis chapters 1-3 give us any insight into understanding the important themes that the author raises?  Again, Waltke and Futato are helpful.


Waltke argues that to understand the first chapters of Genesis you can’t escape the literary and poetic nature of the author’s story.  He contends that the narrator of the book of Genesis “aims to produce a work that is historical, ideological and aesthetic…it is ideological art.
”  This artistry is seen in the crafting of the structure of Genesis as a whole around the phrase, “the account of the descendents of …(toledot)” which breaks the book neatly into ten sections.  In turn, each of the ten sections has a particular literary structure that serves to highlight the main theme of the section.  For example, in Genesis11:27-25:11 the author uses a chiastic structure to focus the audience’s attention onto chapters 15:1-18:15, which underscores the importance of the covenant with Abraham and the annunciation of his sons, Ishmael by Hagar and Isaac by Sarah.


The creation account in Genesis 1:1-2:3 has similar artistry.  It is structured in a seven-day pattern—six of the days describing God’s creative activity and the seventh describing God’s rest from his activity.  The six days are broken into two sections, the first, 1:1-1:13, describe the creation of realms in general (light, sky, land and plants) and the second section, 1:14-1:31, describe the creation of the specific inhabitants of those realms (sun/moon/stars, fish/birds and animals/humans) respectively.  The culmination of creation is God’s rest on the seventh day, Genesis 2:1-2:3.  

This seven-day pattern reflects a common understanding and importance in the middle-eastern world of the number seven reflecting completeness.  The number seven has even more significance in this passage.  The phrase, “And God saw that…it was good” occurs seven times, but not specifically on each day of creation.  Likewise, the word, “God” is used 35 times in this section (five times seven) and the section on the Sabbath Day includes exactly thirty-five words in Hebrew.
  Much has been made of interpreting these seven days of creation.  Do we take them literally, as epochs of creation, mythologically or somewhere in-between?

Futato argues that the “framework view” of this section of the creation stories provides a structure for understanding the passage.  He contends that the best interpretation of this passage is topical, rather than chronological—the first section (days one through three) culminating in the creation of vegetation and the second section (days four through six) culminating in the creation of humanity.  Each day of the first section has a corresponding partner (1/4,2/5,3/6) in the second section that covers the same topic.  For example, day one talks about the creation of light and day four fills in the blanks of how that light was created through the sun, moon and stars.
  Futato cites the Hebraic literary practice of synoptic/resumption-expansion as a way to explain this technique in the creation story.
  He concludes that the framework view in Genesis 1:1-2:3 focusing on the creation of vegetation and humanity sets the stage for the first toledot, the beginning of human beings.

In Genesis 2:4-25, Futato argues that these dual themes of creation in Genesis 1:1-2:3, vegetation and humanity, come into focus.  He argues that this pattern of synoptic/resumption-expansion continues from Genesis 2:4-8 (the synopsis) through Genesis 2:9-25 (the resumption-expansion).  Again, this passages focuses on the creation and cultivation of vegetation and the importance of rain and humanity in that process (rain is necessary for the growth of vegetation for the sustenance of life and humanity being necessary for the continued cultivation of the vegetation).
  So, “by the end of Genesis 2, the man and the woman are living blissfully in the garden.
”  

With this literary framework view of interpreting Genesis chapters one and two, we have a poetic narrative of creation.  It is neither mythological in the sense that the stories are not true, nor is it scientific in the sense that it gives every detail of the creation act.  These specific stories of creation have been selected by the author of Genesis to ground the Israelite memory on the one true God, the creator of the heavens and earth.  And they have been arranged into a literary structure in such a way that YHWH would be distinguished from Baal as the only true provider of rain and thus the only source of life.  Therefore, the questions raised from reading the first chapters of Genesis should not primarily be those between creation and evolution, faith and science or even literal six days or epochs of creation (those are all important questions, but secondary)—the question raised should be, which God will you serve?  Will you serve YHWH, the author of life and the creator of all things, who alone is God, who alone brings order and who alone is the great provider of rain or will you serve Baal, “the rider on the clouds?”  It is here that we return to Jesus’ offer of abundant life in John 10:10.

Part III

The abundant life that Jesus offers in his redeeming work on the cross is a reflection of the abundant life given at creation.  It is a life in God’s kingdom under his kind rule.  Waltke comments that the Kingdom of God, spoken of in the New Testament by Jesus, echoes back to the “primary history of the life of Israel…where God’s sovereignty is established over the human race.
”  If we maintain this connection between the redeeming work of Jesus in the gospels and the creative work of God in the first pages of Genesis a beautiful  (and more holistic) picture of the abundant life emerges.  And Genesis foreshadows that life in at least five relationships found in chapters one and two.

The focal point of the picture of abundant life that immediately captures our attention is the intimate relationship between God and humanity.  This is seen in God’s breathing into man the breath of life (2:7), placing the man in the garden (2:8) giving him a partner (2:18) and in the conversational relationship between the first couple and God (3:8-10).  Much has been said about the nature of this relationship--its idyllic state in chapter two and the alienation that happens in chapter three—and in many evangelical circles the conversation about abundant life stops here--Jesus’ redemptive work on the cross means a reconciliation of the alienation that happened as a result of sin and an ultimate restoration of the idyllic state in heaven.  But in Genesis and in the ministry of Jesus the abundant life does not stop here, it begins at this point. The intimate, conversational relationship between God and humanity is the foundation that the other four relationships are built on, but the abundant life is more than just an individual’s relationship with God.  The author of the Proverbs reflects this in the introduction to the book.  Proverbs 1:7 states that the “fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge.”  Here he is not talking about epistemological systems, but drawing our attention to the centrality of this conversational relationship with God to living a skillful life.  An abundant life spins outward from the hub of an intimate relationship with God. 

 Understanding that our relationship with God is the starting point for an abundant life and not the stopping point is a needed corrective in many evangelical circles.  For example, seeing the abundant life in this way helps to eliminate the false dichotomy between “evangelism” on one hand and “social justice” on the other.  Since the fundamentalist controversy in the early 20th century, many evangelicals have favored evangelism over social justice because someone’s eternal state takes logical priority over their earthly life and as a way of distinguishing themselves from the theological liberalism of the day.  Seeing the abundant life more holistically helps to bring these two important aspects of the kingdom of God back together. 

The second important relationship in an abundant life is our relationship to the environment.  God places human beings in the garden he formed (2:8) and this garden was filled with lavish provisions of food, water and beauty--all that humanity needed for an abundant life (2:9-14).  This emphasis on environment continues as a theme in the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 12, when God promises to give Abraham descendants and a new land.  The promised land of Canaan became a central element to the religious, political and economic life of the covenant community of God and laws were developed to protect the land (The sabbatical year) and to re-appropriate the land so that everyone has opportunity according to their tribal and family heritage (The year of Jubilee).  While the land does not play such a prominent role in the life of the church, the Apostle Paul speaks of how the environment and humanity are uniquely tied together as creation longs for the revealing of the sons of God (Romans 8:19-22).  In Genesis chapter three an alienation occurs between humanity and its environment as God banishes Adam and Eve from the garden of Eden (3:24,25).

Understanding our relationship to the environment in this context helps the community of God avoid both dominion theology—where creation is subservient to humanity’s whims--and the worship of creation itself.  We can care for the created world as a good for its own sake without abusing it or worshipping it.

The third relationship essential to an abundant life found in Genesis is humanity’s relationship with work.  God placed Adam into the garden of Eden “to till it and tend it  (2:15).”  The lush vegetation that was produced as a result of the presence of rain needed to be cared for and it was Adam’s job to manage it—to work it.  Humanity’s relationship with work suffers the same consequences as its relationship with God and the environment as a consequence of sin.  An alienation occurs that makes work difficult--thorns and thistles grow and work becomes more problematic because the ground is now cursed.  

Again, we see God addressing this particular relationship in the Pentateuch by establishing a rhythm of work and rest in the laws concerning the Sabbath (Deuteronomy 5:12-15).  We also see that humanity consistently struggles between making work more or less significant than it should be in their lives.  This tension is embedded in Genesis chapters two and three with the creation of work as a good and the corruption of work as a result of sin.  Humanity seems to always be tempted toward trying to draw more meaning out of work than it can give or see work as a necessary evil to acquire other goods in life. 

The fourth and fifth relationships are closely connected.  God saw that it was not good for the man to be alone and so he created a partner, woman, to accompany him (2:18).  In the process of creating Eve, God paraded the land animals and the birds before Adam and Adam named them (an important rite of authority in ancient cultures).  In this process, it seems that God is doing two things, teaching Adam who he is and also making a sharp contrast between the animals and birds on one hand and Adam’s partner on the other.  Thus, relationship four is a proper relationship with oneself, knowing that we have a unique place in God’s creation—different than the animals in that we are uniquely made in his image, but different also than God in that we share a created kinship with the animals.  To experience an abundant life we must know our position in God’s created world and not try to usurp that position (trying to be God) or live beneath it (acting like an animal). 

Relationship five of an abundant life is experiencing meaningful relationships with other people.  It was not good for man to be alone so God created woman out of man to partner with him.  The narrative of Genesis is a narrative of God forming a community of people, beginning with a nuclear family and extending through “all the nations” that he rules in kindness and holiness.  The Abrahamic covenant included a promise to bless all the nations through the covenant community of God and again the Pentateuch emphasizes that one reason that the law was given was to demonstrate to the nations, through the covenant community of Israel, the wisdom and goodness of God (Deuteronomy 4:5-8).  Postmodernity has provided a needed corrective to Enlightenment individualism in the church on this point-that we were created into and for community. As with the other three relationships, our relationship with ourselves and our relationship with other people were marred by the presence of sin.  Alienation occurred on both fronts through a loss of innocence and a misguided self-perception—they perceived that they were naked and covered themselves (3:7)--and a propensity to not take responsibility for their disobedience (3:8-12). 

The picture of the abundant life painted in Genesis chapter two includes at least these five relationships; an intimate relationship with God, a relationship with our environment, a rhythmic relationship with work, a proper understanding of ourselves and a meaningful place within a community of others.  Genesis chapter three paints a bleak picture of alienation in each of these five areas and we are left to work out the tension of living in the goodness of God’s creation of an abundant life and the reality that that life has been scarred and mangled by sin to the point where it is difficult to recognize and impossible to attain our own.  Enter Jesus, who redeems that life through his life, ministry, teachings, death and resurrection so that we can begin to experience it again anew in our time on earth and ultimately in heaven.

“I came that they might have life, and have it abundantly!”
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