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Genesis is a book about ‘beginnings’. It tells of such 
things as the beginnings of creation, of languages and 
of a chosen nation. It also gives us an account of the 
generations before and after the flood, together with 
specific details about lineage (5:1-32; 10:1-32). In fact 
the phrase ‘this is the account of’, which occurs at key 
points in the book, could literally be translated ‘these are 
the generations of’ (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 
25:12, 19; 36:1; 37:2).

Genesis can also be described as a book about rela-
tionships. It shows us relationships such as those between 
Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, Seth’s descendants and 
those of Cain, Abraham and Lot, Sarah and Hagar, Jacob 
and Esau, and Joseph and his brothers.

But above all, Genesis is a book about God: creating 
(all things), saving (Noah, his family, and certain animals 
and birds), destroying (with water in Noah’s time, with 
fire at Sodom and Gomorrah), choosing (Abraham), mak-
ing covenants (with Noah and with Abraham), forgiving 
(Jacob) and protecting (Joseph).

Genesis and the four books that follow it (Exodus, 
Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) are traditionally 
viewed as a unit known as the Pentateuch. They are all 
thought to have been written by Moses. Moses was prob-
ably born about 1500 BC, and lived for 120 years (Deut 
34:7). For the first forty years of his life, he enjoyed the 
status of Pharaoh’s adopted grandson (Exod 2:11; Acts 
7:23). The Pentateuch was probably written during his last 
eighty years, forty of which were spent caring for Jethro’s 
flock in Midian and in God’s providence, familiarizing him-
self with that area (Acts 7:30), and forty of which were 
spent leading the people of Israel.

Some scholars suggest that the five books were pro-
duced by many writers over many years, with the bulk 
of the writing having been done between approximately 
850 BC and 550 BC, and that they were not all put together 
until as late as the fifth century BC. However, none of the 
arguments for this view (for example, the use of differ-
ent names of God in different sections) have been strong 
enough to overthrow the traditional position that Moses 
wrote the Pentateuch. This commentary thus assumes 
Moses to be the writer.

The book falls into two main sections: God’s deal-
ing with humans in general (1:1-11:9) and his dealing 
with those he has chosen to be his special people 
(11:10-50:26).
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COMMENTARY

1:1-11:9 God and Humankind

1:1-31 Creation of All Things
The account of God’s creation of the world establishes two 
key points that apply throughout this book and throughout 
the Bible. The first is that God was uniquely involved in the 
origin of the earth and the sky. They do not exist by them-
selves and are not the result of impersonal forces or other 
spiritual beings. The second is that because the world is 
God’s creation, it reveals him and is subject to his will.

The first verse of Genesis can be read as a summary 
statement that God created everything – the heavens and the 
earth and everything in them (1:1). The rest of the chapter 
is then seen as an expansion on this summary. However, it 
is also possible that these words outline the first step in 
creation, with the words, in the beginning being equivalent 
to ‘first’. The idea then would be that the first thing God did 
was to create the raw shell (heaven and earth), and then 
for six days he filled that shell with content. He did not cre-
ate the whole universe as a finished product in one grand 
gesture, but worked to create it. This second view fits with 
the description of the earth as formless and empty and of 
darkness over the surface of the deep (1:2). The Spirit of God 
hovered over the waters to keep them under control until 

Genesis 1:1–2
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they could be assigned to their place. He was controlling 
the creation project, with the result that all creation takes 
place under God’s watchful eye and results from his power.

This account of the creation in six days (whether taken 
literally as twenty-four hour days or figuratively as repre-
senting long periods of time) reveals a methodical God who 
created different things one after another with precise pur-
pose. One by one the Lord puts in place all the elements 
necessary to sustain the human beings for whom he is cre-
ating this world.

As we read this account, we should note that each new 
stage in God’s work begins with his some form of his crea-
tive words, let there be (1:3, 6, 9, 14, 20, 24, 26). At the end 
of each of his creative utterances, there is some form of the 
statement, and it was so (1:7, 9, 11, 15, 24, 30). No matter 
what God ordered to come into being, gather or separate, 
it came to be. He has the power to create and the power 
to order his creation. We can rely on this same power in 
our circumstances. The God of creation is still the God of 
history. If we listen to his word and submit our plans to his 
will, he can speak to raise Africa to great heights!

The first thing that God created out of the raw material 
of the universe was light (1:3-5). It was created before eve-
rything else because it would be essential for the survival 
of future plants, animals and human beings. Though the 
heavenly bodies were not yet created, the light permitted 
the Creator to give initial temporal structure to his creation: 
day and night, evening and morning.

During the second phase of his creation, covering days 
two to four, God provided the material framework to sustain 
living beings. He created the sky (1:6-8), followed by sea 
and dry land (1:9). The dry land would be the main arena 
for human life and would provide the ingredients for that 
life (see 2:7). It was only after he had formed the dry ground 
that God pronounced his creation good (1:10).

This earth was then blessed with plants that will provide 
food for human beings once they are created (1:11-13; 29-
30). Finally, the stars and their movements were specially 
provided to help the future occupants of the earth to organ-
ize time by marking seasons and days and years (1:14-19). 
The way the Creator brought together all that was neces-
sary for our survival before creating us reminds us that God 
was working for our good, not creating us so that we might 
suffer (Lam 3:33; Ezek 33:11).

The creation of living beings follows the same sequence 
as the material creation. On day five, God created the crea-
tures that live in sea and sky (1:20-23), followed on the 
sixth day by animals that live on land (1:24-25), and finally 
the culmination of his creation, human beings.

The privileged position of human beings is shown by the 
fact that our creation required a special decision, presented 
as if it was made at some great gathering. The plural in let 
us make man indicates the solemnity of the decision and 

stresses that something new and important is about to 
happen (1:26a). The plural ‘let us’ also suggests the com-
munity of the Godhead, which involves three persons – the 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

Human beings, both male and female, are said to have 
been made in the image of God (1:26b-27). Thus humans 
are different from other created beings like animals, and 
this fact has important consequences for how we live. First 
of all, it means that every human being resembles his or her 
Creator in some way. Consequently, every human being is 
special and important. We should be able to recognize the 
Creator in the men and women we see around us. Second, it 
means that we should not worship any animal (Exod 20:4; 
Rom 1:21-22). Woe to the person who lowers himself to 
the level of animals by giving an animal or an image of an 
animal the place that belongs only to the Creator! Third, 
because God created both our bodies and our spirits, we 
must not artificially separate the two and think that we can 
ignore our bodies while living to God in our spirits. Scripture 
makes it plain that we must not mistreat our own bodies or 
those of others (1 Cor 6:19-20).

Both men and women were blessed by God and assigned 
a two-fold mission: to increase in number and fill the earth 
(1:28a) and to rule over creation and to subdue the earth 
(1:26c, 28b). This mission was not a heavy burden but a 
gift from God. Human beings were to occupy and enjoy, not 
fear, creation. This mission indicates that the first way in 
which all of us can glorify and serve God is by caring for 
his creation.

It is important to note that men and women were permit-
ted to rule only over other living creatures, not over other 
human beings. Nor were men given authority to dominate 
women (or vice versa). Our fellow human beings bear the 
image of the Creator and thus are not to be dominated but 
to be served (John 13:13-14; Gal 5:13; Eph 5:21). For food 
God supplied every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole 
earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it (1:29-30). It 
thus appears that humans and animals were originally veg-
etarian. It is only in 9:3 that we are permitted to eat other 
creatures for food.

The chapter ends with another summary of all God’s acts 
of creation: God saw all that he had made, and it was very 
good (1:31; see 1:4, 10, 18, 21, 25). Nothing comes from 
the hand of God that is not intrinsically good. He is the good 
God who does all things for good (Mark 10:18; Rom 8:28).

God may have viewed his creation as good because it 
breathed order. Each element was created at the appropriate 
time and occupied the place which allowed for the harmony of 
the whole. It was also filled with rich diversity. God created 
different species within each vegetable and animal family, 
each according to their kinds (1:11, 12, 21, 24). Each kind was 
told to multiply (1:11, 20, 22, 28). Finally, his creation was 

Genesis 1:3–31
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12 Genesis

NEW FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

Becoming a Christian involves a profound transformation, as 
was evident in the life of the Apostle Paul. He expressed the 
difference using the expression ‘once … now’: ‘You were once 
darkness, but now you are light in the Lord’. Consequently 
we are now to ‘live as children of light’ (Eph 5:8).

The transformation of our lives by Christ affects every aspect 
of our existence, including our family relationships. Where once 
we accepted traditional African relationships in the family, now 
we are to seek for God’s style of family relationships. These 
two styles of relationship are not necessarily contradictory, for, 
like Africans, God places a high value on a spirit of community. 
However, some changes may be called for if we are to follow 
Christ, and there may be areas of conflict. One such area may 
come with accepting Jesus’ insistence that obedience to God 
comes before blood ties (Matt 12:46-50).

At the core of all family relationships is the union between 
a man and his wife. The foundational text for the entire 
Christian philosophy of marriage and the family is Genesis 
2:24: ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother 
and be united to his wife, and they will become one flesh’. 
This verse makes it clear that marriage requires leaving one’s 
parents in order to create a new family. It is fine for a man 
to live with his parents as long as he is single. But when the 
time comes, he must separate from them and enter into a 
new relationship with his wife. Doing this requires autonomy, 
working at a relationship, full responsibility and maturity.

The new husband and wife must then become one flesh. 
They are no longer two individuals, existing side by side, 
but must become one entity, sharing each other’s lives. This 
new type of union is very different and very much stronger 
than that of parents and children. It requires the work of 
God himself, so that in speaking of this text in Genesis, Jesus 
says, ‘Therefore what God has joined together, let man not 
separate’ (Matt 19:6).

The Apostle Paul’s words on the interaction between 
husbands and wives (Eph 5:22-32) must be interpreted 
from the perspective of forming a single entity. So must the 
relationship between parents and children. As the fruit of this 
new union, the children belong as much to the woman as to 
the man. Both parents share equal responsibility for training 
them (Prov 6:20). Given that God is at the core of their union, 
the parents must train their children in how to live on earth, 
and also show them the way to heaven (Deut 6:6-7).

Traditional African ideas do not always agree with this 
biblical concept of the relationship between a man, his wife 
and their children. At times, in fact, they make a true union 
almost impossible. For example, in many African cultures, 
the man does not leave his father and mother. He does not 
leave them spiritually and, sometimes, not even physically. 
The husband and his wife are perceived as members of two 
distinct families, with each family retaining all its rights on 
their own child. The parents of the woman can reclaim her at 

any time if they think that their son-in-law has behaved badly. 
In such a situation, the woman feels obliged to listen to her 
parents rather than to stay with her husband.

In such a culture, there can be no spiritual unity either, 
for whenever sacrifices are made to ask protection for the 
family, the married woman will have to sacrifice to the spirits 
considered part of her family of origin, and her husband will 
sacrifice to his family’s spirits. In relation to the spirit world, 
each one is always a member of his or her family. This way 
of thinking means that the wife is forever a stranger in her 
husband’s home. Among the Senoufo of Cote d’Ivoire, for 
example, the wife is called ‘the foreigner’ by her husband’s 
parents and must avoid speaking his name out of respect and 
shame. When the wife dies in a location distant from her place 
of origin, no matter how far away that may be, her remains 
will be transported back to her village, to her own people.

Understandably, such attitudes can lead to conflict within 
the family. The wife often feels like a foreigner and finds it 
difficult to integrate, knowing that she is not in her home but 
in her husband’s home. Any visiting relative of the husband’s 
is more at home than the wife. Thus the husband’s brother 
will not hesitate to remind the woman of her foreign origin 
if her behaviour does not please him. And if the visitor is the 
husband’s mother, the situation becomes still worse, for the 
mother will believe herself to have full control of her son’s 
home and may attempt to run it. Obviously, such attitudes to 
marriage can cause problems in the home.

This traditional view of marriage can also have 
consequences with regard to the status and training of the 
children. Some traditions regard the children as the offspring 
of the father and not the mother. She is simply the woman 
who has borne the children for him. In matriarchal traditions, 
the children are recognized as belonging solely to the mother. 
Neither system regards the children as belonging equally to 
both parents. Either the man or the woman can feel wronged 
or slighted in the training of the children.

A final consequence of these traditions follows from the 
fact that a man’s inheritance belongs solely to the members 
of his family. Since the wife is not regarded as a member 
of her husband’s family, she does not inherit anything, and 
when her husband dies, she may be left destitute. There 
is no concept of joint property owned by both the man 
and his wife. Modern legislation may have given women 
inheritance rights, but conflicts still arise because of the way 
the relationship is perceived.

One positive aspect of the traditional African concept of 
marriage is the strength it gives the extended family and the 
sense of community it encourages. A nuclear family on its own 
is weak. But the Bible makes it clear that the nuclear family 
should have a core strength that the traditional concept tends 
to deny. As Christians, we need to work towards enriching 
our African culture by integrating into it the new concepts set 
out in God’s ideal for Christian marriage.

Soro Soungalo
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