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R eaders will understand a book’s final chapter only if they have under-
stood all that came before it. Likewise, “in order to understand biblical 

eschatology,” writes Keith Mathison, “we must understand the entire Bible.”

From Age to Age looks not only at the fulfillment of God’s purposes at the 
end of history, but also at the stages along the way. The millennium and 
second coming of Christ are eschatologically important—but Christ’s first 
coming was the beginning of the end. Deftly working through each book of 
the Bible, Mathison traces God’s preparations throughout redemptive his-
tory, which have laid everything in place for the last day.

“Filling a crucial gap, From Age to Age is simultaneously sweeping in its 
scope, deeply informed on the specifics, and so readable that I’ll be recom-
mending this as the book to give to any Christian who asks me for an over-
view of the Bible.”
—�Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic 

Theology and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

“Meticulously comprehensive, this veritable compendium of  biblical theol-
ogy from Genesis to Revelation examines every possible nuance of eschato-
logical insight.”
—�Derek W. H. Thomas, John E. Richards Professor of Practical and 

Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary
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“For those schooled in the likes of Vos, Ridderbos, and Kline, the appre-
hension of eschatology broadly conceived is like Dorothy’s move from 
black-and-white Kansas to Technicolor Oz. But for too long this gift has 
been the buried talent of its modest circle of possessors. Keith Mathison 
goes a long way in unearthing this gift in From Age to Age. He ambitiously 
surveys the whole Bible book by book, yet with substantial detail at some 
of the most critical points, and does so with scholarly care, exegetical 
soundness, and philosophical breadth. Where one might vary from indi-
vidual conclusions here and there, his survey of options is representative 
and his analysis well argued. Scholars, pastors, students, and learned lay-
people need this kind of analysis, which relates a unified, coherent—albeit 
variegated—history of redemption and reminds the broader church that 
God is the Lord of time.”

—�Michael J. Glodo, Associate Professor of Biblical Studies, Reformed 
Theological Seminary, Orlando, Florida 

“This book is evidence that the ‘Reformation movement’ that is afoot 
in our day is maturing beyond critique to construction. Filling a crucial 
gap, From Age to Age is simultaneously sweeping in its scope, deeply 
informed on the specifics, and so readable that I’ll be recommending 
this as the book to give to any Christian who asks me for an overview 
of the Bible. If you read, meditate on, and inwardly digest From Age 
to Age, you will have a deeper, richer, and fresher appreciation of the 
greatest story ever told.”

—�Michael Horton, J. Gresham Machen Professor of Systematic Theology 
and Apologetics, Westminster Seminary California

“A survey of the Bible that does not lose the forest for the trees. On the 
one hand, Mathison analyzes each book with careful attention to exegeti-
cal and critical issues. On the other hand, he identifies the entire canon’s 
contribution to the grand biblical theme of promise and fulfillment. I do 
not know of a more accessible and up-to-date introduction to the Bible 
from a Reformed perspective.” 

—�John Muether, Dean of Libraries and Professor of Church History, 
Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando, Florida 
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“Meticulously comprehensive, this veritable compendium of biblical 
theology from Genesis to Revelation examines every possible nuance 
of eschatological insight. Mathison has provided us with an invalu-
able reference tool, a tour de force unlike any other on this hugely 
significant topic.”

—�Derek W. H. Thomas, John E. Richards Professor of Practical and 
Systematic Theology, Reformed Theological Seminary, Jackson, 
Mississippi 
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Preface

This is the fifth book I’ve written with my two index fingers and right 
thumb. I do take some comfort in the fact that J. R. R. Tolkien typed 

the successive drafts of his great book The Lord of the Rings with only two 
fingers, but there were times during the composition of my work when I 
sorely wished I had learned to type. In spite of its slow progress, however, 
the writing of this book has been a blessing. Every time we prayerfully dig 
into the Word of God, we are instructed, encouraged, and exhorted, and 
my own study has been no exception. 

Several friends have asked why I have chosen to write another book 
on the subject of eschatology. This is a fair question that deserves a rea-
sonable response. In the first place, my interest in biblical eschatology 
began not long after I became a Christian, and it has continued to this 
day. This book is, first and foremost, the result of this personal interest. 
The ongoing controversies concerning eschatology are another reason 
for the writing of this book. When the church has been arguing about a 
subject for as long as it has been arguing about the subject of eschatol-
ogy, it can never hurt to go back to the Word of God and see if any fresh 
insight can be found. 

The process of writing this book, although an encouragement and bless-
ing, has not been without challenges. The pathway has included unexpected 
detours as well as wrong turns and dead ends. I have been forced many times 
to rethink previous conclusions. Sometimes such rethinking has resulted 
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in the confirming of my convictions. At other times, further reflection has 
led to the discovery of mistakes in need of correction.

I am encouraged by the words of Augustine, who wrote, “I freely confess, 
accordingly, that I endeavor to be one of those who write because they have 
made some progress, and who, by means of writing, make further progress.” 
Augustine went on to explain how he dealt with errors found in his earlier 
works (NPNF, 1:490).

I certainly do not consider this book to be the last word on the “last 
things,” or even my last word on the last things. It is merely my attempt to 
contribute to the ongoing theological conversation. It is my sincere hope 
and prayer that it will be of help to other students of Scripture.

There are a number of people whose help has been invaluable and without 
whom I could not have finished this project. I would like to thank first of 
all a man who is my pastor and my mentor, Dr. R. C. Sproul. His ministry 
and his example have been a great encouragement and great example to me 
for many years now, and he has continually encouraged my research and 
writing. His admonition to teach what the Bible teaches and not what we 
might want it to teach is one we would all do well to heed. It is for these 
reasons that I gratefully dedicate this book to him.

There are several others to whom thanks are due. First, I thank Allan 
Fisher for asking me to begin this daunting project. I’m not sure I would 
have taken the first step had it not been for his encouragement. I also thank 
my colleague Chris Donato, who read large portions of the manuscript and 
who offered many helpful suggestions. Another colleague, Kevin Struyk, 
saved me countless hours by picking up numerous books and articles at 
the local seminary. And once again, I owe special thanks to Grace Mullen 
at the library of Westminster Theological Seminary. I have lost count of 
the number of bibliographical references she has helped me track down 
and verify and the number of articles she has located that I could not find 
anywhere else. I also thank my parents for their encouragement throughout 
the long process of writing this book. Finally, I thank my wife Tricia and 
my children Sarah and Joseph for bringing so much joy to my life.

A brief word about translation and transliteration is necessary. Unless 
otherwise noted, I have used the English Standard Version of the Bible 
throughout this work—with one important exception. Where the ESV 
translates the Hebrew divine name (YHWH) as “Lord,” I translate it con-
sistently as “Yahweh.” Most English versions follow the same practice as 
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the ESV, translating the divine name as “Lord.”1 I agree with Michael 
Williams, however, that to translate it in this way obscures the fact that 
it is God’s revealed name, “not a title or an office.”2 For the apocryphal 
books, I have used the New Revised Standard Version. With the exception 
of occasional instances in quotations from the works of other authors, I 
have transliterated all Hebrew and Greek words in the body of the text. 
In the footnotes, I have sometimes provided the Hebrew or Greek text in 
addition to the transliteration.3 

1. Very few English versions translate the divine name as a name. The Darby Bible (1884/1890) 
and the American Standard Version (1901) translate the divine name as “Jehovah.” The New Jerusalem 
Bible translates the divine name as “Yahweh.” 

2. Williams 2005, 28.
3. For Hebrew transliteration, I have used the general purpose style outlined in the SBL Handbook 

of Style (§5.1.2). 
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1

Introduction

At various times in her history, different doctrines have been at the 
center of the church’s attention. In the first few centuries after the 

death and resurrection of Christ, for example, the church struggled mightily 
to formulate accurately the biblical teaching concerning the Trinity and the 
person of Christ. The fruit of this struggle is found in the writings of numer-
ous church fathers and in the Nicene Creed and the Definition of Chalcedon. 
Many centuries later, during the Reformation, soteriology and ecclesiology 
became the central focus of much of the church’s attention. Debates sur-
rounding those doctrines continue to this day. Eschatology, on the other 
hand, while not ignored in earlier centuries, truly moved to the forefront of 
the church’s attention in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. From the 
emergence of popular dispensationalism in the late nineteenth century to the 
influential writings of Albert Schweitzer, C. H. Dodd, Jürgen Moltmann, 
and others in the twentieth century, it is clear that eschatology has risen to 
a place of prominence in biblical, theological, and historical studies.

Defining Eschatology

What do we mean when we speak of “eschatology”? The English word 
is based on a combination of two Greek words: eschatos (“last”) and logos 
(“word”). Traditionally, eschatology has been defined as the “doctrine of 
the last things” in relation to both the individual (e.g., death and the inter-
mediate state) and cosmic history (e.g., the return of Christ, the general 
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resurrection, the final judgment, heaven, and hell).1 Because of this defi-
nition, most studies of eschatology have limited themselves to a discussion 
of events that have yet to occur—events at the end of the individual’s life 
or events at the end of history.2

Eschatology in a broader sense, however, concerns what Scripture teaches 
about God’s purposes in Christ for history. As such, eschatology does include 
a study of the consummation of God’s purposes at the end of history, but 
it also includes a study of the stages in the unfolding of those purposes.3 
This understanding of eschatology affects the content of this volume in a 
number of ways. If, for example, the first coming of Christ inaugurated 
“the last days,” then a study of biblical eschatology must include a study 
of Christ’s first advent as well as his second. It must also include a study of 
God’s preparation in history for the eschatological first advent of Christ. 
In other words, eschatology must involve a redemptive-historical study of 
the entire Bible. This book is written with this broader understanding of 
eschatology in mind.

Biblical Theology

The subtitle of this book is The Unfolding of Biblical Eschatology. The 
subtitle indicates something about the basic approach I have taken to the 
subject under consideration. The inspiration for this approach lies in the 
works of Reformed biblical theologians such as Geerhardus Vos and Her-
man Ridderbos, as well as others such as William Dumbrell.4 Following 
their lead, I have approached the subject of eschatology from the perspec-
tive of biblical theology. There are many outstanding works that approach 
the subject from the perspective of systematic theology, but this book is 
not one of them.5 It is important to note that biblical theology should not 
be understood as a substitute for systematic theology. Both are necessary. 

1. Hoekema 1979, 1.
2. E.g., Hendriksen 1959; Helm 1989.
3. Smalley 1998, 265.
4. See Vos 1948, 1991; Ridderbos 1962; Dumbrell 1985, 1994.
5. E.g., Hoekema 1979; Venema 2000. Those works that approach the subject from the perspective 

of systematic theology are organized topically. Each section or chapter will summarize everything the 
Bible has to say on any given eschatological topic. There will, therefore, be sections or chapters on 
topics such as death, the second coming, the millennium, and the final judgment.
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Biblical theology is simply a different, and complementary, approach to 
the same biblical teaching. 

But what exactly is “biblical theology”? Many trace the origins of biblical 
theology to the inaugural lecture of the theologian Johann Gabler in 1787, 
in which he distinguished biblical theology from systematic theology.6 
Gabler, however, was deeply committed to a rationalistic approach to the 
Bible, so his understanding of “biblical theology” necessarily differs from 
the understanding of those who accept Scripture as the inspired Word of 
God. Some identify “biblical theology” with the so-called biblical theology 
movement of the mid-twentieth century. This movement, however, was 
strongly influenced by neoorthodoxy and accepted the methodology of 
higher criticism. It ultimately collapsed under the criticisms of Langdon 
Gilkey and James Barr.

Setting aside these inadequate versions of “biblical theology,” how should 
we understand it? The Reformed theologian Geerhardus Vos provides a 
helpful introductory definition. “Biblical Theology,” he writes, “is that 
branch of Exegetical Theology which deals with the process of the self-
revelation of God deposited in the Bible.”7 A helpful expanded definition 
is provided by Paul Williamson:

Biblical theology is arguably best thought of as a holistic enterprise tracing 
unfolding theological trajectories throughout Scripture and exploring no 
biblical concept, theme or book in isolation from the whole. Rather, each 
concept, theme or book is considered ultimately in terms of how it contributes 
and advances the Bible’s meta-narrative, typically understood in terms of a 
salvation history that progresses towards and culminates in Jesus Christ.8

When we view biblical theology from this perspective, it could be 
argued that this approach had its true precursors in the work of the early 
Reformed covenant theologians, particularly men such as Johannes Coc-
ceius (1603–69).9

Many attempts at biblical theology have failed because of an exclusive 
focus on the human authors of Scripture. Particular books and/or authors 

6. See DTIB, 84.
7. Vos 1948, 5. For a fuller explanation of the idea of biblical theology by the same author, see 

Vos 2001, 3–24.
8. Williamson 2007, 17.
9. See Golding 2004, 14–16.
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are studied in isolation from the larger biblical context. The Bible is a col-
lection of sixty-six books written by various authors over a vast period of 
time, but it is also a single book inspired by God.10 Charles Scobie explains 
the significance of this fact for our approach to biblical theology:

This means that the individual books and authors are to be studied not 
only in their original historical contexts, but also in the context of canoni-
cal Scripture as a whole. This does affect the way books are interpreted; the 
canonical Bible is more than the sum of the sixty-six books that it contains. 
The OT is read in light of the NT, and vice versa.11

In other words, a biblical theology that takes seriously the divine inspiration 
of Scripture will be a “whole-Bible biblical theology.”12

The fact that there is one ultimate author of the whole Bible also means 
that it is not futile to seek an underlying unity among the sixty-six books. 
Numerous biblical theologians have despaired of finding any unifying 
principle for the Old Testament alone, much less the entire Bible. Gerhard 
Hasel, for example, says, “It has been demonstrated that any attempt to 
elaborate an OT theology on the basis of a center, key concept, or focal 
point inevitably falls short of being a theology of the entire OT, because 
no such principle of unity has as yet emerged that gives full account of all 
the material in the Bible.”13 This conclusion stems not only from a failure 
to take into account the Bible’s one ultimate author, but also from a fail-
ure, ironically, to consider how the different types of books in Scripture 
are related. 

If we look carefully at the content of the biblical books, we notice that 
some of them present an ongoing redemptive-historical narrative. The Pen-
tateuch and the historical books, for example, provide a historical account 
that proceeds from creation to the restoration of Israel from exile. In the New 
Testament, the Gospels and Acts function in the same way. These books, 
which outline redemptive history, form the narrative backbone or framework 
of the Bible. Other books assume that framework as their context.14 Most 
of the Old Testament prophets, for example, wrote their books during the 

10. Waltke 2007, 10.
11. Scobie 2003, 74–75.
12. Hafeman and House 2007, 15.
13. Hasel 1982, 93.
14. Ciampa 2007, 255.
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history narrated in 2 Kings. The apostle Paul wrote most of his epistles 
during the history narrated in the book of Acts. All of the biblical books 
that are not historical narrative were written during the times described 
in that narrative. Many of them interpret the events that are described in 
that narrative. It is in this historical narrative, this backbone of the Bible, 
that we see a unifying principle in the history of the outworking of God’s 
plan to establish his kingdom. This plan involves his covenants with man 
and his work of redemption, and it culminates in the person and work of 
Jesus Christ.

Hermeneutical Considerations

Before proceeding further, it is necessary to deal briefly with some basic 
hermeneutical issues. The term “hermeneutics” is used to refer to “the study 
of those principles that should guide our work of interpretation.”15 Herme-
neutics has been considered an important issue throughout the history of 
the church, but it is hardly an exaggeration to say that it is the issue in much 
of the Western church and culture today.16 Contemporary hermeneutical 
discussions are often quite sophisticated and complex, and to enter into this 
larger discussion in detail would require a separate volume of considerable 
size.17 However, while a detailed explanation of these issues is beyond the 
scope of this book, it is necessary at this point to explain briefly some of 
the factors that influence my interpretation of Scripture. 

The Reformed Tradition and Scripture
In the first place, I acknowledge without apology that I approach the 

interpretation of Scripture as a Christian believer who stands within the 
Reformed tradition. The word “Reformed” is typically used to distinguish 
the Calvinistic branch of the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation from 
the Lutheran and Anabaptist branches.18 The doctrines of the Reformed 
Protestant churches were most clearly expressed in confessions and cat-
echisms such as the Gallican Confession (1559), the Scots Confession 

15. Silva 1996b, 15.
16. See Lundin 1993. 
17. For an introduction to some of the many issues involved, see Thiselton 1980; Cotterell and 

Turner 1989; Thiselton 1992; Silva 1996b; Vanhoozer 1998; Lundin, Walhout, and Thiselton 1999; 
Osborne 2006. 

18. See EDT, 921.
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(1560), the Belgic Confession (1561), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), 
the Second Helvetic Confession (1564), and the Westminster Confession 
of Faith (1647).19 Some of the most important theologians in the history 
of the Reformed tradition are John Calvin, Francis Turretin, John Owen, 
Jonathan Edwards, Charles Hodge, Benjamin B. Warfield, Herman Bavinck, 
and Louis Berkhof.

It is important for the readers of this book to understand that I stand 
within this Reformed confessional tradition. Every reader of this book stands 
within his or her own basic theological (or atheological) tradition, be it 
Reformed, Lutheran, dispensationalist, or something else. These traditions 
profoundly influence and shape our basic worldview and assumptions, 
which then affect the way in which we approach theological and biblical 
questions. In fact, they often dictate the very questions that we ask. In 
describing myself as a Reformed Christian, I am simply informing the 
reader as well as consciously reminding myself of the theological tradition 
within which I stand as I proceed to examine this topic.

Philosophy and Scripture
Even a cursory reading of the history of Christian hermeneutics and 

theology will quickly reveal the effects philosophical presuppositions have 
had on biblical interpretation and theological reflection. From the neo-
Platonism of certain early church fathers to the nominalism of many late 
medieval scholastics, from the neo-Kantianism and existentialism of Rudolf 
Bultmann to the deconstructionism of John Dominic Crossan, philosophi-
cal presuppositions are unavoidable. Those who believe they do not have 
any philosophical presuppositions when they approach Scripture are simply 
unconscious of them and more easily misled by them.

Those of us who were born in the West in the twentieth century have 
been raised in a culture whose very way of seeing the world has been shaped 
by numerous philosophical strands of thought.20 We simply cannot change 
the fact that we live after Descartes and Hume, after Kant and Hegel, after 
Marx and Nietzsche, and after Rorty and Derrida. The intellectual world 
in which we live has been affected in various ways, not only by rationalism 

19. See Cochrane 2003.
20. Of course, various philosophical strands of thought have also influenced those born in the 

East.
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and empiricism, but also by pragmatism, naturalism, existentialism, and 
relativism. We live in an era in which the confident arrogance of modern-
ism is gradually giving way to the skeptical arrogance of postmodernism. 
These various philosophies affect the way we think about God, man, lan-
guage, revelation, history, science, ethics, politics, and more. Although we 
cannot pretend that these various strands of thought have not been part 
of the very intellectual air we breathe, we can make every effort to become 
self-consciously aware of the ways in which they influence and affect us. 
Only then are we able to detect these influences in our own thinking and 
critically examine them.

Certain philosophical strains of thought that arose during the Enlighten-
ment resulted in a fierce antisupernaturalism that entailed the rejection of 
the possibility of special revelation. The Bible began to be seen as a merely 
human book whose teachings should be measured against the ultimate 
standard of autonomous human reason. The traditional Christian view 
of revelation, sometimes referred to as the propositional view, was then 
rejected.21 In contrast with the modernist view, I affirm that the traditional 
view of revelation is defensible, and I affirm that God has in fact revealed 
himself and his will in the Bible.22 I approach Scripture, therefore, as the 
inspired, infallible, and inerrant Word of the living God.

Because of the nature of scriptural revelation, a word must be said about 
language. The literature that exists on issues related to this topic is enor-
mous, and it is not possible in this brief space to list every relevant issue, 
much less discuss all of them. It is necessary, however, to mention a few 
basic issues relevant to the purpose of this section. In the early twentieth 
century, two of the most significant challenges to the traditional Christian 
understanding of language were those set forth by logical positivists on the 
one hand and neoorthodox theologians on the other. Logical positivists 
attempted to make the case that all religious language is cognitively meaning-
less because it claims to speak of things that are not empirically verifiable.23 
Neoorthodox theologians raised different questions about the adequacy 
of human language because of their belief that revelation is essentially a 

21. This traditional view is often caricatured as the belief that all revelation is propositional or that 
everything in Scripture is a proposition. For a response to this caricature, see Nash 1982, 44–45. 

22. A thorough defense of this basic presupposition is beyond the scope of the present volume. 
For a defense of the traditional view of revelation, see Nash 1982, 43–54; see also Jensen 2002.

23. E.g., Ayer 1952.
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nonpropositional personal encounter with God.24 These challenges to the 
traditional Christian understanding of language are not at the forefront of 
the debate today. Logical positivism and the verification principle upon 
which it rests have repeatedly been shown to be self-referentially incoher-
ent.25 The neoorthodox doctrine of revelation and its claims about the 
inadequacy of human language, while still popular in many circles, have 
also been shown to be seriously flawed.26

In the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century, deconstruc-
tionists such as Jacques Derrida and neopragmatists such as Richard Rorty 
are presenting the most serious philosophical challenges to a Christian 
understanding of language. Both Derrida and Rorty reject the idea that we 
can know whether our language refers to any kind of extralinguistic reality. 
Derrida rejects what he refers to as logocentrism, “the belief that there is 
some stable point outside language—reason, revelation, Platonic Ideas—
from which one can ensure that one’s words, as well as the whole system of 
distinctions that order our experience, correspond to the world.”27 

The neopragmatic philosophy of Richard Rorty has been applied to liter-
ary criticism most effectively by Stanley Fish, who argues that meaning is 
not found in a text or in the intention of an author. Instead, readers produce 
meaning in the act of reading.28 The views expressed by each of these authors 
are much more complex and nuanced than can be explained in this short space. 
Suffice it to say that the philosophies of Derrida, Rorty, and their disciples are 
incoherent. Despite objections to the contrary, their views inevitably result in 
a linguistic nihilism that renders pointless both writing and reading.29 Their 
views are incompatible with a Christian understanding of revelation.

History and Scripture
Questions related to history and biblical interpretation are numerous 

and important.30 One of the most obvious of these questions concerns the 
historicity of the events recorded in Scripture. Until the seventeenth and 

24. E.g., Brunner 1946.
25. See Evans 1982, 141–44.
26. See Jensen 2002; Nash 1982, 35–41; Packer 1980.
27. Vanhoozer 1998, 53.
28. See Fish 1980.
29. For an informed critique of both views, see Vanhoozer 1998.
30. See Bartholomew et al. 2003.

Mathison AgeToAge Book.indd   26 1/13/09   8:16:48 PM



9

Introduction

eighteenth centuries, most within the church simply assumed that the 
events described in Scripture were historically accurate. The first rumblings 
of real discontent with the traditional view began to be felt with the rise of 
philosophical rationalism in the writings of Descartes, Spinoza, and Leibniz, 
and with the rise of skeptical empiricism, particularly in the work of David 
Hume. Among those who attempted to formulate a rationalist religion in 
response to these philosophical movements were the English deists.31

The deists insisted “that the supernatural cannot be admitted as a fac-
tor in history.”32 This fundamental assumption affected many influential 
scholars. The work of Hermann Reimarus, for example, which was post-
humously published by Gotthold Lessing, expressed grave doubts about 
the historical value of Scripture. The philosophical writings of Immanuel 
Kant raised doubts about whether it is even humanly possible to discover 
history as it actually was. His writings contributed to the growing histori-
cal skepticism of the age. The influence of Kant’s thought upon biblical 
studies continued to be felt well into the twentieth century.33 It continues 
to be felt even today.

In 1835, David Friedrich Strauss’s Life of Jesus was published and proved to 
be a hugely controversial book that changed the face of biblical scholarship.34 
Strauss argued that biblical accounts of the supernatural were instances 
of “mythical” language.35 His work caused no small controversy both in 
Germany and England and profoundly influenced numerous scholars in 
subsequent generations. Rudolf Bultmann, for example, is well known 
for his twentieth-century project of demythologization.36 Since Strauss’s 
time, it has become commonplace in critical biblical scholarship to deny 
the historical nature of much, if not all, of the biblical record. The most 
well known contemporary example of this tendency is found in the work 
of the Jesus Seminar.37

The historical claims of these skeptical critical scholars are based upon 
faulty philosophical assumptions, and they are also based upon a failure 

31. Brown 1990, 202–7.
32. Brown 1990, 212.
33. See Thiselton (1980, 205–17) for a discussion of the Kantian influence on the work of Rudolf 

Bultmann.
34. Strauss 1972.
35. See Neill and Wright 1988, 13–20. 
36. Bultmann 1961.
37. See Funk and Hoover 1993; Funk 1998.
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to deal with the actual evidence. Numerous scholars have addressed the 
problematic philosophical assumptions of the critics.38 The actual positive 
evidence confirming the historical accuracy of Scripture has also been dealt 
with in numerous works.39 The “assured results” of skeptical biblical criticism 
have been demonstrated time and again to be anything but assured. 

Exegesis of Scripture
As a Reformed Christian I confess that Scripture, as the inspired and 

inerrant Word of God, is our sole source of written divine revelation. The 
fact that Scripture is inspired, however, does not mean that it is written in 
some mysterious and esoteric heavenly language. It is not an ahistorical docu-
ment that fell from the sky. The human authors of Scripture were real men 
who wrote in real human languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek) within 
real historical contexts. What this means is that the proper interpretation of 
Scripture requires some understanding of the nature of human language in 
general, the languages of Scripture in particular, and the broader historical 
context within which the various books were written and received.40 In 
other words, it requires an understanding of both text and context.

Human beings are created in the image of God, and as such have been 
given the gift of language in order to communicate with their Creator and 
with one another. John Searle rightly observes that to speak a language—
any language—is to engage “in a (highly complex) rule-governed form of 
behavior.”41 When those rules are mastered and when language is function-
ing properly, human beings are able to understand and to be understood. 
In other words, they are able to communicate through the spoken word 
and through written texts. 

In order to understand any text, one of the first steps that must be taken 
is to determine its genre.42 Since language is governed by certain rules, and 
since many of those rules depend on genre, it is important to understand 

38. See, for example, Provan, Long, and Longman 2003, 37, 43–49; Coady 1992; see also 
Plantinga 2003. For a specific critique of the faulty methods and assumptions of the Jesus Seminar, 
see Wilkins and Moreland 1996; Wright 1999b.

39. E.g., Kitchen 2003; Bruce 1981; Blomberg 1987; Evans 1996. 
40. For helpful introductions to Old and New Testament exegesis, see Stuart 2001; Bock and 

Fanning 2006; see also Carson 1996.
41. Searle 1969, 12.
42. As Hirsch (1967, 76) explains, “All understanding of verbal meaning is necessarily genre-

bound.”
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what kind of communicative act is taking place in a given text.43 The 
importance of understanding the genre of a particular communicative 
act may be illustrated by reference to the War of the Worlds panic in 1938. 
When Orson Welles began reading a dramatic adaptation of H. G. Wells’s 
story over the radio, many listeners mistook one genre (drama) for another 
(a factual news report) and thus believed that Martians were invading the 
earth. Those who panicked that night understood the meaning of the indi-
vidual words and sentences. They understood the grammar and syntax. But 
that was not sufficient. Because they failed to recognize the correct genre, 
they completely misinterpreted what they were hearing. The same kinds of 
problems can occur when the text of Scripture is being interpreted. If poetry 
is interpreted as historical narrative, for example, or if historical narrative 
is interpreted as parable, misunderstanding is inevitable.

In order to determine the genre of a text, both the text itself and certain 
contextual factors must be taken into consideration. Kevin Vanhoozer help-
fully defines context as “the various factors one has to take into consideration 
together with the text in order to understand the author’s intention.”44 
The context can help us to determine, for example, whether a particular 
biblical author is speaking literally or figuratively. If the context indicates 
that the author is writing poetry, there is a strong likelihood that figurative 
language will be used. 

Canonical and historical contexts are also important in the task of exege-
sis. If the Bible as a whole is understood to be a complete and unified text 
communicated by God, then the various books of the Bible cannot be fully 
understood as merely self-contained individual texts. They must be under-
stood within the context of the whole Bible. Individual texts must also be 
interpreted within their historical context. As an example, it is important 
to know whether a particular Old Testament prophecy was written before, 
during, or after the exile. 

The building blocks of larger texts are words and sentences. An 
understanding of both the smaller building blocks and the larger con-
texts is necessary for proper interpretation. In fact, to understand one 
requires an understanding of the other. As Anthony Thiselton explains, 
“understanding a whole stretch of language or literature depends on an 

43. Questions of genre are closely related to the kinds of issues discussed in various works on 
speech-act theory (e.g., Austin 1962; Searle 1969, 1979). 

44. Vanhoozer 1998, 250.
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understanding of its component parts, while an understanding of these 
smaller units depends, in turn, on an understanding of the total import 
of the whole.”45 The interpreter, then, must continually move from one 
to the other. 

The purpose and role of individual words in the actual use of language 
have often been misunderstood with negative exegetical results.46 It is impor-
tant to observe, for example, that the basic unit of linguistic meaning is 
the text as a whole taken in its broader context. The basic unit of meaning 
is not the individual word taken in isolation.47 Most individual words are 
polysemous, that is, they have a range of possible meanings.48 Which of 
those possible meanings is the specific meaning of a word is determined by 
the use of that word in a particular sentence.49 It must also be remembered, 
however, that the meaning of an individual sentence is also determined by 
its context.50 In short, proper exegesis requires a careful examination of the 
details (e.g., vocabulary, grammatical and syntactical issues) as well as the 
larger picture (e.g., genre, historical context).

Two final issues that must be addressed concern the necessity of faith 
for proper interpretation and the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit. 
According to some authors, such as Moisés Silva, “a right relationship with 
[the] divine author is the most fundamental prerequisite for proper biblical 
interpretation.”51 This statement is supported by biblical passages such as 
2 Corinthians 3:14–16 and 4:4, which seem to presuppose the necessity 
of faith for proper understanding.

45. Thiselton 1980, 104.
46. See Carson 1996, 27–64. 
47. Vanhoozer 1998, 310–11.
48. A cursory glance at the entries in any substantive dictionary will reveal the truth of this 

statement. The English word “round,” for example, has some seventy distinct possible meanings 
listed in the Oxford English Dictionary.

49. The meaning of the word “board,” for example, depends on whether we are speaking of the 
materials found in a carpenter’s shop, a company’s group of managing directors, or the act of getting 
on a bus, train, ship, or airplane. 

50. The sentence “I saw her duck” can mean either “I saw her duck her head,” or it can mean “I 
saw a duck that belongs to her.” The context will determine the precise meaning. The meaning of the 
sentence “Students hate annoying professors” depends on whether the word “annoying” is being used 
as a verb or an adjective. Only the context will reveal the intended meaning. The potential ambiguity 
of sentences has often been used to humorous effect. Many are familiar with Groucho Marx’s one-
liner: “I once shot an elephant in my pajamas.” The ambiguity is revealed in the punch line: “How 
he got in my pajamas, I’ll never know.” 

51. Silva 1996b, 15.

Mathison AgeToAge Book.indd   30 1/13/09   8:16:48 PM



13

Introduction

Because Scripture is to be interpreted in and by the community of 
faith, faith is a necessary prerequisite for a full and proper interpretation 
of Scripture as a whole. However, this does not mean that an unbeliever 
is unable to understand anything in Scripture. Both the believer and the 
unbeliever can understand the basic propositional content of a given bibli-
cal text. They are both able to use the available linguistic tools to gain an 
understanding of Hebrew and Greek vocabulary, grammar, and syntax. 
They are both able to study the historical context and determine the genre 
of a text. However, to use a term coined by the speech-act theorists, the 
text has a different “illocutionary effect” on the believer than it has on 
the unbeliever. 

Here an illustration may prove helpful. Imagine that you move into 
an old home and find a dusty box of letters in the attic. In the box, you 
find a love letter written by a Mr. Jones to a Mrs. Jones in 1858. You 
can read the letter and understand the propositional content in the same 
way that Mrs. Jones was able to understand the propositional content in 
1858. But the force and effect of the letter are different for you because 
it was not directly addressed to you. Something similar occurs when 
an unbeliever interprets Scripture. The unbeliever can understand the 
propositional content, but the unbeliever does not believe that God is 
the author of the text, and he certainly does not believe that the text is 
directed in any way to him.52

The illuminating work of the Holy Spirit is also necessary for full and 
proper interpretation of Scripture. The Spirit was sent to teach the church 
(John 14:26) and to guide the church into all truth (John 16:13). The Spirit 
is given in order that believers might know and understand (1 Cor. 2:12). 
As the one who inspired the Scriptures, the Spirit is also the one who reveals 
its full meaning to the people of God. The illumination of the Spirit should 
not, however, be understood as an alternative to careful exegetical study. 
We should not expect the Spirit to reward intellectual laziness by providing 
grammatical, syntactical, and contextual information that we have failed 
to learn. Because the illuminating work of the Spirit is both necessary and 
mysterious, those who would interpret the Word of God rightly must be 
in prayerful communion with God. 

52. Thiselton 1992, 598. 
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Structure and Approach
The contents of this book follow a generally canonical order, with two 

exceptions. First, in the chapters dealing with the Old Testament prophetic 
books, the individual books are dealt with in chronological order. This 
allows us to see the messages of the various prophets within the broader 
narrative context of redemptive history, as both Israel and Judah spiraled 
down toward exile. Second, in the chapters dealing with the Pauline Epistles, 
the individual epistles are also dealt with in chronological order. Again, this 
allows us to see the epistles more clearly against their narrative background 
in the book of Acts.

The approach I have taken throughout the book can be described as a 
“narrative method,” a method that traces “the theological development of 
the ideas in a book.”53 Grant Osborne explains well the strengths and weak-
nesses of such an approach: “This [method] has enormous value in helping 
students see how themes emerged and intertwined in the development of 
the book, but it can often degenerate into a glorified survey of the contents 
of the book.”54 In one sense, this is a weakness. However, when examining 
a theme, such as eschatology, it can be beneficial to survey the contents of 
the biblical books, emphasizing where and how each book develops this 
theme. A survey in which the unified message of Scripture is emphasized 
can also be helpful in countering the widespread assumption that the Bible 
is merely a collection of disparate writings.

I have attempted to alleviate the potential problem to some degree by 
adapting the approach somewhat. If we compare the content of Scripture 
to a pathway through a large forest, the bulk of each chapter consists of a 
more or less detailed look at the trees on a particular section of the path. 
Throughout the bulk of each chapter, we are using a zoom lens, as it were, 
looking at the specific eschatological themes as they are developed in the 
individual books. At the end of each chapter, however, we pull back with a 
wide-angle lens to get a broader perspective of where we are in terms of the 
big picture of the biblical narrative. The reader will gain the most benefit 
from this approach if he or she prayerfully reads the relevant section of 
Scripture prior to our discussion of it. 

53. Osborne 2006, 369.
54. Osborne 2006, 369.
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The Pentateuch (1)

Genesis

Most people, when reading a book, do not begin with the final 
chapter. In fact, the contents of a book’s final chapter will usually 

make little sense if the reader does not know what has preceded it. Many 
Christians, however, in their desire to understand what the Bible teaches 
about the last days, begin by turning to the book of Revelation. The book 
of Revelation is certainly important for an understanding of the outwork-
ing of God’s redemptive work in history, but the book of Revelation is, so 
to speak, the final chapter. In order to understand biblical eschatology, we 
must understand the entire Bible. It is true that biblical eschatology focuses 
on the end of redemptive history, but the end of that history can only be 
understood within the context of the whole of that history. The redemptive 
events described in the New Testament are the fulfillment of the promises 
found in the Old Testament. These ancient promises go back to the very 
beginning, to the five books of Moses.
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The Pentateuch (1)

The Pentateuch in Context

Christians and others have used the term “Pentateuch” since at least the 
third century to refer to the first five books of the Bible. In Jewish tradition, 
however, these books are usually referred to as the Torah and are the first 
section of the Tanakh, the Hebrew Bible.1 The overarching genre of the 
Pentateuch is historical narrative, but it also contains other genres such as 
law and poetry. The historical narrative of the Pentateuch, like that of the 
other historical books of the Old Testament, may best be described as theo-
logical history. In other words, the Pentateuch is a historical account written 
for a specific purpose, namely to reveal the nature of Israel’s God.2 

The books of the Pentateuch themselves nowhere indicate the name of 
their author, but the New Testament and Jewish tradition both attribute 
authorship to Moses (Matt. 19:7; 22:24; Mark 7:10; 12:26; John 1:17; 
5:46; 7:23).3 In the nineteenth century, this traditional understanding of the 
authorship of the Pentateuch was challenged with the rise of the documen-
tary hypothesis. According to this hypothesis, the Pentateuch is composed 
of four distinct sources: the Yahwistic source (J), the Elohistic source (E), 
Deuteronomy (D), and the Priestly source (P). These sources were gradually 
combined and edited, eventually resulting in the final form of the Penta-
teuch in approximately the fifth century b.c. It is well beyond the scope of 
this work to provide a critique of the documentary hypothesis.4 Suffice it 
to say, however, that while more conservative scholars have always rejected 
the hypothesis, critical scholars are now reevaluating it as well. The literary 
unity of the Pentateuch is now much more widely acknowledged.5

Among those who accept not only literary unity but also Mosaic author-
ship for the Pentateuch, there is a general consensus regarding its original 
audience and the historical occasion for its writing. These five books were 
written and originally addressed to the people of Israel during that time 
in their history following the exodus from Egypt when they were on the 

1. Alexander 2002, 3.
2. Dillard and Longman 1994, 64.
3. Both Jewish and Christian scholars have also acknowledged that some later minor editing 

occurred.
4. For a traditional conservative Christian critique of the documentary hypothesis see Allis 1949; 

see also Harrison 1969, 1–82. For a helpful Jewish critique, see Cassuto 1961. For more recent studies 
see Kikawada and Quinn 1985; Wenham 1988; Garrett 1991; and Whybray 1994.

5. Reevaluation of the documentary hypothesis by critical scholars, however, has not led to their 
acceptance of Mosaic authorship.
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plains of Moab, east of the Jordan River preparing to enter the Promised 
Land.6 Moses, their leader since the exodus from Egypt, would not be 
entering the land with them (Num. 20:12). But because he knew what 
his people needed, he composed the Pentateuch. Within these five books, 
Moses explains to the people of Israel who they are, why God brought 
them out of Egypt, and what God expected of them in terms of his cov-
enant with them. The Pentateuch, then, was originally addressed to a 
specific people (Israel) within a specific historical context (the eve of their 
conquest of Canaan). 

For the sake of convenience, it is helpful to deal with each of the five 
books of Moses as separate documents. It should be noted, however, that 
the five books of the Pentateuch are in actuality a unified literary entity. 
As T. D. Alexander observes, the later books of the Pentateuch presuppose 
knowledge of the earlier books, while the earlier books are incomplete 
without the later ones.7 In addition, the Pentateuch as a whole has a distinct 
thematic connection with the books of Joshua to 2 Kings. As we look at 
the individual books and the smaller sections within each of these books, 
this larger literary context must always be kept in mind.

Genesis

The book of Genesis may be divided into two major sections: the primeval 
history (1:1–11:26) and the patriarchal history (11:27–50:26). Within this 
broad outline there exists a distinctive literary structure. Following a brief 
prologue (1:1–2:3), the book is divided into ten sections of varying length 
that are indicated and introduced by variations of the phrase “These are 
the generations [toledot] of . . .” (2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 
25:19; 36:1; 37:2). Some of the toledot headings introduce extended his-
torical narratives, while others introduce genealogies. 

The Primeval History (Gen. 1:1–11:26)
Of the fifty chapters of Genesis, the first eleven narrate what is often 

referred to as the primeval history. These chapters recount history from 
creation to the time of Abram’s call. The amount of space the author devotes 
to the primeval history (eleven chapters) compared to the amount of space 

6. Sailhamer 1992, 5–6.
7. Alexander 2002, xv n. 3.
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he devotes to the patriarchal history (thirty-nine chapters) indicates that the 
primeval history is essentially introductory and preparatory. The patriarchal 
narratives are the author’s primary interest. The first eleven chapters of 
Genesis place the patriarchs into a broader creational context. They reveal, 
as Gordon Wenham observes, that the “God who called Abraham was no 
local divinity but the creator of the whole universe.”8 Genesis 1–11, then, 
provides the historical and theological background to Abram’s call and 
ultimately to the birth of Israel. These chapters reveal the hopeless situation 
of fallen man without the gracious intervention of God, and they set the 
stage for the revelation of God’s covenantal promises to Abraham, Isaac, 
and Jacob. These promises are the means by which God will begin to fulfill 
his original purposes for all of creation.9 

When read in its ancient Near Eastern context, it also becomes evi-
dent that the primeval history of Genesis 1–11 presents its readers with 
a worldview that is dramatically different from that of the surrounding 
cultures.10 It directly challenges the contemporary pagan views of deity, 
the universe, and the nature and purpose of mankind. Israel had only 
recently been redeemed from the idolatrous environment of Egypt and 
was soon to come into contact with the equally idolatrous environment 
of Canaan. The primeval history reveals to Israel the truth about God, 
creation, and sin that the people would have to understand in order 
to counter and resist the false pagan worldviews surrounding them on 
every side. 

The Creator and His Creation
An examination of the structure of Genesis indicates that the creation 

account in Genesis 1:1–2:3 functions as a prologue or introduction to the 
book as a whole. In this prologue, the people of Israel learn that their God, 
the God who brought them out of Egypt, is not merely some local tribal 
deity. He is not like the false gods of the surrounding nations. Instead, he 
is the Creator of the universe and the only true God. He is the sovereign 
King over all. This passage beautifully describes God’s creation of all things 
followed by his rest from his labors. 

8. Wenham 1987, xxii. 
9. Wenham 1987, l; see also Sailhamer 1992, 81.
10. Livingston 1974.
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In Genesis 1:1 we read: “In the beginning, God created the heavens 
and the earth.” The temporal clause “In the beginning” points to the fact 
that the space/time universe in which we live had an absolute beginning.11 
It is not eternal. The subject of this first sentence of Genesis is “God,” 
the one who created the universe. The word translated “God” here is 
’elohim, and it is used some thirty-five times in the prologue alone. This 
chapter is predominantly about him. God is said to have created “the 
heavens and the earth.” In other words, God created the universe and 
all that is in it. The universe did not come into being by spontaneous 
generation. Everything that is owes its existence to God (Neh. 9:6; Rev. 
10:6; Col. 1:16).12 As the Creator, God is also the sovereign King over 
all that he has made, and all that he has made exists to glorify him (Col. 
1:16; Rev. 4:11).13 He is the Great King, and the creation is intended to 
be his kingdom. 

Genesis 1:2 describes the universe as “without form and void.”14 With 
the universe in this condition, the Spirit of God hovers over the formless 
deep. On the first three days of creation God creates light (1:3–5), the sky 
and seas (1:6–8), and dry land and plants (1:9–13). On the last three days 
of creation, these separate spheres are filled as God creates the heavenly 
lights (1:14–19), the birds and fish (1:20–23), and finally the land animals 
and man (1:26–31).15 There is a parallel, then, between the creative work of 
the first three days and the creative work of the last three days. In contrast 
to those pagan religions and philosophies that believe the physical world 
to be inherently evil, God repeatedly describes the created material world 
as “good” (1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21, 25, 31).16

On the fourth day, God creates the sun, the moon, and the stars. Aside 
from the creation of man on the sixth day, more attention is given to this 
aspect of creation than to any other. The probable reason for such detailed 
attention is that the sun and the moon were considered to be important 
gods in ancient Near Eastern thought while the stars were believed to 

11. Kelly 1999, 57. For a comprehensive defense of the doctrine of creatio ex nihilo or “creation 
out of nothing,” see Copan and Craig 2004. 

12. Wenham 1987, 36.
13. This doctrine of sovereign creation will be echoed in later eschatological texts that refer to 

God’s creation of a “new heavens and a new earth” (Isa. 65:17; Rev. 21:1).
14. Heb. Ohbow@ Ohto (tohu wabohu). 
15. For information on the debate over the nature of the days of creation, see Hagopian 2001.
16. Kelly 1999, 87. 
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impact human lives. In its account of the fourth day of creation, Genesis 
makes it clear that the sun, moon, and stars are a part of God’s creation 
called into being by his mighty word.17 They are not gods to be worshiped 
or consulted.

On the fifth and sixth day, God creates birds, fish, and land animals, 
each according to its own kind. The climax of the creative work of God, 
however, is reached with the creation and blessing of man.18 In Genesis 
1:26, God says, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.”19 The 
words tselem and demut, translated “image” and “likeness” respectively, are 
generally synonymous in this context.20 Their use in this verse indicates 
that man is like God in certain respects, but their use also indicates that 
there is a distinction between the Creator and the creature. Likeness is 
not identity. Man is like God in that he is a rational and moral being who 
is personal and relational. Man is unlike God in that he is, among other 
things, a finite creature. 

Verse 27 reveals that the creation of man in God’s image entailed the 
creation of man and woman. The man and woman are created for union 
and communion with their Creator as well as with each other. As a conse-
quence of being made in the image of God, man is given dominion over 
the rest of creation (Gen. 1:28; Ps. 8:6–8). This “dominion mandate” is 
the first clear hint in Scripture of God’s creational purpose. The first man, 
created in the image of God, exercises a representative kingship role.21 Man 
is created in God’s image and is given “dominion.” He is a “vicegerent,” or 
representative, ruling as king on behalf of God.22 This text indicates that 
God’s plan is to establish his kingdom on earth. 

God is said to have “blessed” the man and the woman he created in his 
image, commanding them to be fruitful and to multiply (Gen. 1:28). John 
Sailhamer rightly notes that “at the center of God’s purpose in creating 

17. Wenham 1987, 21.
18. Wenham 1987, 38; Dempster 2003, 56–57.
19. For an extended discussion of the meaning of “the image of God,” see Hoekema 1986, 11–101. 

See also Calvin, Institutes, 1.15, and Berkhof 1939, 202–10.
20. For example, Genesis 1:27 and 9:6 use only the word tselem to describe the concept of the 

image of God, while Genesis 5:1 uses only the word demut. Genesis 5:3 uses both words but reverses 
their order and the order of the prepositions used in 1:26. This seems to indicate that either word, or 
both, can be used to describe the concept of the image of God. 

21. Dumbrell 1984, 34.
22. Wenham 1987, 33.
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humankind was his desire to bless them.”23 In order to understand Genesis, 
it is crucial to recognize the prominence of the theme of blessing through-
out the book. Out of the approximately 400 occurrences of the Hebrew 
root brk in the entire Old Testament, 88 (almost one-fourth) are found in 
Genesis.24 The word “blessing” is used in several contexts in Scripture, but 
as Christopher Mitchell observes, when it is used in the context of God 
blessing man, as in verse 28, it may be defined as “any benefit or utterance 
which God freely bestows in order to make known to the recipient and to 
others that he is favorably disposed toward the recipient.”25 

After blessing the man and the woman and giving them their mandate 
to be fruitful, to fill the earth, and to have dominion, God beholds the 
work of his hands and declares it to be very good (1:28–31). Following the 
creation of the heavens and the earth, God then rests on the seventh day 
(2:1–2). Scripture informs us in this text that God “blessed” the seventh day 
and “made it holy” (2:3). God blesses and sanctifies the day that represents 
the consummation of his creative work.26 We see then that the prologue 
of Genesis 1:1–2:3 moves from God’s creative work to God’s blessed rest, 
the goal of creation. 

The Garden and the Fall
Genesis 2:4 introduces the first major section of the book: the “gen-

erations [toledot] of the heavens and the earth.” This section of Genesis 
(2:4–4:26) explains what happened to God’s good creation. Genesis 2:4–7 
describes God’s creation of the man (’adam) from the dust of the ground 
(’adamah). Verses 8–14 then paint a vivid picture of the garden planted 
in Eden by God, the garden in which he placed the man he had created. 
The garden is the place of God’s unique presence much like the tabernacle 
and the temple at a later point in Israel’s history.27 In fact, as G. K. Beale 

23. Sailhamer 1992, 405.
24. See NIDOTTE, 1:757; Mitchell 1987, 185.
25. Mitchell 1987, 165. Mitchell also observes that in the context of man blessing man in the 

Old Testament, blessing means either “declarations that God has blessed and/or will bless the person 
to whom the benediction is addressed,” or “wishes or prayers for God to bless” (pp. 167–68). When 
man blesses God, blessing refers to “man’s natural response to God’s benefaction” (pp. 169–70).

26. There is some indication in the text of Genesis and other passages of Scripture that God’s 
creation Sabbath is eternal (see Collins 2006, 88–93).

27. Waltke 2001, 85. Also see the comments on Exodus 25–31 in chapter 2 for a more detailed 
discussion of the similarities between the tabernacle and the creation narrative.
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observes, “the Garden of Eden was the first archetypal temple in which the 
first man worshipped God.”28 In the midst of this garden stand the tree of 
life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (2:9). These trees, in 
particular the latter, become central to the following narrative.

God gives to the man he has created a command, telling him that he may 
eat of any tree in the garden, but he is forbidden to eat from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil (2:15–17).29 He is then given a warning: “in 
the day that you eat of it you shall surely die” (v. 17). God’s command is 
not arbitrary. The purpose of the command is “to raise man for a moment 
from the influence of his own ethical inclination to the point of a choos-
ing for the sake of personal attachment to God alone.”30 God’s command 
presents Adam with the choice between life and death, between blessing 
and judgment. If Adam disobeys the command by eating of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, the result will be death (Gen. 2:17). By means 
of this command, God puts Adam’s obedience to the test. Will he submit to 
God in faith or will he reject God and assert his own moral autonomy?

What is the nature of this arrangement that God makes with Adam? 
Is it a covenant? It has been objected that the word “covenant” does not 
appear in this text, but it is important to note that the presence of a word 
is not necessary for the presence of a concept.31 It may also be objected 
that this arrangement with Adam does not involve any oaths or ceremonial 
rituals. However, as C. John Collins observes, this objection mistakenly 
“takes the features of certain covenants and makes them normative for all 
covenants.”32 We shall examine the nature of covenants more fully in our 

28. Beale 2004, 66. Beale also suggests that because “Adam and Eve were to subdue and rule ‘over 
all the earth,’ it is plausible to suggest that they were to extend the geographical boundaries of the 
garden until Eden covered the whole earth” (pp. 81–82).

29. As Dumbrell (1984, 38) explains, “The phrase ‘knowledge of good and evil’ is better taken 
. . . as referring to the exercise of absolute moral autonomy, a prerogative which the Bible reserves 
to God alone.”

30. Vos 1948, 32. See also Robertson 1980, 84.
31. As we shall see, the word “covenant” does not appear in the text that describes the institution of 

the Davidic covenant either (2 Sam. 7). But that arrangement is elsewhere referred to as a “covenant” 
(e.g., Ps. 89:3, 28, 34, 39). The same is true in the case of this arrangement between God and 
Adam. Two other texts (one biblical and one apocryphal) apparently speak of this arrangement as a 
“covenant.” Although there is some disagreement about the interpretation, it is possible that Hosea 6:7 
is a reference to this arrangement. The apocryphal book Ecclesiasticus also speaks of this arrangement 
as a “covenant” (14:17). 

32. Collins 2006, 113.
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discussion of the covenantal arrangement with Noah in Genesis 6. Suffice 
it to say at this point that the arrangement between God and Adam may 
properly be understood as a covenant.33 

Genesis 2:18–25 details the creation of the woman and her relationship 
to the man as his helper.34 Then in Genesis 3:1, a new character enters the 
narrative. The serpent is an instrument of Satan, the adversary of God.35 
Genesis does not explain the origin of this deceiver or how he came to be 
God’s enemy; it simply explains that he cleverly tempts the woman to eat 
that which God had forbidden (3:2–5). The entrance of sin into human 
history is then recorded in a few short words: “So when the woman saw 
that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and 
that the tree was to be desired to make one wise, she took of its fruit and 
ate, and she also gave some to her husband who was with her, and he ate” 
(3:6).36 By listening to the words of the serpent rather than submitting to 
the word of God, man allowed Satan to usurp dominion and establish his 
own kingdom in place of God’s.37

God’s good creation has now been marred by sin. Evil has reared its 
head, and God’s goal of establishing his kingdom on earth has been chal-
lenged by a usurper. An important question has now been raised. Has God’s 
good creation been permanently ruined, or can it be redeemed? If it can 
be redeemed, how will God accomplish this redemption? The answers to 
these questions are set forth throughout the remainder of Scripture, but a 
hint is given immediately following Adam’s sin. 

God’s response to Adam’s disobedience is swift. After confronting the 
man and the woman, who both attempt to shift the blame (3:8–13), God 
pronounces his judgment first to the serpent, then to the woman, and finally 
to the man (3:14–19). He pronounces a curse on the serpent (3:14), but 

33. The Westminster Confession of Faith refers to this covenant as a “covenant of works” (7.2). 
The Westminster Larger Catechism (Q. 20) and Shorter Catechism (Q. 12) refer to it as a “covenant 
of life.” For a helpful survey of Reformed writings on the covenant with Adam, see Ward 2003.

34. The Hebrew word rz^e4 (‘ezer), translated “helper,” appears nineteen times in the Old 
Testament. Sixteen times it is used in reference to God, indicating that the term does not carry 
connotations of inferiority. 

35. Waltke 2001, 90.
36. Dumbrell (1984, 38) explains that by eating the fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil “man was intruding into an area reserved for God alone, and the violation of the command 
is tantamount to an assertion of equality with God, a snatching at deity.”

37. See John 12:31; 14:30; 2 Cor. 4:4, where Satan is designated ruler of the world.
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in the process of pronouncing this curse, God makes a promise that gives 
mankind reason for hope. Man’s fall has resulted in the need for divine 
redemption, a need that God immediately addresses. To the serpent he says, 
“I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring 
and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel” 
(3:15). This verse has often been referred to as the protevangelium, or the 
first gospel. It is grace and mercy in the midst of the ultimate tragedy. It is 
also a forward-looking promise, an eschatological promise. 

God’s pronouncement hints that humanity will henceforth be divided 
into two communities: the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent.38 
God promises that he himself will initiate and perpetuate conflict between 
them. The verb translated “bruise,” as Wenham explains, is iterative. “It 
implies repeated attacks by both sides to injure the other.”39 The text, 
therefore, is profoundly eschatological in that it points to “a long struggle 
between good and evil, with mankind eventually triumphing.”40

After pronouncing the curse upon the serpent, God turns to the woman 
and tells her that childbirth will now be accompanied by intense suffer-
ing (3:16). She is also told that her “desire” will be for her husband. The 
similarities between this statement and that in 4:7 indicate that what God 
means is that the woman will desire to dominate her husband. God’s judg-
ment on the man is the lengthiest (3:17–19). Because he has disobeyed 
God’s explicit command, the ground will be cursed, and the growing of 
food will now be extremely difficult. The land will now bring forth thorns 
and thistles. God’s natural creation has been corrupted because of man’s 
sin, and it now stands in need of redemption (Rom. 8:19–22). Finally, the 
man is told that he will return to the ground from which he was taken. In 
other words, he will die.41

38. Waltke 2001, 93.
39. Wenham 1987, 80.
40. Wenham 1987, 80. Allusions to this text may be found in the New Testament (Rom. 16:20; 

Heb. 2:14; Rev. 12:1–17). 
41. On the basis of a comparison with 1 Kings 2:36–46, Vos (1948, 38) suggests that this death 

sentence can be understood as the fulfillment of the threat of Gen. 2:17, if the words “in the day” are 
understood as a Hebrew idiom meaning “as surely as.” Waltke (2001, 87–88) argues that the threat 
in Gen. 2:17 referred primarily to spiritual death and that physical death was an additional judgment 
pronounced after man sinned. Whether Vos is correct or not about the Hebrew idiom, it is certain 
that on the day Adam sinned, spiritual death occurred, and the process of physical death began. See 
also Collins 2006, 116–19, 160–62; Ward 2003, 113 n. 4.
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After graciously providing clothes for the man and the woman (Gen. 
3:21), God exiles them from the garden to prevent them from eating of the 
tree of life and perpetuating their fallen condition forever (3:22–24).42 By 
disobeying God, man has cut himself off from the place of God’s unique 
presence and blessing. He has allowed Satan to establish his dominion on 
earth (John 12:31; 14:30; 2 Cor. 4:4). He has separated himself from the 
one who is life itself (Ps. 36:9). The restoration of God’s kingdom and 
blessing and the redemption of man will become of primary importance 
throughout the remainder of the book of Genesis and throughout the entire 
Bible.43 These are fundamental elements of biblical eschatology. 

These first three chapters of Genesis were of particular significance to 
Israel on the borders of the Promised Land because Israel shared many 
similarities with Adam. William Dumbrell explains:

Significant for biblical eschatology are the several analogies that can be drawn 
between the man Adam and the nation Israel: Israel was created, as was 
Adam, outside the divine space to be occupied—Israel outside of Canaan 
and Adam outside of the garden. Both Israel and Adam were placed in divine 
space: Israel in Canaan and Adam in Eden. Israel was given, as was Adam, 
law by which the divine space could be retained.44

The question for Israel was simple. Would she obey the law, or would she, 
like Adam, disobey and be exiled from the land? If Adam proved unfaithful 
to God in the perfect environment, could Israel hope to keep the law in a 
land surrounded by idolaters?45

The Spread of Sin
Genesis 4–11 tells of the spread of sin throughout the earth, demon-

strating man’s desperate need of God’s redemption.46 As Geerhardus Vos 
explains, this era of history clearly shows the consequences of man’s sin 
when left to itself.47 Genesis 4 concludes the first major section of Genesis 
(2:4–4:26) by telling the story of the murder of Abel by his brother Cain 

42. Dumbrell 1984, 37. 
43. Ciampa 2007, 258.
44. Dumbrell 1994, 29.
45. Waltke 2001, 101.
46. Ross 1988, 77–78.
47. Vos 1948, 45.
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and Cain’s subsequent exile. Genesis 5:1 begins a new section: “the book of 
the generations [toledot] of Adam.” The first part of this section (5:1–32) is 
a genealogy of ten generations from Adam to Noah. The dominant theme 
throughout this genealogy is death. The words “and he died” are the com-
mon refrain, repeated over and over. Because of Adam’s sin, the guilt of sin, 
a corrupted nature, and death have come to all men. 

There is, however, reason for hope. When the genealogy reaches Enoch, 
we do not find the expected words “and he died.” Instead, verse 24 says, 
“Enoch walked with God, and he was not, for God took him.” To “walk 
with God” indicates a special intimacy with God. To say that Enoch was 
not and that God took him indicates that he somehow suddenly disap-
peared.48 Allen Ross comments, “This one exception to the reign of death 
provides a ray of hope for the human race, as if to say that death was not 
the final answer.”49

The second part of “the book of the generations of Adam” is found in 
Genesis 6:1–8. The key theme of this section is the wickedness of man. 
Verses 1–4 speak of the “sons of God” taking the daughters of men as 
their wives and bearing children with them. This notoriously difficult text 
has been understood in a number of ways: (1) many have understood the 
“sons of God” to be fallen angels; (2) others have understood them to 
be lesser gods in the divine pantheon; (3) some have suggested that they 
are the descendants of Seth; (4) some have argued that they are despotic 
and tyrannical rulers descended from the wicked Lamech (4:18–24). The 
best explanation appears to be one that combines elements of (1) and (4). 
As Ross explains, “Fallen angels left their habitation and indwelt human 
despots and warriors, the great ones of the earth.”50 If this interpretation is 
correct, the phrase “sons of God” here refers to demon-possessed human 
tyrants. God looks down on this widespread wickedness and determines to 
send a cataclysmic judgment upon man and all of creation (6:5–7). There 
is, however, grace in the midst of this judgment, as one righteous man, 
Noah, finds favor in the eyes of the Lord (6:8). He will be saved from the 
wrath to come.

Genesis 6:9–9:29 is the third section of Genesis: “the generations [tole-
dot] of Noah.” These chapters describe the flood and God’s covenant with 

48. Waltke 2001, 115. 
49. Ross 1988, 174.
50. Ross 1988, 182; see also Waltke 2001, 117.
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Noah. God sees the widespread wickedness of man and determines to send 
a destructive flood as judgment (6:12–13).51 God informs Noah of what he 
intends to do and instructs Noah to build an ark (6:13–17). God then tells 
Noah, “I will establish my covenant with you . . .” (6:18). This is the first 
instance in Scripture where the significant term berit is used, and it is the 
first instance where the concept of “covenant” is explicitly mentioned.52

Although English versions of the Bible usually translate the word berit as 
“covenant,” there is some disagreement among scholars about the precise 
meaning of the Hebrew word.53 Part of this difficulty is due to the wide 
semantic range of the word.54 In addition to being used to refer to the 
various covenants between God and man, the word is used to describe things 
as diverse as marriages (Mal. 2:14), personal bonds of friendship (1 Sam. 
18:3), arrangements between a people and their king (2 Sam. 5:3), vows to 
put away foreign wives (Ezra 10:3), commitments to dethrone and replace 
a queen (2 Kings 11:4), and more. In addition, we find references to a berit 
being made with stones and beasts (Job 5:23), with one’s eyes (Job 31:1), 
with Leviathan (Job 41:4), with death (Isa. 28:15, 18), and with the day 
and night (Jer. 33:20, 25). 

The diversity of contexts in which the word berit is found has made it 
difficult for lexicographers to find a single concept that is common to all 
of them, a linguistic common denominator as it were. Etymology has not 
proven helpful, because there is no agreement on the origin of the word.55 
Many scholars have focused on ancient Near Eastern texts from surround-
ing nations in an attempt to discover the basic meaning of the biblical 

51. In later books of the Bible, the flood becomes a paradigm of God’s eschatological judgment 
(Isa. 8:7–8; Matt. 24:37–39; Luke 17:26–27).

52. Other terms are used for “covenant” in addition to berit (e.g., ’amanah, hozeh, and ‘edut), 
but the absence of any of these words in a given text does not necessarily mean the absence of the 
concept. As we have already observed, the word for “covenant” is not found in the historical narrative 
describing the inauguration of the Davidic covenant, but other texts do describe it as a “covenant” 
indicating that the concept of “covenant” is present even if the word is not. And as we have already 
seen, the covenant concept is present in the early chapters of Genesis describing the arrangement 
between God and Adam. 

53. See HALOT, s.v. tyr#B5; NIDOTTE, 1:747–55. 
54. As Grant Osborne (2006, 100) explains, “The semantic range of a word is the result of the 

synchronic study, a list of the ways the word was used in the era when the work was written.”
55. In any case, etymology must be used with caution. The meaning of a given word often changes 

over time, so etymology may not tell us anything about the contemporary meaning of a word. The 
meaning of a word is determined by its usage in a given context, not necessarily by its origin (see 
NIDOTTE, 1:752).
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word.56 None of these studies, however, has led to complete agreement. 
The standard lexicons and dictionaries reflect the difficulty in the different 
basic definitions they provide for berit.57 

In the end, the meaning of the word berit must be determined by examining 
its usage in the Old Testament. In all of the various Old Testament contexts, 
berit seems to be used generally to refer to an arrangement involving two or 
more parties.58 The kind of arrangement depends upon the context. It may 
be either a unilateral commitment59 or a bilateral agreement60 (i.e., pact61 or 
bond62), either of which entails certain obligations.63 Many of these arrange-
ments are ratified by a solemn oath64 and/or a ceremonial rite65 that either 
confirms an existing relationship or establishes a new one.66 Some of these 

56. George Mendenhall (IDB, 1:716–17), for example, has looked at ancient Near Eastern secular 
covenants and discerned four types: the suzerainty covenant in which a superior binds an inferior to 
certain obligations; a parity covenant in which both parties are bound by an oath; a Patron covenant 
in which the superior binds himself to an obligation for the benefit of the inferior; and a promissory 
covenant in which one party simply guarantees the future performance of some obligation. M. 
Weinfeld (TDOT, 2:270; Weinfeld 1970) distinguishes between suzerain-vassal treaties and royal 
grant treaties.

57. The word is defined as a “pact” (BDB, 136–37), an “agreement” (HALOT, 1:157–58), an 
“obligation” (TDOT, 2:255; TLOT, 1:256), a “mutual commitment” (NIDOTTE, 1:752), a “solemn 
promise made binding by an oath” (IDB, 1:714), and an “agreement” involving promises made under 
oath (ABD, 1:1179).

58. More specific definitions do not account for all Old Testament uses of the word.
59. See Mendenhall 1955, 5. 
60. HALOT, 1:157. As Louis Berkhof (1939, 262) explains, “The word berith may denote a 

mutual voluntary agreement (dipleuric), but also a disposition or arrangement imposed by one party 
on another (monopleuric).”

61. BDB, 136. 
62. Robertson 1980, 5.
63. TLOT, 1:256–66; McComiskey 1985a, 63. The obligations involved depend on the specific 

covenant as well as the type of covenant. As we shall see, some covenants closely resemble ancient 
Near Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties, which contain mutual obligations (Kline 1963). Other covenants 
closely resemble ancient royal land grants that were given in the form of unilateral promissory oaths, 
in which the one making the promise unilaterally swears to fulfill certain self-imposed obligations 
(Weinfeld 1970).

64. Williamson 2007, 39; TDOT, 2:256. In some covenants between God and man, God alone 
makes the oath (e.g., Gen. 15). In other covenants, both God and the human participants in the 
covenant make oaths (e.g., Ex. 24).

65. TDOT, 2:262; Kalluveettil 1982, 11.
66. Kalluveettil 1982, 103. Several scholars understand “relationship” to be part of the basic 

definition of “covenant” (e.g., Robertson 1980, 5; McComiskey 1985a, 63; Williams 2005, 45). Kline 
(2000, 5) has argued, on the other hand, that the definition of “covenant” should be distinguished 
from the relationship that it effects (cf. Hafemann 2007, 26).
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arrangements are accompanied by an external sign (e.g., the rainbow in the 
Noahic covenant, circumcision in the Abrahamic covenant, the Sabbath in 
the Mosaic covenant).67 In Scripture, such arrangements are made between 
God and man (e.g., Noah, Abraham, David) and between human parties (e.g., 
Jonathan and David in 1 Sam. 18:3). The specific nature of these arrange-
ments, or “covenants,” will be examined in the course of our study. 

During the flood God graciously preserves a remnant of humanity, Noah 
and his family, from certain destruction (Gen. 7:23).68 In the hands of 
God, the flood becomes an act of re-creation, a watery chaos from which 
the new world emerges.69 After the floodwaters subside, Noah worships 
God, and God promises to never again “strike down every living creature” 
(8:20–22). He will preserve the earth until the final judgment (2 Peter 
2:4–12; 3:4–7).70 This promise, as Paul Williamson explains, “gives us the 
assurance that God will sustain the creation order, despite the chaos that 
continually threatens to engulf it.”71 

God then blesses Noah and his sons (Gen. 9:1–7). His blessing here is 
almost, but not quite, identical to the original blessing of Adam and Eve 
at creation (1:28–30). The similarities and differences are noted by Roy 
Ciampa.

In chapter 9 Noah becomes a kind of second Adam, and he receives the same 
command as was given in Genesis 1:28, “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the 
earth,” with the creatures of the air, earth and water once again mentioned. 
But there is something different. Noah is not told to subdue the earth and 
have dominion over all those creatures. He is told that they will fear him and 
that they are now given to him for food. There is a new start, but we have 
not been brought all the way back to the clean slate of Genesis 1.72

In other words, with Noah there is a new start, but Noah is not starting 
at the same place Adam started. The flood did not permanently solve the 
problem of sin and death.

67. TDOT, 2:263.
68. See Hasel 1974, 135–36. Hasel explains, “The unique event of the total annihilation of the 

existence of man in the flood actualized the possibility of a continuation of human existence through 
the salvation of a remnant” (p. 140).

69. Waltke 2001, 127–29.
70. Waltke 2001, 143.
71. Williamson 2007, 67; see also Golding 2004, 149–50.
72. Ciampa 2007, 262.
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In Genesis 9:8–17, God formally establishes his covenant with Noah and 
provides the sign of the rainbow. As William Dumbrell explains, “God’s 
covenant with Noah can be called eschatological in the sense that it reestab-
lishes the divine plan for creation.”73 It demonstrates clearly the connection 
between creation and redemption.74 The relationship between the universal 
creational scope of the covenant and God’s redemptive work is significant. 
Williamson notes, “the universal scope of this covenant implies that the 
blessing for which humanity had been created and the creation had now 
been preserved will ultimately encompass not just one people or nation, 
but rather the whole earth.”75 The kingdom of God and his blessing for 
mankind will be reestablished on earth. 

In Genesis 9:18–29, we find a text that was important to the Israelites 
on the border of Canaan as they were preparing to go into the Promised 
Land. The theme of this section is blessing and cursing upon Noah’s sons 
Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Noah, who until this point has been described 
as righteous, becomes drunk and lies naked in his tent (9:20–21). Ham, 
the father of Canaan, discovers him there but rather than honor his father 
by covering him, he tells his brothers. Shem and Japheth then cover their 
father. When Noah discovers what has been done, he pronounces curses 
on Canaan and blessings on Shem and Japheth. This is significant because, 
as Bruce Waltke explains, “The Canaanites succeed the Cainites as the 
curse-laden descendants of the Serpent.”76 Israel had to understand that 
in order to receive the land and the blessing, this curse on the Canaanites 
would have to be carried out.77

The fourth section of Genesis, “the generations [toledot] of the sons of 
Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japheth” (10:1–11:9), contains two major parts: 
the table of nations and the story of the tower of Babel. The table of 
nations lists seventy nations. Fourteen are descended from Japheth; thirty 
are descended from Ham; and twenty-six are descended from Shem. The 
nations descended from Japheth have little interaction with Israel during 

73. Dumbrell 1994, 31.
74. Robertson 1980, 110–11. As Dumbrell (1984, 27) explains, since a flood would be an 

appropriate response to man’s wickedness in any age, “mankind has been preserved by grace alone.” 
More specifically, in 1 Peter, the salvation of Noah from the flood is viewed as a type of Christian 
salvation (1 Peter 3:20–21).

75. Williamson 2007, 68.
76. Waltke 2001, 150.
77. Ross 1988, 218.
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her later history. From Ham, however, would come not only the Canaan-
ites but also several of Israel’s most significant enemies including Egypt, 
Philistia, Assyria, and Babylon (10:6–13). The descendants of Shem will 
eventually include Israel. 

After describing the fruitful multiplication of Noah’s sons, the text turns 
to the last great judgment upon mankind during the primeval history—the 
tower of Babel (11:1–9). The people have decided to build “a city and a 
tower with its top in the heavens,” and they say, “let us make a name for 
ourselves, lest we be dispersed over the face of the whole earth” (11:4). 
This project is an affront to God because the tower is an alternative to his 
kingdom. It is the city/kingdom of man opposed to the city/kingdom of 
God.78 God immediately judges this act of pride and arrogance by confus-
ing the language of men and dispersing them (11:5–9). Ross explains the 
significance: “With this story the common history of all humankind comes 
to an abrupt end, as the human race is hopelessly scattered across the face 
of the entire earth.”79

Genesis 11:10–26 is the fifth section of Genesis: “the generations [toledot] 
of Shem.” This genealogy is a transitional text that narrows the focus of 
Genesis to Abram. Just as there were ten generations between Adam and 
Noah, there are ten generations between Shem and Abram. The purpose 
of this section, then, is to trace Abram’s ancestry back to Shem.80 It dem-
onstrates that the call of Abram (Gen. 12:1–3) was not arbitrary. Abram 
was a man “whose ancestors represented faith in the Lord and to whom 
the promise of blessing had been extended.”81 

Taken as a whole, Genesis 1–11 provides the necessary context for under-
standing the patriarchal narratives of chapters 12–50. Gordon Wenham 
helpfully summarizes the importance of these first chapters of Genesis:

With 11:26 the scene has finally been set for the patriarchal history to unfold. 
The opening chapters of Genesis have provided us the fundamental insights 
for interpreting these chapters properly. Gen 1 revealed the character of God 
and the nature of the world man finds himself in. Gen 2 and 3 portrayed the 
relationship between man and woman, and the effects man’s disobedience 
has had on man-woman and divine-human relations. Chap. 5 sketched the 

78. Dumbrell 1984, 61. 
79. Ross 1988, 242.
80. Ross 1988, 249.
81. Ross 1988, 250.
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long years that passed before the crisis of the great flood (chaps. 6–9), which 
almost destroyed all humanity for its sinfulness. The table of nations (chap. 
10) started the process of Israel’s geographical and political self-definition 
with respect to the other nations in the world, but Gen 11:1–9 reminded 
us that the nations were in confusion and that mankind’s proudest achieve-
ments were but folly in God’s sight and under his judgment.

However, according to 11:10–26, just five generations after Peleg, whose 
lifetime according to 10:25 saw the confusion of languages at Babel, Abram 
arrives. As 12:3 will declare, it is through him that all the families of the 
earth will be blessed. Man is not without hope.82 

The Patriarchal History (Gen. 11:27–50:26)
The patriarchal history does not technically begin at Genesis 12:1, but 

at 11:27 with “the generations [toledot] of Terah.” Unfortunately, modern 
chapter divisions introduce an unnatural break in the text. Within the patri-
archal history there are five sections marked by toledot headings, but since 
two of these are brief genealogies, the patriarchal history may be helpfully 
divided into three major parts: the story of Abraham (11:27–25:11); the 
story of Jacob (25:19–35:29), and the story of Joseph (37:2–50:26). Each 
of these three major parts begins with a revelation from God that sets the 
stage for what follows (12:1–3; 25:22–23; 37:5–9).83 

The overarching focus of the patriarchal history is on God’s gracious 
promises of blessing, promises that are given first to Abraham, then to Isaac, 
and finally to Jacob. The importance of these promises for understanding the 
remainder of Scripture and biblical eschatology cannot be overstated. They 
are, as Willem VanGemeren explains, “the very platform of the history of 
redemption.”84 The centrality of the patriarchal promises and history may 
be observed in the fact that God himself comes to be known in subsequent 
biblical history as “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” (Ex. 3:6, 15, 16; 
4:5; 1 Kings 18:36; 1 Chron. 29:18; 2 Chron. 30:6; Acts 3:13).85 The very 
name of God becomes intimately associated with the patriarchs to whom 
he makes the promises. 

82. Wenham 1987, 253–54.
83. Wenham 1994, 168–69.
84. VanGemeren 1988a, 122.
85. Bartholomew and Goheen 2004, 57–58.

Mathison AgeToAge Book.indd   52 1/13/09   8:16:51 PM



35

Genesis

Abraham: Promise and Covenant
Genesis 11:27–32 introduces the sixth section of Genesis, the “genera-

tions [toledot] of Terah” (11:27–25:11). The main body of the narrative is 
found in 12:1–22:19. Genesis 22:20–25:11 then serves as an epilogue to 
the entire section.86 The main body of the narrative begins with the call 
of Abram (12:1–9) and ends with his supreme test, God’s command to 
sacrifice Isaac (22:1–19). The stories between the call of Abram and his 
test focus on God’s promise of the land (12:10–15:21) and his promise of 
offspring (chs. 16–21).87

The call of Abram in Genesis 12:1–9 is a pivotal point in redemptive 
history. According to Gordon Wenham, no section of Genesis is more sig-
nificant than 11:27–12:9.88 It is, as Bruce Waltke observes, “the thematic 
center of the Pentateuch.”89 While the first eleven chapters of Genesis focus 
primarily on the terrible consequences of sin, God’s promises to Abram 
in Genesis 12 focus on the hope of redemption, of restored blessing and 
reconciliation with God. God is going to deal with the problem of sin and 
evil, and he is going to establish his kingdom on earth. How he is going 
to do this begins to be revealed in his promises to Abram.90 The remain-
ing chapters of Genesis follow the initial stages in the fulfillment of these 
promises. Thus Genesis 12:1–9 sets the stage for the remainder of Genesis 
and the remainder of the Bible.91 

The key section of Genesis 12:1–9 is the explicit call of God to Abram 
found in verses 1–3:

Now Yahweh said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred and 
your father’s house to the land that I will show you. And I will make of you 

86. Ross 1988, 80–81.
87. Ross 1988, 254–55.
88. Wenham 1987, 281.
89. Waltke 2001, 208.
90. Williamson 2007, 77; Dumbrell 1984, 47.
91. Bruce Waltke (2001, 209) elaborates on this important point: “The call of God to Abraham 

is the sneak preview for the rest of the Bible. It is a story of God bringing salvation to all tribes and 
nations through this holy nation, administered at first by the Mosaic covenant and then by the Lord 
Jesus Christ through the new covenant. The elements of Abraham’s call are reaffirmed to Abraham 
(12:7; 15:5–21; 17:4–8; 18:18–19; 22:17–18), to Isaac (26:24), to Jacob (28:13–15; 35:11–12; 
46:3), to Judah (49:8–12), to Moses (Ex. 3:6–8; Deut. 34:4), and to the ten tribes of Israel (Deut. 
33). They are reaffirmed by Joseph (Gen. 50:24), by Peter to the Jews (Acts 3:25), and by Paul to 
the Gentiles (Gal. 3:8).” 
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a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great so that you 
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors 
you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”

The theme of God’s call to Abram is evident in the fivefold repetition of 
the key terms “bless” or “blessing.” Also important is the repetition of the 
word “you” and “your.” Man’s sin has resulted in God’s curse (Gen. 3:14, 
17; 4:11; 5:29; 9:25), but here God promises to form a people for himself 
and to restore his original purposes of blessing for mankind (Gen. 1:28).92 
Abram is somehow going to be the mediator of this restored blessing.

Within God’s call of Abram there are four basic promises: (1) offspring, 
(2) land, (3) the blessing of Abram himself, and (4) the blessing of the 
nations through Abram.93 In verse 1, God commands Abram to leave his 
home and go to the land that he will show Abram. The promise of land is 
not explicit in this initial command. It is made explicit only when Abram 
reaches the land of Canaan. At that point, God promises Abram, “To your 
offspring I will give this land” (12:7). This promise of land becomes a key 
theme throughout the remainder of the Old Testament.94 It is especially 
prominent in the remainder of the Pentateuch and in the books referred to 
in the Hebrew canon as the Former Prophets (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and 
Kings). In terms of God’s kingdom purposes, the land promise indicates 
that God has not abandoned his plan to establish his kingdom on earth. 
The land promise would have certainly been important to Israel at the time 
the Pentateuch was originally composed. As Israel stood on the plains of 
Moab, they were assured that the land they were about to enter had been 
promised to Abraham and to his offspring by God himself.

In Genesis 12:2, God promises that he will make of Abram “a great 
nation.” This promise will be fulfilled initially in the birth of the nation of 
Israel.95 This promise necessarily implies that Abram will have offspring, but 
like the promise of land, the promise of offspring is made explicit only when 
Abram reaches Canaan (12:7). The promise of offspring is also related to 
God’s ultimate kingdom purposes. Just as the land promise provides a realm 
for God’s kingdom in the midst of his creation, the promise of offspring 

92. See McComiskey 1985a, 15–58.
93. As VanGemeren (1988a, 108) observes, Abraham (22:17–18), Isaac (26:3–4), and Jacob 

(28:13–15) each received God’s fourfold promise.
94. See Johnston and Walker 2000.
95. Dumbrell 1984, 66–67.
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anticipates a people for his kingdom. God then promises to bless Abram 
and make his name great so that he will be a blessing.96 

The fourth element of God’s promise is that in Abram “all the families 
of the earth shall be blessed” (12:3). Abraham will be the head of the “one 
family by whom all of the other families of the earth will be blessed.”97 
In fact, the blessing of all the families of the earth is the primary purpose 
behind God’s calling of Abram. His calling and the promises he is given are 
not ends in themselves. Abram is promised offspring, a land, and personal 
blessing in order that he might be the mediator of God’s blessing to all 
the families of the earth.98 As we proceed, the eschatological significance 
of God’s promises to Abram and his determination to bless all the families 
of the earth will become clearer. As we will see, this blessing will come 
through the establishment of God’s kingdom. From this point forward in 
Genesis, “the writer’s primary concern is to trace the development of God’s 
resolution to bless.”99

The promise of God is endangered when Abram goes to Egypt during 
a famine and lies in order to protect himself. As a result of his dishonesty, 
Sarai is taken into the house of Pharaoh. God, however, will not allow his 
promises to be thwarted and providentially intervenes (12:10–20). After 
Abram returns to Canaan, he separates from his nephew Lot (Gen. 13). God 
then reaffirms the promise of land (13:14–15) and expands the promise 
of offspring, telling Abram that his offspring will be as numerous as “the 
dust of the earth” (13:16). In Genesis 14, Abram rescues Lot from warring 
kings and is then blessed by the mysterious Melchizedek, king of Salem 
(14:19–20). Melchizedek’s name means “king of righteousness,” and he is 
said to be both a king and a priest (14:18). According to Hebrews 7:1–3, 
he is a type of Jesus the Messiah.100

96. Williamson (2007, 78–79) argues that because of the imperative form of the verb the words 
hk2r2B5 hy$h5ŵ (weheyeh berakah) at the end of verse 2 should be translated as a second command, “Be 
a blessing,” rather than as a certain consequence (“so that you will be a blessing”). This is a possible 
translation, and the ASV does translate the words in this way, but it is not required. In this type of 
sentence, the imperative verb can express a consequence (See GKC, §110i; Joüon, §116h). 

97. NIDOTTE, 4:665.
98. Alexander 2002, 85–86. Allusions to this promise are found in prophetic texts such as Isaiah 

19:24 and Jeremiah 4:2. 
99. Ross 1988, 253.
100. In general, a “type” is a person, institution, or event that prefigures a subsequent greater 

event. 
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Genesis 15 marks the formal establishment of the Abrahamic covenant. 
In Genesis 12, God had made certain promises to Abram, including the 
promise of offspring. In chapter 15, Abram voices concern, saying to God, 
“Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household 
will be my heir” (v. 3). God then tells Abram, “your very own son shall be 
your heir,” and promises him that his offspring will be as numerous as the 
stars of heaven (vv. 4–5). Abram has been promised a son. And what is 
Abram’s response to God’s promise? He “believed Yahweh, and he counted 
it to him as righteousness” (v. 6). Abram is a man of faith. He trusts God 
and believes that what God has promised, he will certainly do. And God 
counts it to him as righteousness.101

In Genesis 15:7, God tells Abram, “I am Yahweh who brought you out 
from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess.” This historical 
prologue to the Abrahamic covenant foreshadows the historical prologue 
to the Ten Commandments, which reads in part: “I am Yahweh your God, 
who brought you out of the land of Egypt” (Ex. 20:2). Abram asks God 
how he is to know that he will possess the land (Gen. 15:8). God’s response 
takes the form of a ceremonial rite. God commands Abram to bring him 
several animals, which Abram then cuts in half and places on the ground 
(vv. 9–11). Abram falls into a deep sleep, and God tells him that his off-
spring will be sojourners in a foreign land and that they will be afflicted 
for four hundred years before he brings them back to the land of Canaan 
(vv. 12–16).102

In the form of a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch, God proceeds to 
pass between the pieces of the animals and makes a covenant with Abram 
(vv. 17–18). The meaning of this practice is not immediately transparent 
today, but its meaning would have been clear to the original readers. In such 
a ceremony, the one passing between the pieces of the animals indicated 
that he was taking a self-maledictory oath upon himself.103 In other words, 
God invokes a curse of death upon himself if he fails to fulfill the promises 
he has made to Abram. This ceremony is a way of saying, in effect, “May 
I be torn in pieces as these animals have been torn in pieces if I should 

101. In this context, the verb hashab, which is translated “counted,” means to credit to one’s 
account (Lev. 7:18; 17:3–4; Num. 18:27, 30; Ps. 32:2; Prov. 27:14). See NIDOTTE, 2:305–6.

102. As Waltke observes, God’s promise “reveals his sovereign control over history” (Waltke 2001, 
247).

103. Robertson 1980, 130.
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break my promise” (see also Jer. 34:18).104 Abram could receive no greater 
assurance of God’s commitment to his promises.105

Having established the covenant in Genesis 15, God confirms or ratifies 
it in Genesis 17 by changing Abram’s name and by instituting circumcision 
as the seal of the covenant.106 Wenham observes, “Whereas inaugurating the 
covenant was entirely the result of divine initiative, confirming it involves a 
human response.”107 Abram is ninety-nine years old when God appears to 
him and reaffirms his covenant promises. God gives Abram a command, 
saying, “walk before me, and be blameless . . . ,” indicating that God expects 
continued faithfulness from Abraham (v. 1). God will later declare that the 
very reason he chose Abraham was that Abraham might “command his 
children and his household after him to keep the way of Yahweh by doing 
righteousness and justice, so that Yahweh may bring to Abraham what he 
has promised him” (18:19; 22:15–18; 26:5). 

God tells Abram that he will be “the father of a multitude of nations” 
(17:4). This promise may be understood in both a biological and a spiritual 
sense.108 Abram is, in fact, the biological father, not only of Israel, but of 
many nations (Gen. 25:1–4; 25:12–18; 36). However, the Hebrew word ’ab, 
translated as “father,” does not always refer to a biological father (cf. Gen. 
45:8; Judg. 18:19; 1 Sam. 24:11; 2 Kings 6:21; Isa. 22:20–21). Abram is 
best understood as the “father of a multitude of nations” in the sense that 
he is for them the mediator of God’s blessing. Support for this understand-
ing of Abram’s fatherhood is found in Genesis 17 in the instruction given 
to Abram to give the covenant sign of circumcision both to his physical 
offspring and to those who are not his physical offspring (vv. 12–13).109 

Having promised Abram that he would be the father of a multitude 
of nations, God changes his name to “Abraham” (17:5). His old name, 

104. See Robertson 1980, 130.
105. The Abrahamic covenant is in the form of a unilateral promissory oath. As such it closely 

resembles ancient royal land grants that were given by kings to loyal subjects (Wenham 1987, 333; 
Weinfeld 1970). 

106. Nehemiah 9:7–8 seems to view the events of Genesis 15 and 17 as two elements of a single 
Abrahamic covenant (Waltke 2001, 263). Nehemiah speaks of the giving of the new name Abraham 
(Gen. 17) and the promise of land and offspring (Gen. 15) as aspects of the one covenant with 
Abraham. For the argument that Genesis 15 and 17 present two distinct but related covenants, see 
Williamson 2007, 89–91.

107. Wenham 1994, 20.
108. Waltke 2001, 260.
109. Alexander 2002, 86–87; Waltke 2001, 260.
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“Abram,” means “exalted father.” His new name is a wordplay on the Hebrew 
words for “father” (’ab) and “crowd” (hamon).110 One can only imagine 
the reaction of those who knew this elderly and childless man when he 
informed them of his new name (“father of a multitude”). Yet every time he 
was addressed as “Abraham,” he would be immediately reminded of God’s 
promise to him.111 God would give him descendants, and they would be 
as numerous as the stars in the heavens. This he firmly believed. 

God’s promises to Abraham have been incredible thus far: land, 
offspring, personal blessing, a source of blessing to the nations (Gen. 
12:1–7), descendants as numerous as the dust of the earth or the stars 
of heaven (13:16; 15:5), a son of his own (15:4). And now, when Abra-
ham is ninety-nine years old, God makes yet another amazing promise. 
He declares to Abraham, “kings shall come from you” (17:6), indicat-
ing again God’s purpose to establish his kingdom. The Abrahamic cov-
enant here anticipates the Davidic covenant (2 Sam. 7:5–16; 1 Chron. 
17:4–14). Ultimately, kings descended from Abraham will be involved 
in the fulfillment of the promise of blessing to the nations.112 Here we 
begin to see the close interrelationship between covenant and kingdom. 
The covenants not only serve to administer each successive form of God’s 
kingdom on earth but have as their ultimate goal the full restoration of 
God’s universal kingdom.113 

The covenant has been made with Abraham, promising him offspring 
among many other blessings, but in Genesis 17:7, for the first time, God 
declares that he is not only going to give Abraham offspring, but that he is 
also going to establish his covenant with Abraham’s offspring. By declaring 
that he will establish his covenant with Abraham’s offspring, God gives the 
covenant a future orientation. As he did in his covenant with Noah, God 
describes this covenant as “everlasting” (cf. 9:16). The use of this word 
indicates “that a permanent relationship is envisaged, as durable as life 
itself.”114 The heart of this covenant is found in verse 8, in God’s promise, 
“I will be their God.”

110. Waltke 2001, 259–60.
111. Ross 1988, 332.
112. See also Psalm 72 (esp. vv. 9–11, 17), which clearly associates the blessing of the nations with 

the rule of an eschatological Davidic king.
113. See Kline 2000, 4; Dumbrell 1984, 42.
114. Wenham 1994, 29.
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God gives Abraham the sign of the covenant in Genesis 17:9–14. He 
commands Abraham to keep his covenant (v. 9), and tells him that the 
covenant he is to keep is the circumcision of every male (v. 10). Circumci-
sion is to be a “sign of the covenant” between God and Abraham (v. 11).115 
Every male in his household, whether his natural offspring or not, is to be 
circumcised (vv. 12–13). Those who are not circumcised will be cut off 
from the people of God because they have broken God’s covenant (v. 14). 
The sign of circumcision, the removal of the foreskin from the male sexual 
organ, was appropriate to a covenant that ratified the promise of offspring.116 
This outward sign both signified and necessitated a corresponding cleansing 
of the heart (Lev. 26:41; Deut. 10:16; Jer. 4:4; 9:25–26).117 Circumcision, 
then, “symbolized the inner purification necessary for a life of obedience 
and love to God.”118 It is also important to observe that from the time of 
its institution, circumcision was not a racial sign but a covenantal sign. 
It was required to be given to foreigners within Abraham’s household. It 
was, therefore, open to Gentiles (Ex. 12:43–49), and those Gentiles who 
submitted to the covenant sign became a part of the visible covenant people 
of God.

Genesis 18–19 recounts the story of the judgment of Sodom and Gomor-
rah, a judgment that becomes a paradigm for future divine judgments. 
In Deuteronomy, for example, Moses will use the imagery of Sodom and 
Gomorrah to describe the curses of the covenant (Deut. 29:23; 32:32). 
The prophets use this imagery to describe the kind of judgment that will 
befall Israel’s enemies (e.g., Jer. 49:17–18; Zeph. 2:9). The prophets also 
use this imagery to describe the judgment that will fall upon Israel herself 
when she forsakes God and embraces wickedness (e.g., Isa. 3:9; Jer. 23:14; 

115. It is worth noting that in this text, circumcision is identified by God both as “my covenant” 
and as “a sign of the covenant.” There is a close relationship here between the sign and the thing 
signified.

116. Ross 1988, 333.
117. The outward sign did not, however, automatically effect the internal change. Otherwise God 

would not call those who had been circumcised in the flesh to be circumcised in their heart as well. 
Faith was required. Abraham, for example, experienced circumcision of the heart before he was given 
the outward sign of that reality. For him it was a seal of his existing faith (Rom. 4:10–12). Isaac, on 
the other hand, received the outward sign of inward purification when he was only eight days old 
(Gen. 21:4). The reception of this sign did not automatically confer upon him the inner purification 
that it signified. Instead, it required Isaac to be circumcised in his heart, to exercise the faith of his 
father Abraham and to love God.

118. Robertson 1980, 153.
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Amos 4:11). Finally, our Lord Jesus Christ uses the imagery of Sodom and 
Gomorrah to describe his coming judgment (Luke 17:28–30). 

When Abraham is one hundred years old, God fulfills his promise to 
give Abraham and Sarah a son (Gen. 21:1–7). Sarah gives birth to a boy, 
and Abraham names the child Isaac, which means “he laughs.” As Wen-
ham explains, “This is the most visible fulfillment of any of the promises 
so far and also the most central, for without a son Abraham could never 
have a multitude of descendants, inherit the land, or be a blessing to all the 
nations.”119 In Genesis 22, however, a dramatic turn occurs as Abraham’s 
faith in God’s promises is put to the ultimate test. Verse 1 of this chapter 
immediately states that “God tested Abraham.” With these words, the 
reader is given insight into what follows, but this is insight that Abraham 
himself did not have at that time. 

God commands Abraham to take Isaac to Moriah and sacrifice him there 
(22:2). Abraham faces a conflict here between faith in the promises of God 
and obedience to a command of God that would seem to require the nul-
lification of those promises. On a more existential level, Abraham faced a 
conflict between his love for his only son (22:2) and his love for God.120 
Abraham makes the necessary preparations and after a three-day journey, 
he reaches Moriah. In obedience to God’s command, Abraham prepares 
to sacrifice Isaac, but at the last possible moment God intervenes and stays 
Abraham’s hand. We are not told in Genesis how Abraham reconciled the 
conflict he faced, but Hebrews 11:17–19 indicates that Abraham believed 
that if Isaac died, God would raise him from the dead. Abraham has passed 
the test, and as he lifts his eyes he sees a ram caught in a thicket, which he 
then offers as a sacrifice to God (22:13). In verses 16–18, God emphatically 
reaffirms his promises to bless Abraham, to multiply his offspring, and to 
bless all the nations of the earth.

Genesis 22:20–25:11 serves as an epilogue to the story of Abraham. Here 
we read of the death of Sarah (23:2) and Abraham’s purchase of a burial 
plot for her in the field of Machpelah in the land of Canaan (23:19). This 
small piece of land is the first part of Canaan to be owned by Abraham. His 
purchase is the first step toward the fulfillment of God’s promise to give 
all of the land to Abraham and his offspring. The story of the marriage of 
Isaac to Rebekah is then told in Genesis 24. And in Genesis 25, we read 

119. Wenham 1994, 86–87.
120. Wenham 1994, 113. See also Kierkegaard 1983.
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of the death of Abraham. When he was 175 years old, “Abraham breathed 
his last and died in a good old age, an old man and full of years, and was 
gathered to his people” (25:8).121 He did not live to see the fulfillment of 
all of God’s promises, but he died in faith, and those promises remained 
the framework of God’s eschatological plan of redemption. 

Jacob: Conflict and Blessing
The story of Abraham is followed by a brief genealogy, “the generations 

[toledot] of Ishmael,” in the seventh section of Genesis (25:12–18). The 
eighth section of Genesis (25:19–35:29) is the second major part of the 
patriarchal history: the story of Jacob. This story begins with God’s revelation 
to Rebekah, the bride of Isaac, concerning the two children struggling in 
her womb (25:21–22). God declares to Rebekah, “Two nations are in your 
womb, and two peoples from within you shall be divided; the one shall be 
stronger than the other, the older shall serve the younger” (v. 23). Eventually 
Rebekah gives birth to twin boys. Esau is born first, and his brother Jacob 
is born second, holding on to Esau’s heel (vv. 25–26). Esau grows up to be 
a skillful hunter, while Jacob is said to be “a quiet man, dwelling in tents” 
(v. 27). Isaac loves Esau, but Rebekah loves Jacob (v. 28).

Esau displays a rash and foolish attitude early in the narrative when he 
is persuaded by Jacob to sell him his birthright in exchange for bread and a 
bowl of stew (25:29–34). Already God’s revelation to Rebekah is beginning 
to be fulfilled. In Genesis 26, God reaffirms to Isaac the promises made 
to Abraham, promises of a multitude of offspring, of land, of personal 
blessing, and the promise that in his offspring all the nations of the earth 
will be blessed (vv. 2–5). In his old age, Isaac prepares to bless Esau, but 
Rebekah makes plans to ensure that Jacob receives the blessing instead 
(Gen. 27:1–17). The entire story presupposes the belief of Isaac and Jacob 
in the efficacy of the patriarchal blessing. As Wenham explains, “Clearly, 
Genesis sees the deathbed blessing as more than a prayer for the future; it 
is a prophecy whose fulfillment is certain.”122 After deceiving Isaac in order 
to receive the blessing (27:18–29), Jacob is forced to flee to his uncle Laban 
because his brother Esau now intends to kill him (27:41–28:5).

121. The words, “gathered to his people” indicates a belief in the soul’s continued life after the 
death of the body.

122. Wenham 1994, 216.
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During his journey from Beersheba toward Haran, Jacob has a dream 
in which God reveals himself and reaffirms the covenant promises. Jacob 
renames the place Bethel, which means “the house of God” (28:10–22). 
Upon reaching the home of his uncle Laban, Jacob encounters Laban’s 
daughter Rachel and agrees to work for seven years in order to marry her. At 
the end of the seven years, however, Jacob is tricked into marrying Rachel’s 
older sister Leah instead. Although extremely unhappy about the situa-
tion, he agrees to work another seven years for Rachel (29:1–30). Genesis 
29:31–30:24 narrates the birth of Jacob’s first eleven sons and one daughter. 
The birth of Joseph to Rachel who, like Sarah and Rebekah, has been barren 
(29:31; cf. 11:30; 25:21), is the turning point of the narrative.123

Despite Laban’s every effort, Jacob prospers (30:25–43) and is finally 
commanded by God to leave Laban and return to his home (31:1–3). Dur-
ing his return journey, Jacob has a strange encounter. A man wrestles with 
him, but Jacob realizes that the man is more than he appears to be for he 
declares that he will not release the man unless he receives a blessing from 
him (32:22–26). The man then tells Jacob that his name will no longer be 
Jacob, but Israel instead, “for you have striven with God and with men, 
and have prevailed” (v. 28). Jacob’s new name Israel means “He strives 
with God,” and it was to become the name of the nation descended from 
Jacob’s sons. 

After a surprising reunion with his brother Esau, a reunion that dem-
onstrates to Jacob something of the divine nature of forgiveness (33:1–11), 
Jacob continues on his journey until he reaches the city of Shechem (v. 18). 
He is told by God to go to Bethel (35:1), and after arriving there, God reaf-
firms the covenant promises and confirms that Jacob’s name is now Israel 
(vv. 9–12). Jacob’s beloved wife Rachel dies giving birth to Benjamin during 
their journey from Bethel to Ephrath (vv. 16–20). The story of Jacob then 
ends with the death of his father Isaac (vv. 28–29). God has reaffirmed his 
promises to Jacob, but at this point in history they remain largely unfulfilled, 
forcing us to look toward the future, to Jacob’s sons. 

Joseph: From Canaan to Egypt
Jacob’s story is followed by “the generations [toledot] of Esau,” the ninth 

section of Genesis (36:1–37:1). It provides a genealogy of Isaac’s older son. 

123. Wenham 1994, 170.
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The third major part of the patriarchal history, however, begins at 37:2 with 
the tenth and final section of Genesis: the story of Joseph. This lengthy nar-
rative provides a transitional link between the history of the patriarchs and 
the exodus of Israel from Egypt. It relates how the tribes of Israel came to 
be in Egypt and demonstrates God’s providential outworking of his plans. 
The story shows the beginning of the fulfillment of God’s promise to make 
Abraham’s offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and it shows the 
beginning of the fulfillment of God’s promise to bless all the families of 
the earth through Abraham’s offspring.

Like the first two major parts of the patriarchal history, the story of Joseph 
begins with a revelation from God, two dreams in which Joseph sees a sym-
bolic representation of his brothers bowing down to him (37:5–11). His 
brothers, provoked to jealousy by his dreams and by the favoritism shown 
to Joseph by their father, sell Joseph to Midianite traders who then sell him 
to the Egyptians (vv. 12–36). Upon arriving in Egypt, Joseph becomes a 
slave in the house of Potiphar and is so successful that he is put in charge 
of the entire household (39:1–6). Because of false accusations by Potiphar’s 
wife, however, Joseph is unjustly imprisoned (vv. 7–20), but God remains 
with him and even in prison he is given responsibility (vv. 21–23).

In prison, Joseph interprets the dreams of two fellow prisoners, Pha-
raoh’s cupbearer and baker, and his interpretations are ultimately proven 
to be accurate (40:1–23). Two years later, Pharaoh himself begins to have 
disturbing dreams that no one is able to interpret. His cupbearer, who had 
since been released from prison, remembers Joseph, who is then brought 
before Pharaoh in order to see if he will be able to interpret these dreams 
(41:1–24). Joseph does interpret the dreams, telling Pharaoh that after 
seven years of great abundance there will be seven years of severe famine. 
He advises Pharaoh to put someone in charge of gathering and saving food 
during the seven years of abundance to prepare for the seven years of famine 
(vv. 25–36). Pharaoh names Joseph to this position of responsibility, and 
when the famine comes, the people of Egypt and many other nations are 
saved from starvation because of Joseph’s efforts (vv. 37–57). Already God 
is using Abraham’s offspring to bless the families of the earth.

After a number of years, Joseph is reconciled with his brothers and 
reunited with his father, and the entire family moves to Egypt because of 
the severity of the famine (42:1–46:34). By the time the family of Jacob 
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enters Egypt they number seventy.124 Once in Egypt, the family of Jacob 
settles in the fertile land of Goshen, and they begin to prosper and mul-
tiply (47:1–28). As Jacob nears death, he has Joseph swear to him that he 
will not bury Jacob in Egypt but will return him to the land of promise 
for burial (vv. 29–31). Jacob understands that Egypt is not his true home 
(cf. 50:25).

As Jacob draws close to death, he gathers his sons together to pronounce 
his last words concerning them (Gen. 49). As John Sailhamer notes, this is 
the first of three places in the Pentateuch where the author inserts a lengthy 
poetic section at the close of a long narrative (cf. Num. 24; Deut. 32–33). All 
three poetic sections have certain features in common. Sailhamer explains, 
“In each of the three segments, the central narrative figure (Jacob, Balaam, 
Moses) calls an audience together (imperative: Ge 49:1; Nu 24:14; Dt 
31:28) and proclaims (cohortative: Ge 49:1; Nu 24:14; Dt 31:28) what 
will happen (Ge 49:1; Nu 24:14; Dt 31:29) in ‘the end of days’ (Ge 49:1; 
Nu 24:14; Dt 31:29).”125 

Jacob says to his sons at this time, “Gather yourselves together, that I 
may tell you what shall happen to you in days to come” (Gen. 49:1).126 The 
meaning of the phrase “days to come” or “the latter days” (cf. Num. 24:14) 
must be determined by its context. In general, as Allen Ross explains, it 
“should be interpreted to mean an undetermined time in the future, early 
or late (cf. Dan. 2:28–29, 45; Ezek. 38:16; Jer. 23:20).”127 Jacob speaks 
to all of his sons, but it is his words to Judah that are most significant for 
our understanding of biblical eschatology (Gen. 49:8–12). Jacob’s words 
to Judah anticipate the rise of the Davidic king and more. 

In Genesis 49:10, Jacob says, “The scepter shall not depart from Judah, 
nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until tribute comes to him; and 
to him shall be the obedience of the peoples.” This verse is considered by 
some to be the first clearly messianic prophecy in the Old Testament.128 
The precise translation of the words “until tribute comes to him” is dis-
puted because of the ambiguity of the Hebrew, but as Wenham notes, “all 
at least agree that this line is predicting the rise of the Davidic monarchy 

124. This is the same number of nations found in the table of nations in Genesis 10. 
125. Sailhamer 1992, 36.
126. “In days to come” is a translation of the Hebrew .ym3Y@h1 tyr#j8a1B5 (be’aharit hayyamim).
127. Ross 1988, 700; see also Wenham 1994, 471.
128. E.g., Dumbrell 1994, 37.
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and the establishment of the Israelite empire, if not the coming of a greater 
David.”129 The main point of Jacob’s words to Judah is that the scepter, a 
symbol of kingship, would belong to the tribe of Judah until the coming 
of the one to whom such royal status truly belongs. In the Old Testament, 
this prophecy is initially fulfilled by David. In the New Testament, it is 
fully and finally fulfilled by Jesus Christ, the Son of David and the Lion of 
the tribe of Judah (Matt. 1:1; Rev. 5:5). 

Summary

Genesis is the book of first things, but it is nevertheless essential for an 
understanding of the last things. Later eschatological texts presuppose a grasp 
of the many themes and concepts introduced in Genesis. It is in Genesis 
that we are introduced to the major eschatological themes of kingdom and 
covenant, blessing and cursing, promise and fulfillment. It is in Genesis 
that we find the first hints of a coming Messiah who will crush the head 
of the serpent and redeem his people. 

In Genesis, we learn that the entire universe and all that is in it was created 
ex nihilo by God. He is the Great King, the Creator who is sovereign over 
all, and everything exists for his glory. Genesis also teaches that the original 
creation was declared by God to be good, and thus the Bible consistently 
rejects any assumption that the physical material world is inherently evil 
or corrupt. Its present corruption is a result of the fall. 

The first chapters of Genesis teach us that human beings were created 
in the image of God for union and communion with God. God gave man 
dominion indicating his creational plan to establish his kingdom on earth. 
God’s desire for man at creation was to bless him and commune with him, 
and the garden was the place of God’s special presence with man. Another 
theme important to biblical eschatology that is introduced in the creation 
narratives is that of God’s rest. His creative work moved toward the goal 
of blessed rest. 

In the early chapters of Genesis, God also reveals how the good creation 
came to be in the state we find it in today. Man’s disobedience and fall into 
sin resulted in God’s judgment upon man. The introduction of sin into 
human history led to God’s curse and the introduction of death, and man 
was removed from Eden. Sin and its results are revealed in Genesis to be 

129. Wenham 1994, 478. See Ezekiel 21:27 for a similar text.
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the problem in man and in the world. In the narrative of the fall, Genesis 
also introduces the serpent who is a tool of Satan, the archenemy of God. 
Satan becomes the “ruler” of the world, usurping the dominion God gave 
to man. But God promises that there will be perpetual conflict between 
the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman, and that Satan will 
ultimately be destroyed. He will not thwart God’s purposes. He will be 
overthrown, and God’s kingdom will be established.

The remaining chapters of Genesis explain how sin and death spread 
and how God’s judgment and grace were initially revealed. With the call of 
Abraham, the book of Genesis introduces God’s plan for the restoration of 
blessing to man. God makes a number of promises to Abraham, promises 
of land, and offspring, and personal blessing. And all of these promises are 
given in order to fulfill another promise, namely, that through Abraham 
and his offspring, God will bless all the families of the earth. 

The promise of land is particularly significant in the Pentateuch and 
in the Former Prophets. The land promise indicates that God has not 
abandoned his plan to establish his kingdom on earth. The Abrahamic cov-
enant, then, is a statement of God’s purposes, that which he will certainly 
accomplish—the redemption and blessing of man and the establishment 
of God’s kingdom. The remainder of the book of Genesis traces the partial 
fulfillment of God’s promises through the families of Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob. By the end of Genesis, however, Abraham’s offspring are found living 
in Egypt far from the land of promise. 
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