
 

©Copyright, 1987-1988 Catholic Scripture Study, Inc.  All Rights Reserved. 

CATHOLIC SCRIPTURE STUDY 
 

Catholic Scripture Study Notes written by Sister Marie Therese, are provided for 
the personal use of students during their active participation and must not be loaned 
or given to others. 

 
SERIES II 

 
 

THE PENTATEUCH 
 
 

Lesson 2  Commentary  Genesis  1 - 11 
Lesson 3  Questions        Genesis  12 - 15 

 
 

A PEOPLE’S PILGRIMAGE 
Genesis 1-11 

 
 

 INTRODUCTION  
 
 As we have seen, the Pentateuch is the story 
of a people’s pilgrimage. At the end of that epic 
journey they have a relationship with God that is 
at the center of their identity; they have a sense of 
themselves as a people bound by a shared cove-
nant, committed to shared law and ritual. They are 
entering a land promised them by God. 
 
 Biblical scholars today have researched rec-
ords found in the Bible lands; they believe that 
these eleven chapters were written later than the 
others and the writers used raw materials includ-
ing: 
 
1. Saga: long, detailed accounts of important 

movements, usually associated with a single 
heroic figure. The patriarchal stories are good 
examples. 

 
2. Legend: stories coming down from the past, 

popularly regarded as historical, though not 
entirely verifiable. Legends would be among 
sources for the patriarchal cycles. 

 

3. In dealing with the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis, we need to add myth as a further source. 
The purpose of this literary type is to communi-
cate truths and values too profound for literal 
presentation. It is a symbolic rather than an ab-
stract language, poetic rather than philosophical. 
Bruce Vawter, in his book On Genesis, from 
which much of this paper is drawn, speaks of 
myth as a society's attempt to dramatize its faith 
in its own identity and world view. 
 
 To say that Scripture uses literary genres 
(styles) common to secular literature of the time is 
not to deny in any way our conviction that it is 
inspired. It is to say that God did not give to those 
who “wrote down the vision” a new language or a 
new set of symbols. Rather, the Spirit of God in-
spired the authors to use the literary forms com-
mon to their eras, but to use them in such a way 
that the truth God wanted to convey would indeed 
be understood by the listener or reader. Recent 
research has made it possible for us to understand 
this notion more clearly. Let us look at an early 
creation story compared with the Genesis story. 
 
I. CREATION STORIES (Genesis 1:1 - 2:25) 
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 A. The Babylonian Myth of Creation. 
Recent research has made it possible for us to un-
derstand this notion more clearly. We have, for 
example, the Babylonian creation myth called the 
Enuma Elish, a story that was ritually recited dur-
ing the annual New Year's festival in Mesopota-
mia: 
 

When on high the heaven had not yet been 
named, firm ground below had not yet been 
called by name, naught but primodial Apsu, 
their begetter, and Mummu-Tiamat, she who 
bore them all, their waters commingling as a 
single body; no reed but had been matted, no 
marsh land had appeared, when no gods what-
ever had been brought into being, uncalled by 
name, their destinies undertermined: then it 
was that the gods were formed within them… 

 
 B. The Genesis Creation Story (Gene-
sis 1:1 - 2:25). The Genesis account, though 
similar, unfolds differently and makes very differ-
ent statements about the relationship of human 
beings with God, with the forces of nature, and 
with one another. Unlike the Enuma Elish, the 
Genesis story is played upon a stage that is both 
earth-bound and time-bound, with a cast of char-
acters with which human beings of all ages can 
identify. 
 
 C. Comparision with the Babylonian 
Story. Whereas the Enuma Elish dealt with “the 
beginnings” in terms of the random formation of 
divine beings out of primordial chaos, in Genesis 
we hear of an act of God, powerful and deliberate. 
The word used for the “making” is bara, a word 
found in scripture only to introduce God’s saving 
acts. God deliberates and chooses in His work of 
creation, and enables the man and woman to de-
liberate and choose. He creates simply by the 
power of His word; the human person is the cli-
max and purpose of His creative acts, and at the 
completion of each action, God sees that it is 
good. 
 

 Genesis man and woman emerge as the climax 
of a marvelous series of creative acts by which 
God prepared the world in which they would live 
(Genesis 1:1-25). 
 
 The six “days” are periods of time or events of 
creation with no 24-hour “days” implied, for the 
sun and stars were made only on the 4th “day.” 
 Another interesting meaning is that the writer 
chooses the number seven as the period of God’s 
creation; in the Bible, seven is a full number, a 
complete number. 
 
II. GOD IN GENESIS 
 
 A. A God of Order and Goodness. All 
creation is seen as a deliberate overflowing of 
God’s goodness. Man’s world is orderly and 
good, corresponding to God’s order, neither in 
conflict with it nor marked by subservience. Noth-
ing happens by chance. The God who acts here is 
not the mindless type of deity worshipped in Bab-
ylon nor is He similar to the earth gods of fertility 
whose shrines abounded in Canaan. (In Genesis 
man is earth’s master, not its servant.) The God of 
Genesis works with the certain elements that are 
spoken of without any attempt to account for their 
beginning: darkness, abyss, water and violent 
wind. He imposes upon them an order favorable 
to the human beings, giving them names to indi-
cate His dominion over them. Finally He com-
mands the “male and female” He has made in His 
image to continue His work, achieving mastery of 
earth, sea and heavens. 
 
 B. A God of Power and Light. The God 
we meet in Genesis is a God of power, existing of 
Himself and exercising dominion not through vio-
lence but through the power of His word. Whereas 
in the pagan myths light and darkness were rival 
gods, always at war, with alternate victories and 
uncertain final outcome, in Genesis light is the 
first of creatures. Three days of separating light 
from darkness, waters above from waters below, 
waters under heaven from dry land, introduce or-
der into primeval chaos. 
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 “This story of creation is not an historical ac-
count, but a remarkably intelligent look at God’s 
creation in its orderly development. In the year of 
1992, a new scientific discovery of evidence 
about how the universe began, filled the newspa-
pers, because it gives proof of the very order as 
the writer of Genesis puts it!” (Vawter). “Let there 
be light!” was first (Genesis 1:3). 
 
 Matthew speaks of Jesus’ death in terms of a 
return to primeval chaos as darkness covers the 
land in midday (Matthew 27:45). Early Christians 
prayed through the darkness of the Sabbath night 
awaiting the dawn of the new creation that is Je-
sus’ second coming. Altars in early Christian 
Churches always faced east to catch the first rays 
of dawn, the untimate symbol both of Jesus’ res-
urrection and of His final coming in glory. 
 
 C. A God Who Creates in His Own Im-
age (Genesis 1:26 - 2:25) 
 
(Creation of Man and Woman) 
 
 1. First Story, The Elohist or Priestly 
Story (Genesis 1:26 -2:4). We note the break 
in the pattern, the uniqueness of the introduction 
of God’s creation of man: 
 

“Then God said: Let us make man in our im-
age, after our likeness… ” 

 
The next lines are in poetry: 
 

“God created man in his image; 
In the divine image he created him; 
male and female he created them” (Genesis 
1:27). 

 
 Then God gave man dominion over all crea-
tion, and rested from His “work.” Genesis adds 
God’s cessation from work and His blessing on 
the seventh day: “He rested from all the work he 
had done in creation” (Genesis 2:3). This seventh 
day is hallowed in a special way in God’s Cove-

nant on Mt. Sinai with His people: “In six days 
the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea 
and all that is in them, but on the seventh day he 
rested. That is why the Lord blessed that day and 
made it holy” (Exodus 20:11). Let us ask our-
selves if we keep that a holy day… 
 
 2. Second Story of Creation, The Yah-
wist Story (Genesis 2:4b-25). The writer of 
this chapter adds here, out of deference to the sa-
cred tradition that came down to them, a much 
older story. Here, God creates Adam first, then 
says: “It is not good for man to be alone. I will 
make a suitable partner for him” (Genesis 2:18). 
The story says that God made Eve from a rib of 
Adam, who recognized her uniqueness: “This one, 
at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” 
(Genesis 2:23). The author adds a meaningful 
comment that Jesus makes when asked about mar-
riage and divorce and then quotes this verse (Mat-
thew 19:4-6). 
 
III. INTERFERENCE OF EVIL: SATAN 
(Genesis 3:1-15) 
 
 A. The Fall of Man: The Serpent (Gene-
sis 3:1-7, Wisdom 2:23-24). The Genesis sto-
ry tells us neither of Satan’s origin nor of the rea-
son for his enmity. We who hear the story know 
this voice all too well. We have all heard that invi-
tation to refuse the limitations placed by human 
nature and moral law, and to do whatever we must 
to “be as gods,” in control of our lives and our 
world. 
 
 This story is not about snakes that talk; it is 
about people who sin, and about the enmity and 
division that follow upon sin. Because the snake 
moves without apparent means of locomotion, and 
sheds its skin, primitive man thought it immortal. 
Because it is subtle and deadly, it is an appropri-
ate symbol of evil. 
 
 B. Human Freedom and Sin (Genesis 
3:8-15). In this account is a statement from God 
about man’s freedom with a caution from God not 
to eat from “the tree of knowledge of good and 
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bad,… for from that moment you are doomed to 
die” (Genesis 2:16-17). Here we find a belief that 
man, though in the spirit eternal and meant to 
dwell with God forever, could and did choose to 
disobey an order, and a warning from God choos-
ing his own will instead of God’s. 
 
 The sin here is overweening pride. We will 
see the same theme at the root of Cain’s sin when 
he killed his brother out of jealousy. We hear it in 
the “wickedness of all humanity” before the flood, 
and in the ambition of the builders of the tower of 
Babel: “Let us make a name for ourselves.” 
 
 In the New Testament we will see how the 
Incarnation reverses this sinful direction. Jesus, 
being God, “did not deem equality with God 
something to be grasped, but he emptied himself, 
becoming even as we are.” God chose to accept 
what it meant to be human, and to live it loyally 
for the first time in human history. That is why 
Jesus is called “The second Adam” (and Mary the 
second Eve). 
 
IV. THE RESULTS OF SIN (Genesis 3:16 - 
4:26) 
 
 What were the results? Because man has re-
fused God’s dominion over him, the earth and the 
animals reject man’s authority over them. God 
does not condemn man or woman; He simply 
states the consequences of the disorder they have 
introduced. 
 
 A. Alienation: God, Adam, Eve. Aliena-
tion happens where relationships had been closest. 
For both the man and woman, there is now a fear 
of the God who has walked among them in the 
cool of the evening. No one is honest enough to 
accept the blame. Adam points to the “woman you 
gave me,” thus refusing his oneness with his wife 
and insinuating that it is really God’s fault to 
begin with. Eve points to the serpent, denying her 
own responsibility for her choice. 
 
 Humanity has suffered a wound at its very 
heart, no longer at ease with God, with one anoth-

er, or with its environment. Where man's creativi-
ty was most frequently exercised in tilling the soil, 
he will meet with resistance. The child-bearing 
that should have been woman’s joy will now be a 
source of pain. Woman will be dominated by 
man, but still will yearn for him. 
 
 B. Animosity: Cain and Descendants 
(Genesis 4:1-26). This soon moves into vio-
lence as Cain murders his brother, then Lamech 
boasts of sevenfold vengeance of wrong done to 
him. This is the point of the story, not the details 
that some fundamentalists insist upon. If we try to 
read this story as history rather than myth, we run 
into problems: Was earth created before man, or 
did God first create man, then make a garden for 
him? Did God simply speak and man sprang into 
being, or did He shape him from the soil of the 
ground as the other creation story says? Is the Bi-
ble contradicting itself? 
 
 The creation stories deal rather with the deep-
er questions of who man is, why he finds himself 
surrounded by evil, why he dares to hope that evil 
will not have the last word. 
 
 Adam and Eve were banished from the garden 
and the familiar walks with God, but God will go 
with them. Birth and works will be difficult but 
they will go on happening and bring joy even with 
the pain. Death will happen, but it will not have 
the last word. 
 
 The garden is a symbol of a perfect relation-
ship with God, walking in His presence, and His 
going with us always. That is what Jesus came to 
restore. He is God Himself walking with us again. 
 
 C. Adam to Noah (Genesis 5:1 - 6:4). 
The next section is filled with genealogies, an-
choring the story in human history, implying that 
we are rooted in earth, forming our earth by hu-
man choices; but God is always present, not de-
stroying our freedom, but always encouraging our 
redemption. 
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V. NOAH AND THE FLOOD (Genesis 6:8 - 
8:22) 
 
 All cultures of the Ancient Near East have 
some story of a flood so extensive as to endanger 
the very life of earth. Each of those stories ex-
plains the survival of humanity in a way con-
sistent with its idea of divinity. 
 In the Gilgamesh epic, Sumerian in origin, the 
gods who made man grow tired of the “noise he 
makes,” and decide to destroy him. 
 
 Not so in Genesis. The final redactor of the 
book was surely familiar with the Babylonian 
myth, but he also knew the God who had revealed 
Himself to Israel. The changes he made in the sto-
ry put us in touch with the revelation he received. 
If God sent a flood to destroy the earth, He did so 
because man had sinned and had tampered with 
the order God had established. If one man and his 
family was saved, it was because that person was 
righteous in God’s eyes. He was saved so that the 
race could be preserved, not so that he himself 
would become immortal. 
 
 That is the focus of the story. Never mind that 
there are two strands in the Genesis story, of 
which one says there were two animals of each 
kind and the other speaks of 7 pairs of each kind 
of “clean” animal and of only one of the “un-
clean” sort. Never mind the problem of food stor-
age, and of reproduction. The ark will never be 
found on Mt. Ararat or anywhere else, nor would 
the finding of it prove the Bible more “true” than 
we already know it to be. The profound truth of 
the story is that man has the capacity to bring de-
struction on himself and the earth that is depend-
ent upon him (Romans 8), but that the ultimate 
power is God’s and His ultimate will is to save. 
 
VI. CREATION; A NEW COVENANT (Gene-
sis 9:1 - 10:32)  
 
 Notice that the Noah story culminates in a 
kind of new creation. Once again God puts into 
human hands the fate of the earth. But now man is 

to be “the terror and dread of all the animals” 
(Genesis 9:2), since now he is allowed to prey up-
on them for food. Never mind that the distinction 
between clean and unclean animals belongs to the 
Sinai covenant; no use to wonder where God got 
the “leather” with which he clothed Adam and 
Eve in Genesis 3:21, though death had not yet 
been introduced upon earth. The author is speak-
ing of truth, not historical facts. What God tells 
Noah is that He is making a covenant with all of 
nature, that human beings are indeed accountable 
for one another as well as for the earth they inhab-
it. The rainbow will be a sign that God wills life, 
not death. 
 
VII. THE STORY OF BABEL (Genesis 11:1-
26 - 10:32) 
 
 One other narrative must be dealt with, how-
ever briefly. The story of Babel reflects the Israel-
ite experience during the Babylonian exile. The 
ziggurats they had seen there, built as a place of 
encounter with the gods, were to the worshippers 
of Israel’s God an abomination, another example 
of that pride which is the essence of sin. If the 
human race is divided within itself, it is a punish-
ment for sin, a mark of God’s disfavor, a return to 
chaos and disorder. (In that light, read the story of 
Pentecost in Acts 2, where the Spirit of God is 
again present in a new creation—He breathes up-
on the apostles as He had breathed His spirit into 
the man He formed in the garden), and the People 
of God are called to a new covenant, a new unity, 
a new hope. This, say the sacred authors, is what 
history is all about; this is where we enter it, this 
is who we are. 
 
VIII. CONCLUSION 
 
 Since the material we are dealing with is so 
crucial to our understanding of ourselves as well 
as of Scripture, and since it is a stumbling-block 
to some people of our culture and a weapon to 
others, let us make a final overview of some cru-
cial points: 
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 A. The Material Deals with Pre-History. 
 
1. Like all ancient cultures, it deals with that pe-

riod in “myth.” 
 
2. It is the nature of myth to speak of universal 

truth in a way that reflects as well as shapes its 
society’s understanding of the world. 

 
3. The myth of creation does not speculate about 

the origin of matter; it rather attempts to ac-
count for the emergence of an ordered, livable 
universe, favorable to human beings. 

 
4. Through revelation that flowed through vari-

ous channels, God enabled the final redactor 
of Genesis to understand rightly the relation-
ship between His creatures and Himself, as 
well as His purpose in creating. 

 
5. Through inspiration God enabled the author to 

find a fitting way to convey to his readers the 
truth he had come to know. 

 
6. These stories, like all of scripture, are gifted 

with inerrancy, i.e. the religious truth the au-
thor set out to present is guaranteed by God. 
Historical facts not then known nor revealed 
until nearer our times were not included by 
God’s gift of inerrancy. 

 
B. The Truths God Intends Us to Learn 
from Genesis Include the Following: 
 
 These are very important truths for all of us. 
 
1. God created the world for human beings. 

(Whether He did this by instant creation or 

through evolution is a question for science, 
not theology.) 

 
2. The human race is intended to master its God-

given world, and to do this in a way modeled 
on the Creator’s loving and freeing lordship. 

3. Human choices have serious consequences not 
only for those who perform the actions but al-
so for the world we share. 

 
4. The greatest danger to the universe created by 

God is the temptation to “play God” and so to 
disrupt the order given by the Creator. 

 
5. Since all of us experience the attraction of this 

temptation, and sometimes enter into it, we 
recognize that we share in the world’s sinful-
ness and its need for God’s mercy. 

 
6. God’s love is faithful. Though sin has brought 

division, enmity and violence into our world, 
God promises redemption. 

 
7. God continues to walk with us, offering salva-

tion 
 
 Finally, it is Jesus Christ, the Son of God, who 
reveals to us fully the nature of God and His com-
passion for our world. Jesus saved us, not simply 
by suffering but by refusing to let that suffering 
cause Him to hate or to rebel. Our call as human 
beings is to share in that redemptive love. 
 
 Do you spend time with God’s revelation in 
the Scriptures? Do you give it the most important 
place in your life by seeking full knowledge of 
His will for you? As a Christian and Catholic, are 
you actively in Christ (Ephesians 1:3-4)? 

* * * * * * * 
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QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 3 
Genesis 12 - 15 

 
Day 1  Read the Notes. 
 a. Was any of the information in the notes new and/or amazing to you? Explain. 
 
 
 
 b. Was any troubling? How? 
 
 
 
Day 2  The high points of the history of Israel are: 
  -becoming a people (covenant) 
  -receiving the land 
  -forgetting the Lord 
  -losing their security (the Exile) 
  -challenging, faltering and rediscovering their understanding of God 
 
 a. What similar steps do you find in your own salvation history? 
 
 
 
Day 3  Read Genesis 12. 
 a. What evidence do you find that Abram is a nomad? 
 
 
 
 b.  
  1. What does this chapter say about Sarai? 
 
 
 
  2. About Abram? 
 
 
 
 
  3. About God? 
 
 
 
 
Day 4  Read Genesis 13. 
 a.  
  1. What does this chapter tell us about Lot? 
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  2. What does this chapter tell us about Abram? 
 
 
 
  3. About God? 
 
 
 
Day 5  Read Genesis 14. 
 a. What does this chapter say about the environment in which Abram was living? 
 
 
 
 b. What does chapter 14 tell us about Lot? 
 
 
 
 
  About Abram? 
 
 
 
 
  About God? 
 
 
 
 
Day 6  Read Genesis 15. 
 a. What understanding does it give you of God? 
 
 
 
 b. How had God’s greeting to Abram been said to us? 
 
 
 
 
 c. Would you call the Abram of these chapters a hero? Explain. 
 
 
 
 
 d. Read Romans 4:1-3 and 13-16. How does this affect you? 


