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Proposition 11 

The Theological History Is Focused on the Issue of Divine Presence, the 
Establishment of Order, and How Order Is Undermined 

Genesis 1–11 can also be understood as framed by the concepts of divine presence and the order that it brings. 
Genesis 1–2 describes the identity of the cosmos in terms of being ordered as a place for divine presence followed 
by the establishment of his presence in Eden. Once people lose access to God’s presence, they desire to regain it, 
as evidenced in Genesis 4:26, where calling on the name of the Lord is invoking divine presence; Genesis 6:1–4, 
where divine presence is represented in the sons of God (proposition twelve); and Genesis 11:1–9, where the 
tower is built to facilitate divine presence (proposition thirteen). 

Divine presence in the ancient world has significance not just in regard to enabling relationship of some sort 
between humans and deity but as that which brings and maintains order in the world and in the cosmos. God is 
the center and source of order; in and through his presence the whole cosmos coheres. Though Genesis 1–11 is 
framed by the element of divine presence, the driving theme through this section is order, which derives from the 
divine presence. 

In the beginning there was nonorder (Heb. tohu wabohu [Gen 1:2]). This condition is not evil or flawed; it is 
just a work in process. Order in the ancient world defined existence and is characterized by having a purpose 
(whether in human terms or in the larger sphere of God’s plans as much as they could be perceived). Material 
objects (such as the sea or the desert) in the ancient world could be considered nonexistent if their role and purpose 
could not be identified by people or if they had no function in human experience. 

In the ancient cultural river, the primary act of creation was ordering the cosmos as well as human society. 
This included activities like naming and separating, and Israelites would have shared this perspective. In God’s 
creative acts, he brought order into the midst of nonorder, but in that process he did not totally dispel nonorder. 
His plan was that people in his image would work alongside him to continue the order-bringing process (reflected, 
for example, in “subdue and rule”). Nevertheless, it was all very good—understanding that the point is not that 
all was perfection but all was able to function the way that God intended at this stage in this ordered system. 
Consequently, the cosmos at the end of the seven-day account retains some of the nonorder but is characterized 
by an optimal order that will be maintained and sustained by the presence of God. When he rests, he not only 
completes this initial phase of ordering (Heb. shabbat in Gen 2:1–3) but also takes up his residence in the cosmos 
he will rule from (Eden in Gen 2; Heb. nwh in Ex 20:8–11 and Ps 132:14). 

In Genesis 3, this optimally ordered cosmos is disrupted by a third element: disorder, an inherently evil 
element in that it stands in opposition to the order and presence of God. Disorder results when people decide they 
want to be like God (attempted by taking from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil). In this they desire to 
make themselves the center and source of order rather than partnering with God in his order-bringing work. By 
in effect saying, “I want to do it myself,” they set themselves up as an alternate center of order. When they do so, 
they are cast from God’s presence and sent out into the less-ordered world where they will try to proceed on their 
own. Understandably, success is difficult to achieve and consequently all creation groans in its state of being 
between order and nonorder as well as subject to the effects of human disorder. It is common for people to think 
that we live in a world of dichotomy between good and evil. The previous interpretation suggests a further nuance: 
that we live in a trichotomous world: nonorder (still to be resolved), order, and disorder (evil, the results of sin). 

These concepts frame our understanding of the coherence of Genesis 1–11. When we try to understand the 
coherence of a biblical book (or section of it), we do so by trying to identify the rhetorical strategy that drives the 
compilation. Episodes were carefully chosen from among many possibilities. The narration of those episodes was 
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presented with purposes in mind. The most acceptable interpretation of that rhetorical strategy is determined by 
how well it accounts for all of the pieces (both included and omitted) and for the way each episode is presented. 

We are now obligated to demonstrate how that explains the choices and shape of the text before us. This is 
particularly important for this volume since the flood is in the center of Genesis 1–11 and can be understood in 
the context of the trichotomy we have proposed. What follows is an overview of how Genesis 1–11 traces the 
trichotomy. Particular pieces of this outline will be picked up in later propositions and dealt with in more detail 
(specifically, the sons of God episode [proposition twelve] and the Tower of Babel episode [proposition thirteen]). 

After ordering the cosmos to be sacred space (Gen 1; “sacred space” is the result of God’s presence) and then 
setting up Eden as the place of his residence (and therefore as sacred space), access to that sacred space is lost 
when Adam and Eve decide they want to be the center of order. From this point on, people consistently follow 
their inclinations toward making themselves the center of order, which instead leads to increasing disorder. God 
responds with correctives that are order bringing. Though sin and its resultant disorder have been introduced, that 
negative impact is overshadowed by the larger reality that people have lost access to God’s presence. 

In Genesis 4 it is evident that Cain and Abel are seeking to remain in contact with God as they offer their 
sacrificial gifts (by the label given to their gifts, minhah [offering], they are clearly not thinking of dealing with 
sin but of retaining God’s favor). Sacrifice here is a relationship-building activity but a poor substitute for divine 
presence. It becomes evident, however, that Cain does not have God’s order in mind when he rejects God’s offer 
of a way to gain favor and chooses instead to seek order for himself by killing his brother. Thus he pursues 
disorder as he seeks his own benefit. 

The result is that God banishes him (the thrust of the Hebrew word ’arur, translated “under a curse” in Gen 
4:11). Being driven away from society and the provision of the ground places him in further nonorder. Cain notes 
this by the three things he has lost: provision of the land, access to the presence of God (further reduced), and 
protection of society (Gen 4:14). Nevertheless, he retains the order that was established in the blessing of Genesis 
1:28—he is able to be fruitful and multiply (Gen 4:17). 

The genealogical tracing of his line focuses on how human order was established by his descendants. It 
includes city building (Gen 4:17, a human center of order), animal domestication, musical instruments, and 
metalworking. In other ancient societies these would have been seen as the developments of the gods or the gifts 
of the gods. Here they are represented as human achievements by the line that came from Cain. In contrast to 
these accomplishments in human ordering, we also receive a glimpse of the persistent disorder personified in the 
boast of Lamech (Gen 4:23–24). Here we find a warped perspective on the vengeance God offered in protection 
of Cain. With Lamech it is reflected as a right to his own vengeance as he builds order around himself. So even 
as order progresses, disorder also becomes entrenched and is rationalized with self-justification. 

When Genesis 4:25–26 returns to Seth’s line, we find that from the start those who had lost access to the 
presence of God in the garden seek its restoration. The phrase “At that time people began to call on the name of 
the LORD” is more than just a reference to prayer. It is typically used of those who are invoking God’s presence. 
Seth’s genealogy in Genesis 5 contrasts to Cain’s in that it draws attention to positive examples related to God’s 
presence and order. This explains the beginning reference to the blessing of God and the image of God (Gen 5:1–
3); attention given to Enoch, who enjoyed the presence of God in an extraordinary way (Gen 5:22–24); and the 
naming of Noah (Gen 5:28–29). Every time Genesis 4–5 steps out of the formula of the genealogies, it is to make 
a comment related to order or presence. The genealogies provide the framework for those narrative asides, even 
as they document the continuing blessing of God (being fruitful and multiplying) and the results of sin (“and then 
he died”), the ultimate contrast between the results of order and of nonorder/disorder. 

The naming of Noah (Gen 5:29) is of particular importance with regard to this theme and fairly bristles with 
intertextuality. The text indicates that Lamech named his son noah (from nwh, the Hebrew word for rest) as an 
expression of the hope that he would comfort us (Heb. root nhm in Piel stem) from our work and from the toil 
(Heb. ‘itsebon, used elsewhere only in Gen 3:16, 17) of our hands from the ground (the addition of hands and 
ground indicates that it is referring to 3:17), which Yahweh “cursed” (Heb. root ’rr, used in Gen 3:14, 17; 4:11). 
The root ’rr refers to a disenfranchising rather than to placing a hex on something; disenfranchisement is 
inherently order disrupting. In Genesis 3:17 when God does this to the ground, it indicates that people are going 
to find the ground less usable for growing food. This is a description of the idea that people have now been 
relegated to a less-ordered realm. 
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The root nhm in the Piel stem is almost always used in cases of mourning when people have reason to be sad 
but someone comes to console them or offer sympathy. It is an action that seeks to restore some order or stability 
in a context where nonorder (such as death or destruction) has brought disruption (note Ps 23:4, “your rod and 
your staff, they comfort me”). It is accomplished when honor is restored (Ps 71:21) and by God’s love (hesed, Ps 
119:76). The oppressed are lacking it (Eccles 4:1). Importantly, when God’s anger turns away, the result is this 
comfort (Is 12:1), found in restoration (Is 40:1). All of this relates to Noah in significant ways. Someone who 
brings comfort (nhm) restores order (nwh, the root of Noah’s name). Significantly, in Akkadian, the cognate root 
to Hebrew nwh is nahu, which refers not only to rest but also to relenting. The fact that an Akkadian word pulls 
together the two different Hebrew verbs associated with Noah’s name suggests the account is rooted in Akkadian. 
This is not the same as saying that the biblical author borrowed from a Mesopotamian account, but that aspects 
of the account took shape in an Akkadian-language context. 

With this understanding of the vocabulary used and the information about the other passages in the near 
context where the same vocabulary is used, we are in a position to get a sense of the meaning of this verse. The 
naming of Noah could indicate that he will be the one through whom order is preserved and restored in the 
aftermath of the insurgence of nonorder represented in the flood. Be that as it may, however, the text indicates 
that Noah would comfort us (presumably humankind) “from our labor and from the toil of our hands from the 
ground” (authors’ translation). The combination of the verb nhm with the preposition min (from) occurs three 
times in this verse and nowhere else in the Hebrew Bible. The combination does not suggest consolation or 
comfort concerning those things—that uses a different preposition. It can mean only that nonorder related to the 
labor, toil, and ground are going to be resolved and a greater semblance of order would be restored. It is difficult 
to deduce how that is taking place; what is important is that it is taking place. The vocabulary shows us how the 
flood is being interpreted—it is an order-bringing event. The connection of Noah’s name to the flood suggests 
that besides being presented as an act of judgment, grace, and deliverance, the narrator is recounting this event as 
a sort of order “reset button.” God uses nonorder (the waters) to eliminate disorder (pervasive violence) and then 
to reestablish optimal order (even as he recognizes that disorder remains [Gen 8:21]). 

Making connections such as these not only serves to draw out the internal coherence of Genesis 1–11 
(literarily and theologically) but also must lead to an understanding of how Genesis 1–11 functions in the larger 
book. We agree with the idea that has been articulated in many ways throughout the history of interpretation that 
Genesis 1–11 serves as an essential introduction to the covenant. It explains the need for a covenant and helps put 
it in perspective to establish what the covenant is all about. 

Such a role has some similarity to a literary phenomenon observable repeatedly in ANE literature, where it is 
common for narratives about primeval time to set the stage for a narrated history. If Genesis 12–50 stands as the 
primary narrated history, which we believe it does, Genesis 1–11 serves the purpose of providing a prologue using 
illustrations from primeval history. Furthermore, the flood account in the ANE literature is used not only as part 
of these primeval prologues but also in destruction-restoration contexts that are leading to a new order. In Genesis 
the new order is represented first of all in the re-creation following the flood, but more importantly in the covenant 
story that frames the ancestor narratives. We will discuss this relationship further in proposition twelve. 

We have noted in the chapters that precede the flood narrative the disintegration of order is documented. This 
stands in contrast to what we observe in the narratives that precede the flood in the Atrahasis Epic. There, order 
disintegration is not manifested in human behavior; instead, the gods are engaged in repeated attempts to reduce 
the population because of their discontent with humans. This, along with other comparisons to the ANE accounts, 
was discussed in proposition eight. 

We have suggested that the purpose of Genesis 1–11 is to trace the establishment of order, dissolution of 
order, and reconstitution of order, related to the presence of God, as an introduction to the covenant. As delineated 
section by section, the elements of order and presence can be seen as the editor of Genesis 1–11 selects and 
presents his material. This interpretation is demonstrated by the intertextual connections between Genesis 1–3 
and Genesis 6–9 (see proposition ten). Here we develop the literary-theological pattern that unfolds when the 
creation/re-creation idea is seen in light of the nonorder-order-disorder paradigm. 

Genesis 1 began with nonorder consisting of water and darkness. God’s creative work brought order by 
establishing roles and functions in accordance with his purpose. In Genesis 6–8 there is a recurrence of the 
nonordered condition by means of the floodwaters, and a reestablishment of order. Furthermore, an indication is 
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given that there was a greater permanence to the cosmos’s order (Gen 8:21–22). The covenant in Genesis 9:8–17 
reiterates the blessing in similar terms to how order had been restored to the cosmos in Genesis 8. Just as Genesis 
8:21–22 indicated God would not interfere with the ordered cosmos in such a way again, so Genesis 9:15 indicates 
that neither would he interfere with the blessing in such a way. Table 1 summarizes the intertextual connections. 

Table	1.	Intertextual	connections	between	Genesis	1–3	and	Genesis	6–9 
ITEMS 

 
GENESIS	1–3 

 
GENESIS	6–9 

 
Nonordered	cosmos 

 
1:2 

 
7:17–24 

 
Order	established	in	the	

cosmos 
 

1:3–2:4 
 

8:1–22 
(without	further	interference) 

 
Blessing	given 

 
1:26–30 

 
9:1–8 

 
Blessing	nonfunctional 

 
2:5–6 

 
7:17–24 

 
Blessing	renewed 

 
2:7–24 

 
9:9–17 

(without	further	interference) 
 

Plant	connected	with	fall 
 

2:9 
 

9:20 
 

Naked	and	unaware 
 

2:25 
 

9:21 
 

Offense	related	to	blessing	
boundaries 

 

3:1–6 
 

9:22–23 
 

Eyes	were	opened	and	knew 
 

3:7 
 

9:24 
 

Pronouncement 
 

3:14–19 
 

9:25–27 
 

The flood account specifically has the role of showing how God reestablished order after bringing the waters 
of the nonordered cosmos to wipe out the disorder that had come to dominate the antediluvian world. In this way 
the flood account recapitulates creation. That is why the narrator includes the story. He is showing how God had 
worked to bring about order in the past (creation and flood). This serves as an introduction to Yahweh’s strategy 
to advance order yet again through the covenant. The covenant is an order-bringing strategy using the mechanisms 
of election, relationship, and revelation as the foundation for reestablishing his presence on earth (initially through 
the tabernacle). 

As noted in proposition nine, if we wish to get to the core of the authority of the author, we have to focus on 
what the author (who has been vested with God’s authority) is doing with the event. We now have that purpose 
before us, and we can understand the authoritative message of the text without having to know how to reconstruct 
the event itself. Before we proceed to modern conversations about the flood (e.g., geology and flood traditions 
around the world), we need to discuss two more narratives from Genesis 1–11 in order to understand their role in 
the rhetorical strategy. 


