
GENESIS
I n t r o d u c t i o n

Overview
Author: Moses
Purpose: To teach the Israelites God’s design for them

as a nation through the background of early world
history and the lives of their patriarchs

Date: c. 1446–1406 B.C.
Key Truths:

• Although sin corrupted the ideal world Israel’s
God had created, redemption would come
through God’s chosen people.

• The lives of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob provide
many insights into the nature of God’s covenant
with his people and their hope for the future.

• The lives of Joseph and his brothers reveal the
ways in which the people of God are to relate to
each other and to the world.

Author
Because this book is part of the unified Pentateuch,
establishing its authorship cannot be entirely separat-
ed from the composition of Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers
and Deuteronomy (see “Introduction to the Penta-
teuch”). Evidences for Genesis itself suggest that, as is
the case with the rest of the Pentateuch, Moses, under
the Holy Spirit’s inspiration, gave the book its essential
substance; therefore, he may correctly be called its
author. Later inspired editors modernized and supple-
mented it in a number of places to form the book as
we have it today.

It would be arbitrary to exclude Genesis from the
New Testament testimony that Moses authored the
Pentateuch. More specifically, our Lord said, “Moses
gave you circumcision” (Jn 7:22; see also Ac 15:1), a rite
that was uniquely laid out in Genesis 17. It is not sur-
prising that the founder of Israel’s theocracy provided
this masterful literary composition. Moses’ superb train-
ing in the courts of Egypt, his exceptional spiritual gifts
and his divine call uniquely qualified him to compose
the essential content and shape of the Pentateuch. The
founder of Israel’s theocracy of necessity would have
given Israel its prior history, meaning and destiny, as
well as its laws. Nearly every significant political and/or
religious community in the ancient world retained
accounts of its defining origins. In much the same way,
Genesis furnished the theological and ethical underpin-
nings of the Torah: Israel’s unique covenantal relation-
ship with God (Dt 9:5). Moreover, since creation myths
were basic to pagan religions, it is reasonable to expect
Israel’s founder to have provided the Genesis creation
account to counter them (see notes on 1:1—2:3).

This outlook is corroborated by evidence of the
antiquity of Genesis. Its first 11 chapters share many

continuities and conscious discontinuities with ancient
Near Eastern myths that preceded the time of Moses
and were certainly known to him (e.g., the Enuma
Elish, the Atrahasis epic and the 11th tablet of the Gil-
gamesh epic—Mesopotamian accounts of the creation
and flood). Names and customs in the narratives about
the patriarchs (chs. 12–50) accurately reflect their era,
suggesting an early author working from reliable docu-
ments. The Ebla texts (twenty-fourth century B.C.)
mention Ebrium, very possibly the Eber of 10:21; and
the Mari texts (eighteenth century B.C.) attest, among
others, the names Abraham, Jacob and Amorite. The
practice of granting a birthright (i.e., additional privi-
leges to an eldest son; 25:5–6,32–34) was widespread
in the ancient Near East, and the sale of an inheritance
(25:29–34) is documented at different periods in this
area. The adoption of one’s own slave (15:3) is found in
a Larsa letter from the Old Babylonian period, and the
adoption of Ephraim and Manasseh by their grandfa-
ther (48:5) may be compared with a similar adoption of
a grandson at Ugarit (fourteenth century B.C.). The gift
of a female slave as part of a dowry and her presenta-
tion to her husband by an infertile wife (see 16:1–6 and
their notes; see also 30:1–3) are attested in the Ham-
murapi Code (eighteenth century B.C.). In fact, some
religious practices of the patriarchs antedate Moses.
They worshiped God under such ancient names as El
Olam (“the Eternal God”; 21:33) and El Shaddai (17:1).
These names never recur in the Torah, except in Exo-
dus 6:3, where the NIV translates El Shaddai as “God
Almighty” (Nu 24:4 and Nu 24:16 employ Shaddai
alone, translated “the Almighty”). Contrary to the
Mosaic Law, and without the narrator’s censure, Jacob
erected a stone pillar (28:18–22), Abraham married his
half sister (20:12), and Jacob simultaneously married
sisters (29:15–30; cf. Dt 16:21–22; Lev 18:9,18, respec-
tively). Moreover, of the 38 names by which the patri-
archs and their families are called, 27 are never found
again in the Bible. Only Genesis calls Hebron “Mamre,”
and only Genesis mentions Paddan Aram. These
details indicate not only that Moses depended on earli-
er sources, but also that Genesis was written early in
Israel’s history, when there was little need to justify or
condemn these earlier customs.

Time and Place of Writing
Given the evidence linking Genesis and its contents to
Moses and his era, we may reasonably conclude that
the book’s essential form and content date from about
1400 B.C. Insofar as David (c. 1000 B.C.) set the creation
account (Ge 1) to music (Ps 8), a date of composition
in the second millennium B.C. is certified for chapter 1.
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Although words known to have been used only in the
middle of the second millennium B.C. occasionally turn
up in the text (see note on “the older” at 25:23), read-
ers should note that the grammar and the place names
(see note on “Dan” at 14:14) of Genesis, like those of
the rest of the Pentateuch, have been modernized.
Also, the king list in 36:31–43 appears to be an adden-
dum dating after the time of Saul.

There is not enough evidence to determine precise-
ly when Moses wrote the book of Genesis. He may
have composed it as a way of calling the first generation
of the exodus away from Egypt or, more likely, in con-
junction with the rest of the Pentateuch for the second
generation of the exodus as the people prepared on the
plains of Moab for the conquest of Canaan.

Original Audience
The book of Genesis was written to provide encourage-
ment to the Israelites as they faced the manifold chal-
lenges of separating from their background of slavery in
Egypt and moving forward toward the conquest of the
promised land. The narratives provide a prologue for
the responsibilities the nation faced in the days of
Moses. For instance, Genesis explicitly focuses on the
rite of circumcision (17:9–14) and Sabbath observance
(2:2–3). More importantly, Genesis recounts the origins
of Israel, reaching back to the beginnings of human his-
tory and to the conflict between the kingdom of God
and the kingdom of the serpent—a conflict in which
the nation of Israel was to play a crucial role. Genesis
also recounts the election of Israel to a unique cov-
enant relationship with the only God. According to that
covenant, the descendants of the patriarchs would
become a great nation in the land of promise, through
whom the Gentiles would be blessed.

Purpose and Distinctives
Following the ancient custom of naming books by their
first word(s), the Hebrew title is bereshith, “in the
beginning.” Based on the book’s content, the Greek
title is geneseos, meaning “origin.” Both titles are
appropriate since the book is about the origin of
sacred history.

A study of the literary structure of Genesis discloses
the following highlights. The prologue (1:1—2:3) is
made apparent by a device at the book’s beginning
and conclusion: In the Hebrew text the word order of
1:1 (where “created” precedes “the heavens and the
earth”) is reversed in 2:1–3 (where “the heavens and
the earth” precedes “the work of creating”). After the
prologue, Genesis is divided into ten parts marked out
by the formula “This is the account of . . .” This head-
ing is followed by a genealogy of the person named
and/or by stories involving the person’s notable
descendants. The first three “accounts” pertain to his-
tory before the flood; the last seven, to times after the
flood. The first three and the initial three of the seven
parallel one another: They include stories about the
developments of humanity universally at the creation
out of the primordial, chaotic waters and at the re-cre-
ation after the flood (accounts one and four); the
genealogy of the redemptive lines through Seth and
Shem (accounts two and five); and the stories of the
epochal covenant transactions with Noah and Abra-
ham (accounts three and six). The final two pairs

expand the Abrahamic line, contrasting narrative con-
cerning his rejected offspring, Ishmael and Esau
(accounts seven and nine) with stories about the elect,
Isaac and Jacob (accounts eight and ten). The key to a
story is often given in an opening revelation; e.g., the
offer to Abraham (12:1–3), the prenatal sign of the
rivalry between Jacob and Esau (25:22–23) and
Joseph’s dreams (37:1–11). A transitional section is
found at the end of each account; e.g., 4:25–26, 6:1–8,
9:18–29 and 11:10–26 (see “Introduction: Outline”).
The closing section of the last account contains strong
links with Exodus, concluding with an oath Joseph
elicited from his brothers to carry his embalmed body
with them when God came to their aid to lead them
back to Canaan (50:24–25; Ex 13:19).

The book’s focus on the origins of Israel unfolds
against a backdrop of concerns with matters that affect
the world. Moses tells us that prior to God’s election of
the patriarchs (i.e., the fathers of Israel; chs. 12–50),
humanity asserted its independence from God by defy-
ing his command (chs. 2–3). Human beings demonstrat-
ed their depravity by token religion, fratricide and unre-
strained vengeance (as represented by Cain in chapter
4); by tyranny, harems and continuous evil thoughts (as
represented by the wicked kings of 6:1–8); and by the
erection of their own kingdom against God (as repre-
sented by Nimrod’s infamous tower in 10:8–12; see
note on 11:1–9). God’s verdict about humanity stands:
“Every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood”
(8:21). Behind this dark history stands fallen humanity’s
spiritual father: the malevolent, cunning devil (ch. 3).

Just as miraculously and surely as God sovereignly
transformed the dark, mysterious chaos at Earth’s ori-
gins (1:2) into a glorious habitat for humanity and
brought it to rest (1:3—2:3), so also God sovereignly
elected his covenant people in Christ to conquer Satan
(3:15) and to bless the depraved world (12:1–3). He
unconditionally elected the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, promising to make of their elect descen-
dants the nation destined to bless the earth—a promise
entailing an eternal seed, land and king (12:1–3,7;
13:14–17; 17:1–8; 26:2–6; 28:10–15). Before Jacob was
born or had done either good or evil, God chose him
rather than his older twin brother, Esau (25:21–23). God
even used Judah’s scandalous wrongs against Tamar, as
he did Tamar’s own daring ruse, to advance the Mes-
sianic line (ch. 38). The heavenly King displayed his glo-
rious rule by miraculously preserving the matriarchs in
pagan harems (12:10–20; 20:1–18) and by opening their
barren wombs (17:15–22; 18:1–15; 21:1–7; 25:21; 29:31;
30:22). He overrode normal human practices time and
again by choosing the younger, not the older, to inherit
the blessing (see note on 25:23). Blatant prophecies
and subtle types are sterling witnesses that God directs
history. For example, Noah prophesied Shem’s subjuga-
tion of Canaan (9:24–26), and Abraham prefigured the
greater exodus led by Moses when God delivered Abra-
ham and Sarah from the oppression of Egypt with
wealth (see note on 12:10–20).

God inclined the hearts of his elect to trust his
promises and obey his commands. Against all hope,
Abraham counted on God to bless him with innumer-
able offspring, and the narrator says that God credited
that faith as on a par with keeping the law (15:6). Con-
fident of God’s sure promises, Abraham gave up his
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rights to the land (ch. 13), and later on Jacob (subse-
quently called Israel), clinging only to God (32:9–12),
symbolically gave back the birthright to Esau (ch. 33).
At the beginning of the Joseph story, Judah sold
Joseph as a slave (37:26–27), but at its end the former
slave trader was willing to become a slave himself in
the place of his brother (44:33–34). Secure in the truth
that God’s sovereign design included sins as heinous as
his attempted murder and enslavement at the hands of
his brothers, Joseph forgave them without recrimina-
tion (45:4–8; 50:24).

It must be admitted that there are a few difficulties
in interpreting the book. The tension between Genesis
and modern science regarding the origins of the uni-
verse and of species is largely resolved when it is recog-
nized that the two are speaking from different perspec-
tives. Genesis is concerned about who created them
and why, not about how they were created and when.
Science cannot answer the former questions, and Gene-
sis is mute about the latter ones (see notes on 1:2,5,11).

The authorship of Genesis has also been called into
question. For the past century, scholars have contended
that it is composed of conflicting documents by differ-
ent writers, usually identified as: J (for the writer or
writers who referred to God as Jahweh/Yahweh, “the
LORD”), E (for the writer or writers who referred to God
as Elohim, “God”), P (for the writer or writers who were
concerned with priestly matters) and D (for the writer
or writers of Deuteronomy). Although this approach,
commonly called the documentary hypothesis, is still
widely accepted, few believe any longer that these doc-
uments can be used to reconstruct a history of Israel’s
religion, since all the alleged sources contain both early
and late materials. To be sure, many documents were
composed in the ancient Near East by combining earli-
er written sources, and Moses himself may have used

them (see “Author”), but no criticism has successfully
demonstrated that Moses himself could not have
authorized or written from all four perspectives. More-
over, many scholars today question the criteria used for
identifying these sources and emphasize instead the
unity of the text in hand. For example, the flood story, a
veritable textbook example of synthesis, according to
the documentary hypothesis, is now conceded to have
remarkable integrity (see note on 6:9—9:29). See the
article “Introduction to the Pentateuch” at XXXX.

Christ in Genesis
What was begun in Genesis is fulfilled in Christ. The
genealogy begun in chapter 5 and advanced in chapter
11 is completed with the birth of Jesus Christ (Mt 1; Lk
3:23–38). He is the quintessential offspring promised to
Abraham (17:15–16; Gal 3:16). The elect are blessed in
him because he alone by his active obedience satisfied
the law’s demands and by his willingness to relinguish
his rights of equality with God died in their stead. All
who are baptized into him are Abraham’s descendants
(Gal 3:26–29). The bold prophecies and subtle types in
Genesis show that God was writing a history that was
to be completed in Jesus. On the threshold of Biblical
prophecy, Noah predicted that the Japhethites would
find salvation through the Semites (9:27), a prophecy
fulfilled in the New Testament (Ro 11; cf. note on Ge
9:27), and God himself proclaimed that the woman’s
offspring would destroy Satan (3:15). That offspring is
Christ and his church (Ro 16:20). The gift of the bride
to Adam prefigured the gift of the church to Christ
(2:18–25; Eph 5:22–32); Melchizedek’s priesthood is
like that of the Son of God (14:18–20; Heb 7). The par-
adise lost by the first Adam is restored by the last
Adam. This marvelously unified sacred history certifies
that the focus of Genesis is ultimately Christ.

O u t l i n e

During the early years of world history, God established
an ideal order for his world. Humanity’s sin brought ruin
to God’s world, but God began to redeem his creation in
ways that led directly to Israel’s exodus and conquest.

I. The Primeval History (1:1—11:9)
A. Prologue: Creation of the Heavens and the

Earth (1:1—2:3)
B. Account of the Heavens and the Earth

(2:4—4:26)
1. Adam and Eve on Probation (2:4–25)
2. The Fall and Its Consequences (3:1–24)
3. Escalation of Sin in the Line of Cain

(4:1–24)
4. Godly Remnant (4:25–26)

C. Account of Adam’s Genealogy (5:1—6:8)
1. Covenant Line of Seth (5:1–32)
2. Escalation of Sin Before the Flood (6:1–8)

D. Account of Noah (6:9—9:29)
1. Preparation for the Flood (6:9—7:10)
2. The Flood and Salvation (7:11—8:19)
3. God’s Covenant Not to Destroy (8:20—

9:17)
4. Prophecies About Noah’s Sons (9:18–29)

E. Account of Shem, Ham and Japheth
(10:1—11:9)
1. Table of Nations (10:1–32)
2. Escalation of Evil in Babylon (11:1–9)
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The lives of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob provide many
insights into the way in which God would later use Israel
as his instrument for redemption. His covenant promises
of land and numerous descendants were passed through
the faithful in Israel from generation to generation.

II. The Early Patriarchal History (11:10—37:1)
A. Account of Shem (11:10–26)
B. Account of Abraham (11:27—25:11)

1. Abraham’s Genealogy (11:27–32)
2. Abraham’s Land and Descendants

(12:1—22:19)
a. Migration to the Promised Land

(12:1–9)
b. Deliverance From Egypt (12:10–20)
c. Lot’s Separation From the Land

(13:1–18)
d. Victory Over Eastern Kings (14:1–24)
e. Covenant Regarding the Land

(15:1–21)
f. Hagar and Ishmael Rejected (16:1–16)
g. God’s Covenant Regarding Seed and

Land (17:1–27)
h. Sarah to Have a Son (18:1–15)
i. Abraham, Lot and Sodom (18:16—

19:38)
(1) Justice and Intercession for

Sodom (18:16–33)
(2) Lot’s Rescue From Sodom

(19:1–29)
(3) Lot and His Daughters (19:30–38)

j. Abraham’s Intercession for
Abimelech (20:1–18)

k. The Birth of Isaac (21:1–21)
l. Abraham’s Treaty With Abimelech

(21:22–34)
m. Abraham’s Test and Assurance

(22:1–19)
3. Transition to Isaac (22:20—25:11)

a. Rebekah’s Family Background
(22:20–24)

b. The Death of Sarah (23:1–20)
c. The Gift of Rebekah to Isaac (24:1–67)
d. Isaac the Sole Heir (25:1–6)
e. The Death of Abraham (25:7–11)

C. Account of Ishmael (25:12–18)
D. Account of Isaac (25:19—35:29)

1. Jacob in the Land (25:19—27:40)
a. Rivalry Between Jacob and Esau

(25:19–34)
b. Isaac and Abimelech (26:1–35)
c. Jacob’s Acquisition of Esau’s Blessing

(27:1–40)
2. Jacob Outside the Land (27:41—33:17)

a. Jacob’s Flight From Esau (27:41—28:9)
b. Divine Encounter While Fleeing

(28:10–22)
c. Conflict With Laban (29:1–30)
d. Birth of Tribal Patriarchs (29:31—

30:24)
e. Jacob’s Departure From Laban

(30:25—31:55)
f. Divine Encounter While Returning

(32:1–32)
g. Esau’s Reconciliation With Jacob

(33:1–17)
3. Jacob Back in the Land (33:18—35:29)

a. Crisis in Shechem (33:18—34:31)
b. Assurance at Bethel (35:1–15)
c. Closing Travels and Events (35:16–29)

E. Account of Esau (36:1—37:1)
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7 GENESIS 1:2

The Beginning

1 In the beginninga God created the heavens and the earth.b 2Now the earth wasa

formless and empty,c darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of
Godd was hovering over the waters.

1:1
aJn 1:1-2 bJob 38:4;
Ps 90:2; Isa 42:5;
44:24; 45:12,18;
Ac 17:24;
Heb 11:3; Rev 4:11
1:2
cJer 4:23
dPs 104:30a 2 Or possibly became

■ 1:1—11:9 The Primeval History. The first major portion of the
book concerns the earliest times. It divides into five major parts: a
prologue (1:1—2:3) and accounts of the heavens and the earth
(2:4—4:26); Adam (5:1—6:8); Noah (6:9—9:29); and Shem, Ham
and Japheth (10:1—11:9).
1:1—2:25 See HC 26.
■ 1:1—2:3 Prologue: Creation of the Heavens and the Earth. This
account of creation (cf. Job 38; Pss 8; 104; 136:1–9; 148; Pr
8:22–31) lays the foundation of Israel’s understanding of God,
humanity and the world.
1:1–31 See WCF 4.1; WLC 15; WSC 9.
1:1–2 See HC 53.
1:1 In the beginning. Genesis begins history with the first week
of creation. God. The Hebrew word for “God”—the first subject of
Genesis and the Bible—is formed as a plural to emphasize his
majesty and/or divinity. There is no other god (Dt 4:39; Isa
40:21,28; 43:10; Jn 1:1; Col 1:17), and he is truth, the basis for all
sound knowledge (Pr 1:7). God is personal: He speaks and acts.
created. Create always has as its object the finished product, indi-
cating that this verse summarizes the entire prologue . the heav-
ens and the earth. This compound of opposites signifies the

organized universe. Some think, however, that in this unique
instance the reference is to two distinct spheres: the invisible heav-
ens where God and his angels dwell and the “embryonic” earth (as
in v. 2). See BC 10.
1:2 the earth . . . the deep. The primordial earth was without
light and land. There had as yet been no word from God. The ori-
gins of darkness, of the abyss and of Satan (3:1–6) are not given in
Genesis. Although their origins are a mystery, only God is eternal
(Ps 90:2; Pr 8:22–31). In the new heavens and the new earth there
will be no sea or darkness (Rev 21:1,25). formless and empty.
This compound signifies “dreadful chaos.” The earth was not only
uninhabited but also uninhabitable. darkness . . . deep. These
opposites of “light” and “land” (vv. 4,10) were associated with evil
(Ex 15:8; Pr 2:13). They became the objects upon which God’s cre-
ative ordering, and later his redemptive work, were focused. The
image of this primordial chaos out of which God established a
blessed place for humanity would appear again as a description of
Egypt during Israel’s captivity there (Dt 32:10). Spirit of God. The
word rendered “Spirit” also means “wind,” and some translate it
“mighty wind” (cf. 8:1). Here God’s Spirit moved against the pri-
mordial chaos, bringing God’s order to the universe. God’s Spirit

The experiences of Joseph and his brothers taught the
tribes of Israel loyalty to God and each other as they
served as God’s instruments of redemption.

III. The Joseph History (37:2—50:26)
A. The Patriarchs Separated and

Disharmonious (37:2—41:57)
1. Joseph’s Troubling Dreams (37:2–11)
2. Joseph Sold Into Slavery (37:12–36)
3. Patriarchal Corruption in Canaan

(38:1–30)
4. Joseph’s Integrity in Potiphar’s House

(39:1–20a)
5. Joseph’s Unwavering Faith in Prison

(39:20b—40:23)
6. Joseph Exalted in Egypt (41:1–57)

B. The Patriarchs Together in Harmony
(42:1—47:28)
1. Joseph’s First Test of His Brothers

(42:1–38)
2. Joseph’s Second Test of His Brothers

(43:1–34)
3. Joseph’s Third Test of His Brothers

(44:1–34)
4. Joseph’s Reunion With His Brothers

(45:1–28)
5. The Patriarchs’ Full Migration to Egypt

(46:1–30)
6. The Patriarchs’ Preservation in Goshen

(46:31—47:28)
C. The Patriarchs’ Future in the Land (47:29—

50:26)
1. Jacob and the Land (47:29—50:14)

a. Jacob’s Burial Request (47:29–31)
b. Jacob’s Blessings on His Sons (48:1—

49:28)
c. Jacob’s Death and Burial in Canaan

(49:29—50:14)
2. Joseph and the Land (50:15–26)

a. Joseph’s Reassurance (50:15–21)
b. Joseph’s Final Words and Death

(50:22–26)
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3 And God said,e “Let there be light,” and there was light. f 4God saw that the light was
good, and he separated the light from the darkness. 5God called the light “day,”
and the darkness he called “night.”g And there was evening, and there was morn-
ing—the first day.

6 And God said, “Let there be an expanseh between the waters to separate water from
water.” 7So God made the expanse and separated the water under the expanse
from the water above it. i And it was so. 8God called the expanse “sky.” And there
was evening, and there was morning—the second day.

9 And God said, “Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, j and let dry
ground appear.” And it was so. 10God called the dry ground “land,” and the gath-
ered waters he called “seas.” And God saw that it was good.

11Then God said, “Let the land produce vegetation:k seed-bearing plants and
trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.”
And it was so. 12The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to
their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God
saw that it was good. 13And there was evening, and there was morning—the third
day.

14And God said, “Let there be lights l in the expanse of the sky to separate the day from
the night, and let them serve as signsm to mark seasonsn and days and years,
15and let them be lights in the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth.” And
it was so. 16God made two great lights—the greater light to governo the day and
the lesser light to governp the night. He also made the stars.q 17God set them in
the expanse of the sky to give light on the earth, 18to govern the day and the night,r

and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. 19And there
was evening, and there was morning—the fourth day.

20And God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the
earth across the expanse of the sky.” 21So God created the great creatures of the
sea and every living and moving thing with which the water teems,s according to

1:3
ePs 33:6,9; 148:5;

Heb 11:3 f2Co 4:6*

1:5
gPs 74:16

1:6
hJer 10:12

1:7
iJob 38:8-11,16;

Ps 148:4

1:9
jJob 38:8-11;

Ps 104:6-9;
Pr 8:29; Jer 5:22;

2Pe 3:5

1:11
kPs 65:9-13;

104:14

1:14
lPs 74:16
mJer 10:2

nPs 104:19

1:16
oPs 136:8
pPs 136:9

qJob 38:7,31-32;
Ps 8:3; Isa 40:26

1:18
rJer 33:20,25

1:21
sPs 104:25-26

8GENESIS 1:3

gives life to all (see 6:17 and its note), and when God withdraws his
Spirit, life ceases (see 6:3 and its note). He continues to give and
withdraw life (Job 33:4; Ps 104:30; Ecc 12:7; Lk 23:46). The Spirit
also created the places of God’s abode: the cosmos (Ps 104:1–4),
the tabernacle (35:31), the incarnation of Christ (Lk 1:35; cf. Jn
2:19) and the church, which he continues to build (1Co 3:16; Eph
2:22). hovering over the waters. Hovering like an eagle over the
primordial abyss, the almighty Spirit converted the emerging earth
into a habitat for human beings and then gave it a Sabbath rest.
That same Spirit hovered over Israel as he led her toward rest in
the promised land (Dt 32:11–12); later he would fill God’s Son and
his church to establish his final Sabbath (Isa 42:1; 61:1; Ac 2:14–36;
2Co 4:6). See WCF 4.1; WLC 11; BC 11.
1:3–31 The ordering of creation progresses over two triads of
days, looking back respectively to “formless and empty” (v. 2).

Day 1: Light Day 4: Luminaries
Day 2: Sky/Water Day 5: Fish/Fowl
Day 3: Land/Vegetation Day 6: Animals/Humanity

In the first triad God gave the earth form by separating the following
elements: the light of day from the darkness of night, the sea below
from the clouds above, and the dry land with its vegetation from the
sea. In the second triad God filled these realms. Each triad, moving
from sky to earth, progressed from a single creative act (vv.
3–5,14–19) to one creative act with two aspects (vv. 6–8,20–23) to
two separate creative acts, each culminating in the earth bringing
forth (vv. 9–13,24–31). The pattern of each day is similar: an
announcement (“God said”), a command (“Let there be”), a report
(“and it was so”), an evaluation (“good”) and a chronological frame-
work (e.g., “first day”). The Israelites who followed Moses had seen
this ordering disrupted during the plagues on Egypt (Ex 7:14—
11:10), but they were headed for a land that was good (see Dt 1:25),
where nature would exhibit the bounty of God’s blessed order.
1:3 God said. This figure (Ps 33:6) signifies the ease with which
Israel’s God conformed all of creation to his will. There was no
primeval struggle with competing forces or gods.
1:4 light. God was the ultimate source of the daylight that alter-
nated with darkness, with the sun as the immediate means (vv.
14–18; see also v. 5 and its note). Light symbolized life and blessing
(Ps 56:13; Isa 9:2; Jn 1:4–5). good. It satisfied God’s purpose and
humanity’s role in the world. Brought within God’s constraints, even
the sea (v. 10) was now good (see v. 2 and its note), serving God’s
benevolent purposes along with the darkness (Ps 104:19–26).
1:5 called. God showed that he was ruler of the cosmos by nam-
ing its spheres (17:5; cf. Nu 32:38; 2Ki 23:34; 24:17; Rev. 2:17). Even

the darkness and the chaotic seas were under his dominion. By his
words God gave existence and meaning to everything according to
his eternal counsel. Though both the Creator and his creation are
unfathomable to human beings (Job 28,38; Pr 25:2), there are no
mysteries for God, and everything has coherence and meaning
within his will. For this reason, the beginning of wisdom for human-
ity is the fear of the Lord (see Pr 1:7 and its note). first day. This
anthropomorphic presentation of creation in the first week (Ex
20:11) enabled the covenant people to imitate the Creator in their
weekly pattern of work and rest (Ex 31:13,17).
1:6–8 In days two and three the deep was structured into a benev-
olent system of rain clouds, springs and rivers.
1:6 expanse. The Hebrew here suggests something flat and hard
(Job 37:18; Isa 40:22). The language is phenomenological; i.e., the
way things appear from an earthly, human perspective. In verses
6–8 “expanse” refers ambiguously to the atmosphere and/or the
sky. Here it separated rain clouds from rivers and seas.
1:10 land. Signifies the sphere of life and security (see Pr
2:21–22).
1:11 various kinds. There are no species of life apart from God’s
design and creative acts. He intended the vegetation to serve as
food for higher forms of life (vv. 29–30).
1:14 in . . . the sky. The language is phenomenological; i.e., as it
appears to the human eye. as signs to mark seasons. The Hebrew
could be translated “for signs and for seasons” (see Isa 38:7).
1:16 two great lights. Moses did not even name the sun and
moon, which were principal deities in pagan pantheons, because
they were merely created luminaries that served the purposes of
God. govern. The moving inhabitants of the second triad of days
ruled over the spheres that housed and sheltered them (see note
on vv. 3–31): The luminaries ruled over the day and night (Ps
136:7–9); the birds and fish over the sky and sea, respectively; and
animals over the land and its vegetation, with man ruling over both
the animals and the land. stars. Pagans often credited the stars in
their pantheons with controlling human destiny. Here, mentioned
almost as an afterthought, God simply assigned them, together
with the sun and moon, the roles of marking off the calendar, of
giving light on earth, of ruling day and night as his surrogates and
of separating light from darkness.
1:21 created. See verse 1. creatures of the sea. In Old Testa-
ment poetry these are the dreaded sea dragons of pagan mytholo-
gy (Ps 74:13; Isa 27:1; 51:9). Hebrew poets adopted pagan imagery,
but not pagan theology. In this antimythical polemic the aquatic
animals are appreciated as part of God’s creation.
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9 GENESIS 1:27

their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was
good. 22God blessed them and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the
water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.” t 23And there was eve-
ning, and there was morning—the fifth day.

24And God said, “Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: livestock,
creatures that move along the ground, and wild animals, each according to its
kind.” And it was so. 25God made the wild animalsu according to their kinds, the
livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the
ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good.

26Then God said, “Let usv make man in our image,w in our likeness, and let
them rulex over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over
all the earth,a and over all the creatures that move along the ground.”

27 So God created man in his own image,y

in the image of God he created him;
male and femalez he created them.

1:22
tver 28; Ge 8:17

1:25
uJer 27:5

1:26
vPs 100:3 wGe 9:6;
Jas 3:9 xPs 8:6-8

1:27
y1Co 11:7 zGe 5:2;
Mt 19:4*; Mk 10:6*

a 26 Hebrew; Syriac all the wild animals

1:22 blessed. The Hebrew here entails the notion of multiplica-
tion for the purpose of ruling (22:18). The birds and fish rule their
realms through multiplication (v. 22), while God rules over all as the
great King. The Lord Jesus, who never married, blessed his disciples
so they would multiply spiritually (Mt 28:18–20; Lk 24: 50–51).
1:24 livestock . . . wild animals. The contrast between wild and
domesticated animals differentiates carnivores from cattle (the
Hebrew here for “wild animals” is the same as that in Job 5:22; Ps
79:2; Eze 29:5; 32:4; 34:28).
1:26–29 See WCF 6.3; 19.1; WLC 20,92; WSC 10; BC 9,14; HC 6.
1:26 us. The use of the plural here is variously interpreted. Some
view it as an indication of the Trinity. Others explain this usage in
grammatical terms, either as plural in form to indicate majesty or
emphasize divinity (see note on v. 1), or as a deliberative plural (in
which God speaks to himself). Some also argue that God and his
heavenly angelic court are in view (see note on Isa 6:8). image.
Humans in their whole beings—body and soul—truly represent
God (Ps 94:10), possess his life and so have the potential for intima-

cy with him (see note on 2:7). They also serve on Earth as his vice-
regents (Ps 8). God’s image is passed on to every human being, con-
ferring upon each person divinely ordained dignity (see 5:3; 9:6; Pr
22:2 and their notes). This quality was marred, but not lost, through
sin; it is restored only in Christ (Ro 8:29). See theological article
“Human Beings in God’s Image” at XXXX. likeness. This descrip-
tion may simply be a synonym for “image,” or it could be used to
ensure the understanding that human beings are not themselves
somehow divine. In the ancient Near East, an image often served as
the equivalent of the god itself. rule. God gave human beings the
cultural mandate to rule the creation as benevolent monarchs (9:2;
Ps 8:5–8; Heb 2:5–9). Man can rule the animal (v. 28) and plant (v.
29) kingdoms but has no jurisdiction over the heavenly powers,
especially Satan (ch. 3; Eph 6:10–12). Only the last Adam, the
express image of God’s person (Col 1:15; Heb 1:3), along with those
in him, can do that (3:15; Mt 4:1–11). See WCF 4.2; 9.2.
1:27 See theological article “Human Beings in God’s Image” at
XXXX. created. In this first poem in the Bible, which celebrates

ALTHOUGH God knew all that human beings would
become and do, including our fall into sin, the first
thing the Bible says about us (Ge 1:26–27, echoed in
5:1; 9:6; 1Co 11:7; Jas 3:9) is that we are like God in
a way that is true of no other creatures. In Hebrew,
the expression “in our image, in our likeness” (Ge
1:26) means that God made human beings to be his
image and likeness. We are “image bearers,” but not
merely image bearers, as if this characteristic could
be separated from us. Rather, we are, intrinsically
and irrevocably, his image and likeness.

Traditionally, Reformed theology has stressed
several important dimensions of what this means.
John Calvin drew upon Paul’s letters to stress that
being the image of God is closely connected with
becoming like Christ, “like God in true righteousness
and holiness” (Eph 2:24). Believers have “put on the
new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in
the image of its Creator” (Col 3:10). True, we are
corrupted images of God, defiled by sin, but in Christ
we are restored to the original goodness that charac-
terized Adam and Eve in the garden. Other
Reformed theologians have stressed that all people
are like God in that we are personal, rational, cre-
ative and moral creatures. There can be no doubt
that all of these insights are true and valuable.

But the immediate context of Genesis 1:27–28

also has much more to teach us about the image of
God. In the ancient historical context, to be an
image of God was associated with the idea of being
a royal son of God. Ancient kings were thought to be
the sons of the gods, imbued with the honor of
ensuring that the will of heaven be enforced on
Earth. This concept was part of God’s design for Isra-
el’s kings, who were also called sons of God (1Ch
28:6; Ps 2:7). In Genesis, however, a radical exten-
sion of this outlook of the son or image of God takes
place: The term “image of God” is applied to every
human being: “Male and female he created them”
(Ge 1:27).

So, in the Biblical view, all human beings assume
the honor and value once attributed only to royalty
(Ps 8:3–8). All people have been set in the world to
display the glory of the true and living God, the great
King of the universe, by establishing his will on
Earth. In Reformed theology, this role for human
beings is often called the “cultural mandate,” refer-
ring to our blessing and our responsibility to develop
culture under the Lordship of Christ (Ge 1:28–30).
This finds ultimate fulfillment in Jesus, who com-
manded the redeemed image of God (his faithful
people) to fulfill the cultural mandate through the
“gospel mandate” by proclaiming Christ’s name
throughout the world (Mt 28:18–20).

Human Beings in God’s Image: Who Am I?
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28God blessed them and said to them, “Be fruitful and increase in number; fill
the eartha and subdue it. Rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air and
over every living creature that moves on the ground.”

29Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole
earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food.b

30And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures
that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give ev-
ery green plant for food.c” And it was so.

31God saw all that he had made,d and it was very good.e And there was eve-
ning, and there was morning—the sixth day.

2 Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.

2 By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh
day he resteda from all his work. f 3And God blessed the seventh day and made it
holy,g because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.

Adam and Eve
4This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created.

When the LORD God made the earth and the heavens— 5and no shrub of the field had
yet appeared on the earthb and no plant of the field had yet sprung up,h for the LORD God
had not sent rain on the earthb i and there was no man to work the ground, 6but streamsc

came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground— 7the LORD God
formed the mand from the dust j of the groundk and breathed into his nostrils the
breath l of life,m and the man became a living being.n

1:28
aGe 9:1,7;

Lev 26:9

1:29
bPs 104:14

1:30
cPs 104:14,27;

145:15

1:31
dPs 104:24

e1Ti 4:4

2:2
fEx 20:11; 31:17;

Heb 4:4*

2:3
gLev 23:3;
Isa 58:13

2:5
hGe 1:11 iPs 65:9-

10

2:7
jGe 3:19

kPs 103:14
lJob 33:4

mAc 17:25
n1Co 15:45*

10GENESIS 1:28

a 2 Or ceased; also in verse 3 b 5 Or land; also in verse 6 c 6 Or mist d 7 The Hebrew for man
(adam) sounds like and may be related to the Hebrew for ground (adamah); it is also the name Adam (see
Gen. 2:20).

the creation of man, the word “created” (cf. v. 1) is used three
times. See theological article “Body and Soul: In Two Genders” at
Genesis 2.See WCF 4.2; WLC 17.
1:28 blessed. See verse 22, 9:1 and their notes. The genealogies
of chapters 5, 9, 11, 25, 36 and 46 bear silent testimony to its fulfill-
ment. Rule . . . ground. Animals, as well as vegetation, were cre-
ated suitable for the human diet (1Ti 4:3–5). Under divine blessing,
people accomplished the cultural mandate (see note on v. 26) by
naming the creatures (v. 5; 2:19–20). This creative activity
expressed the reality of humans having been formed in the image
of the Creator-King. Fallen human beings, however, have distorted
this activity into self-deification and the exploitation of the cre-
ation. See WCF 4.2; WLC 17,20.
1:29–30 food. In Mesopotamian myths humanity was created as
food for the gods.
1:31 See HC 6,9.
2:1 The concluding summary statement underscores that the Cre-
ator perfectly executed his will (v. 31).
2:2–3 No mention is made of “evening and morning” because the
Sabbath continues forever, and people are exhorted to participate
in it (Heb 4:3–11). See WCF 21.7; WLC 116,121; WSC 59.
2:2 seventh day. The Sabbath is as old as creation, but in pagan
Mesopotamia the seventh, fourteenth, nineteenth, twenthy-first
and twenty-eighth days of each month were regarded by some as
unlucky. See 7:2 and its note. The number of the seventh day is
mentioned three times in verses 2–3, indicating its significance
above all other days. finished. The establishment of the Sabbath
prefigured Moses’ goal for this book: to move the nation toward
the gift of God’s finished redemption, namely rest in the promised
land (see note on Jos 6:3–4).
2:3 made it holy. In the Torah, the seventh day was the first
recipient of God’s holiness, and so he set it apart to himself (Ex
20:11). It summons humanity to imitate the pattern of the King and
so confess God as Lord over all, and promises divine rest, both now
and forever (Mt 11:28). See WLC 20.
■ 2:4—4:26 Account of the Heavens and the Earth. Moses’ narration
moves from the prologue concerning the creation of the heavens
and the earth to the history (lit. “generations”) of the heavens and
the earth under humanity’s rule. It sets forth the creation and proba-
tion of Adam and Eve in Paradise (2:4–25), their fall and its conse-
quences (3:1–24), the escalation of sin in the ungodly line of Cain
(4:1–24) and the preservation of a godly remnant in the line of Seth
(4:25–26). This account displays humanity’s worsening situation.
■ 2:4–25 Adam and Eve on Probation. This narrative presents the

fall of Adam and Eve from innocence into sin. Although they were
historical persons (1Ch 1:1; Mt 19:5; Lk 3:23–38; Ro 5:12–14; 1Co
15:45), these characters represented every man and woman in
God’s eyes (2:24; 3:16–19; Mt 19:6; Ro 5:12-14; 1Co 15:45). The
chief actor throughout is God: He formed the man (v. 7; Job
10:8–12), planted the garden (Ps 87:1; Mt 16:18), sovereignly
placed the man in it (v. 15; Eph 1:3–14), ordered his life (vv. 16–17;
Ps 31:15), gave him his wife (vv. 18–25; Mt 19:6), judged them for
sin and restored them (ch. 3; Heb 9:27–28).
2:4 This is the account of. These words often introduce a major
new development in the narrative (see “Introduction: Purpose and
Distinctives”), in this case a sequel to 1:1—2:3. the heavens and
the earth. See 1:1. This account pertains to what the cosmos gen-
erated, not the generation of the cosmos. As the earth brought
forth the first man (cf. Job 1:21; Ps 139:16), so in the last day it will
bring forth the children of God (Ro 8:21–22). LORD God. These
names for God are normally isolated: “God” represents him as sov-
ereignCreator of all, and “LORD” signifies his unique commitment
to Israel (Ex 3:14–15). Here they are combined to stress that the
Creator is also Israel’s covenant God.
2:5 no shrub . . . no plant of the field. Inedible growth, such as
thorns (3:18), and cultivated grains (3:17), respectively. Because of
the crucial role played by the garden, the trees and the cursed
ground, the introduction focuses on plants, not animals. Animals
are featured in verses 18–20.
2:7 See theological article “Body and Soul: In Two Genders” at
Genesis 2. formed. This figure from pottery making represents
God’s activity in shaping each person (Job 10:8–12). man from the
dust of the ground. The wordplay in Hebrew—”man” (Hebrew, ■
adam■ ) and “ground” (Hebrew, ■ adamah■ )—shows man’s close
connection with the ground, for it was his cradle, his home, his
grave (vv. 7,15; 3:19), and underlies Paul’s commentary that the
first Adam was fashioned in a natural body for an earthly exis-
tence. The heavenly Son of Man (Da 7:13) shared in this earthly
state in order to secure for fallen humanity a spiritual body of
imperishable glory in the resurrection (1Co 15:42–49). living
being. Traditionally the Hebrew word is rendered “soul,” but it is
translated “living creature” in verse 19. The first man was not
formed from preexistent life. He was created a living creature
along with the animals, with drives and appetites. But humanity is
differentiated from animal life, in that only human beings are
formed in the image of God (see note on 1:26). Adam demonstrat-
ed his authority over the animals by naming them. See WCF 4.2;
WLC 17; BC 7.
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15 And I will put enmity
between you and the woman,
and between your offspringa l and hers;m

he will crushb your head,n

and you will strike his heel.”

16To the woman he said,

“I will greatly increase your pains in childbearing;
with pain you will give birth to children.

Your desire will be for your husband,
and he will rule over you.o”

3:15
lJn 8:44; Ac 13:10;
1Jn 3:8 mIsa 7:14;

Mt 1:23; Rev 12:17
nRo 16:20;

Heb 2:14

3:16
o1Co 11:3;

Eph 5:22

14GENESIS 3:15

a 15 Or seed b 15 Or strike

3:15 I will put enmity. In sovereign grace God converted the
depraved woman’s affections from Satan to himself. your off-
spring and hers. Humanity was, and still is, divided into two com-
munities: the faithful, who love God, and the lost, who love self (Jn
8:44; 1Jn 3:8). This division found immediate expression in the hos-
tility of Cain against Abel (ch. 4). he . . . you. The battle is a con-
frontation of champions. The decisive battle is won by Jesus Christ
(Da 7:13–14; Ro 5:12–19; 16:20; 1Co 15:45–49; Gal 3:16,29; Heb
2:14; Rev 12). crush . . . strike. These two words translate the
same Hebrew root (see NIV text note). The faithful must suffer to
win the new community from the serpent’s dominion before
Christ’s glorious victory (Isa 53:12; Lk 24:26,46; Ro 16:20; 1Pe

1:10–11). God’s judgment reveals that suffering plays a part in the
lives of those who identify with God’s overcoming of the serpent
(2Co 1:5–7; Col 1:24). head . . . heel. The suffering Christ is victo-
rious. He has already won the victory at the cross by providing an
atonement for redeemed saints (Col 2:13–15), and he will consum-
mate his victory at his second coming (2Th 1:5–10). See WCF 7.3;
8.6; 25.2; WLC 32; BC 17; HC 19.
3:16–19 The woman would be frustrated in her natural relation-
ships within the home and would endure painful labor in bearing
children. The man would be frustrated in his attempt to provide
food. Each would experience “pain” by these reversals. Constrain-
treplaced freedom; coercion replaced cooperation.

ALTHOUGH some interpreters take the story ofALTHOUGH some interpreters take the story of
Adam and Eve as a figurative account, the Scriptures
teach that there was an actual, individual man who
fell into sin and brought God’s curse on all of cre-
ation and humanity. In Genesis Adam is linked to the
patriarchs and with them to the rest of humanity by
natural genealogy (chs. 5,10,11). This fact makes it
clear that Adam was as much a part of space, time
and history as were Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

Beyond this, the apostle Paul traced the fallen
condition of humanity back to the sin of the one
actual man, Adam, whom he described as our com-
mon ancestor (Ac 17:26; Ro 5:12–14; cf. 1Co 15:22).
This is the authoritative New Testament interpreta-
tion of the events recorded in Genesis 3, where we
find the account of the fall, the original human lapse
from God and righteousness into sin and death.

Reformed theology has depended heavily on the
historical reality of the fall into sin. John Calvin struc-
tured much of his theology around the themes of cre-
ation, the fall and redemption, focusing on the paral-
lels between Adam and Christ. Adam was originally
created in righteousness but fell into a state of cor-
ruption and judgment, and now we find redemption
from the curse of the fall by faith in the atoning work
of Jesus Christ on our behalf. These motifs appear
throughout Reformed creeds and catechisms (WCF
6,7; WSC 15–26; WLC 21–45; BC 14–17; HC 6–20).

The Scriptures teach at least five primary truths
related to the fall:

1. God assigned the first man the role of repre-
sentative for all of his posterity, just as he later
ordained Jesus Christ as the representative for
all God’s elect (Ro 5:15–19 with 8:29–30;
9:22–26).

2. God set the first man in a state of unadulterat-
ed happiness and promised to continue this
condition for him and his offspring if he would
show fidelity by perfect obedience—specifi-
cally by refraining from eating the fruit of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

3. Adam and Eve’s sin brought themselves and
their descendents (all of humankind) under
the grip of sin and guilt and made them and
all people ashamed and fearful before God
(Ge 3:7–11). The original human pair were
cursed with expectations of pain and death
and expelled from the paradise of Eden (Ge
3:14–24).

4. The entire creation was placed under a divine
curse because of Adam and Eve’s sin. The
present disharmony of nature that often makes
the world a hostile environment for all living
things resulted from the fall (Ro 8:20–23).

5. God began even in the days of Adam and Eve
to show mercy through his promise that the
woman’s seed would one day crush the ser-
pent’s head (Ge 3:15). This promise was ful-
filled by Christ, who redeems his people and
restores creation to its rightful order (Ro
8:20–21; Rev 21:1–5).

The narrative of the fall provides a convincing
historical explanation of human perversion and the
corruption of nature. Unless we believe in the verac-
ity of this account in Genesis, we are seriously hin-
dered in our understanding of Christ, whom the
New Testament describes as the “last Adam” (1Co
15:45) because through his sacrificial death and res-
urrection he reverses the tragic effects of what the
first Adam did (Ro 5:12–19; 1Co 15:22).

Creation, Fall, Redemption: Why is Everything So Bad?
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11Now the earth was corrupt in God’s sight and was full of violence.o 12God saw how
corrupt the earth had become, for all the people on earth had corrupted their ways.p 13So
God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled with vi-
olence because of them. I am surely going to destroy both them and the earth.q 14So

6:11
oEze 7:23; 8:17

6:12
pPs 14:1-3

6:13
qver 17; Eze 7:2-3

20GENESIS 6:11

reprobate (6:9—7:24) will take place in the fire at the second com-
ing of Jesus Christ (2Pe 3:13–17).
■ 6:9—7:10 Preparation for the Flood. Noah was chosen and
proved faithful in all of his duties as he prepared for the great flood.
6:9–22 This section balances with 8:20—9:17. It features the cov-
enant relationship between God and Noah. Noah was righteous (v.
9), obeying God’s commands (see notes on 7:5,9,16), and God con-
firmed his covenant with him to preserve his creation (v. 18).
6:9 This is the account of. See note on 2:4. righteous. The word
presupposes a relationship with God that included moral stan-
dards. These were revealed to Noah through nature (Ro 1:18–32)
and special revelations. blameless. Literally means “whole, com-
plete,” signifying wholehearted commitment. “Blameless” denotes
abstaining from sin but not being entirely without sin (see 9:20–23;
2Sa 22:24). The pairing of “blameless” and “righteous” suggests
that Noah was wholly committed to righteousness (see Dt 32:4;

Pss 18:30; 19:7–8). walked with God. See 5:22. Faith led to diverse
consequences: Abel died, Enoch did not die and Noah saw almost
everyone else die (Heb 11:4–7). But eventually all of the faithful
will be raised from the dead and rewarded.
6:10 three sons. See 5:32; 9:18ff.
6:11 corrupt. This expression, which occurs seven times in the
narrative, means “to spoil or disfigure.” violence. From Cain’s
murder (4:1–16) to Lamech’s murder (4:19–23) to the violation of
women (vv. 1–8), the history leading up to Noah has been full of
violence. As the Spirit brought the first cosmos out of the chaotic
waters (see 1:2 and its note), so also the Spirit in connection with
Noah would bring the second cosmos out of chaotic waters associ-
ated with violence (1Pe 3:18–20; 2Pe 3:5–7).
6:12 all the people. Literally, “all flesh.” Here it may also refer to
animals as well as people (6:19; 7:16; 8:17; 9:11,15–17).
6:13 destroy. The same Hebrew word lies behind the translations

In the seventeenth century an outlook developed in
Reformed theology that saw covenants between
God and humanity as central to the teaching of
Scripture. In older works this approach to the Bible
was called Federalism. In our day, it is more common
to speak of this perspective simply as Covenant The-
ology.

In traditional Covenant Theology, the whole his-
tory of the Bible was divided into two major cov-
enant relationships: the covenant of works and the
covenant of grace. Neither of these expressions
appears in the Bible, but the distinctions form help-
ful theological categories that reflect the underlying
unity of Scripture, much as the term “Trinity” sum-
marizes one essential aspect of the truth of Scripture
about God. This dual covenant approach to Scrip-
ture finds a clear expression in the Westminster Con-
fession and Catechisms (WCF 7.1–5; 19.1,6; WLC
31–36,97).

In Reformed theology the term covenant of works
refers to the arrangement God made between him-
self and Adam before humanity’s fall into sin. It does
not refer to the covenant made with Moses at Sinai,
as other Christian traditions tend to use the term. In
the covenant of works with Adam, God promised
blessings to Adam if he obeyed the command of God
(Ge 1:28–30), but judgment if he disobeyed (Ge
2:15–17). The determining factor was Adam’s works,
thus the term covenant of works (cf. Hos 6:7). In
recent years, the value of describing Adam’s relation-
ship with God as a covenant of works has been ques-
tioned; many prefer simply to speak of a pre-redemp-
tive arrangement or probation before the fall into sin.
In all events, the Scriptures indicate that Adam failed
to keep God’s command. So God made a second cov-
enant arrangement, the covenant of grace in Christ.

The terminology covenant of grace is used to
describe God’s relationship with his people through-
out the rest of Scripture. Properly speaking, this cov-
enant was ultimately made with Christ as the last
Adam, the representative of redeemed humanity. It
is designated a covenant of grace because it oper-
ates on the basis of divine grace offered through

Christ’s death and resurrection to all who believe in
him. Some Reformed theologians have spoken of a
heavenly, eternal covenant between the Father and
the Son, which they have called the covenant of
redemption (Jn 6:37). The covenant of grace is the
historical expression of this eternal covenant.

The covenant of grace began with the promise
made after the fall that the seed of the woman
would one day crush the seed of the serpent (Gen
3:15). After this, the covenant of grace unfolded in
five major stages of Biblical history. None of these
covenant stages opposes any other. On the contrary,
each subsequent stage builds upon the previous
ones.

(1) After its initiation with God’s grace offered to
Adam (Ge 3:15), the covenant of grace developed
through the covenant of nature’s preservation given
to Noah (Ge 6:18; 9:9–17). Noah’s covenant focused
on the stability of the present order of nature until
the end of all things, thus providing a stable arena
within which God’s redemptive plan would unfold.
(2) Next, God’s covenant with Abraham (Ge 15; 17)
began several stages of covenants made with the
nation of Israel as God’s special chosen people. God
promised that Abraham’s descendants would receive
great blessings and would be the instrument of
blessing to the entire human race. (3) Following this,
the nation of Israel received Moses’ covenant of law
(Ex 19–24) during the exodus from Egypt, in order to
guide the nation toward greater blessings in the land
of promise. (4) When David became king, God then
made a royal covenant with him (2Sa 7; Pss 89; 132),
in which he promised to bless David’s faithful sons
and never to take the throne of Israel away from
David’s family. (5) Finally, the climax of the covenant
of grace came through the new covenant estab-
lished by Christ (Jer 31; Lk 22:20; 1Co 11:25; Heb
8:8-13). This covenant comes in three stages: the
first coming of Christ, the history before his return
and the consummation of his kingdom. As the cov-
enant of grace unfolded in this manner, the various
stages did not differ in substance but were “one and
the same under various dispensations” (WCF 7.6).

The Covenants of Works and Grace: What Is Covenant Theology?
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21 GENESIS 6:17

make yourself an ark of cypressa wood;r make rooms in it and coat it with pitchs inside
and out. 15This is how you are to build it: The ark is to be 450 feet long, 75 feet wide and
45 feet high.b 16Make a roof for it and finishc the ark to within 18 inchesd of the top. Put
a door in the side of the ark and make lower, middle and upper decks. 17I am going to
bring floodwaters on the earth to destroy all life under the heavens, every creature that

6:14
rHeb 11:7;
1Pe 3:20 sEx 2:3

a 14 The meaning of the Hebrew for this word is uncertain. b 15 Hebrew 300 cubits long, 50 cubits wide
and 30 cubits high (about 140 meters long, 23 meters wide and 13.5 meters high) c 16 Or Make an
opening for light by finishing d 16 Hebrew a cubit (about 0.5 meter)

“corrupt” and “corrupted” in verses 11–12. The punishment
matched the crime: As humankind ruined the good earth, so God
would spoil the good earth so that it would no longer feed and
enrich humanity. Through its corruption, society set in motion the
process of inevitable self-destruction.
6:14 make yourself. The Lord specified the construction of the
ark. He did not entrust the means of salvation to human imagina-
tion. ark. This key word is used seven times in the instructions to
build the ark and seven times in the report of the subsiding of the
waters (8:1–4), but only once again in Scripture in the salvation of

baby Moses (where “ark” is translated “basket” in Ex 2:3). Noah
prefigured Moses, whom God also used to bring forth a new
humanity from a world under judgment.
4:15 450 . . . 45. Its length and its dimensions, like those of mod-
ern ships, afforded it the necessary capacity for its cargo and ren-
dered it seaworthy. By contrast, the ark described in a Babylonian
story, though pitched within and without, would have been unable
to float, as it was a 180-foot cube, about five times larger in volume
than Noah’s ark (see 7:4 and its note).
6:17 floodwaters. God sovereignly ruled over the flood (Ps

The stages of the covenant of grace manifested
in God’s Old Testament national covenants with Isra-
el had the special role of preparing God’s people for
the coming of his Son, who would fulfill all of God’s
promises and give substance to the shadows cast by
Old Testament types (Isa 40:10; Mal 3:1; Jn 1:14;
Heb 7–10). In the new covenant the temporary
arrangements for imparting those blessings are
replaced by the realization of that which they antici-
pated, namely Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the new
covenant, the Seed of Abraham and heir of his
promises (Gal 3:16). Christ obeyed the law perfectly
and offered himself as the true and final sacrifice for
sin. As the royal son of David, he now reigns over the
world as the inheritor of all the covenant blessings of
pardon, peace, and fellowship with God in his
renewed creation—blessings he now bestows upon
believers (Ro 8:17). Christ’s sending of the Spirit
from the throne of his glory seals God’s people as his
own, even as he gives himself to them (2Co 1:22;
Eph 1:13–14).

As Heb 7–10 explains, the new covenant is the
supreme expression of God’s one eternal covenant
of grace with sinners (Heb 13:20)—a better stage of
the covenant than those of the Old Testament, with
better promises (Heb 8:6), based on a better sacri-
fice (Heb 9:23), offered by a better high priest in a
better sanctuary (Heb 7:26—8:13) and guaranteeing
a better hope than the former versions of the cov-
enant ever made explicit. The fulfillment of the old
national covenants in Christ brings to fruition the
promise that the door of faith would be open to
large numbers of Gentiles. To extend the kingdom of
God throughout the world (see theological article
“Kingdom of God” at XXXX), Gentiles and Jews
alike become Abraham’s seed by faith in Christ (Gal
3:26–29), while Jews and Gentiles outside of Christ
are also outside the covenant of grace (Ro 4:9–17;
11:13–24).

Scripture describes the elements of God’s cov-
enants with his people in ways that parallel the
international treaty arrangements of human emper-
ors in the ancient Near East. Either explicitly or

implicitly, four basic dynamics appear in each stage
of the Biblical covenant: (1) God shows himself to be
the benevolent King who initiates and sustains his
chosen people throughout their covenant relation-
ship with him. (2) God requires loyal gratitude from
the people embraced by his covenants. (3) Judg-
ments come against those who flagrantly violate his
covenants. (4) Blessings come to those who are
faithful to the covenants.

As the divine King of the universe (see theologi-
cal article “Kingdom of God” at XXXX), God’s
covenantal dealings guided the kingdom forward
toward its ultimate end: the gathering of a
redeemed people “from every nation, tribe, people
and language” (Rev 7:9), who will inhabit a renewed
world order (Rev 21:1–5). Here the covenant rela-
tionship will find its fullest expression: “They will be
his people, and God himself will be with them and
be their God” (Rev 21:3). The kingdom of God still
moves toward that goal in our day.

The dual framework of the covenants of works
and grace describes the whole of God’s sovereign
dealings with humanity. Salvation comes to us
because Christ fulfilled the requirements of the cov-
enant of works through his perfect obedience. As a
result, our salvation is covenant salvation: Justifica-
tion and adoption, regeneration and sanctification
are covenant mercies; election was God’s choice of
the members of his final, purified covenant commu-
nity, the invisible church (see theological article
“The Church: Visible and Invisible” at XXXX); bap-
tism and the Lord’s Supper, corresponding to cir-
cumcision and Passover, are covenant ordinances;
God’s law is covenant law, and keeping it is the
truest expression of gratitude and loyalty in
response to the God’s covenant grace. Renewing
our covenant commitments to God in response to
his faithfulness should be a regular devotional exer-
cise for all believers, both in private and in public
worship. An understanding of the covenant of grace
guides us through and helps us to appreciate not
only the diversity of Scripture, but its amazing unity
as well.
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30The region where they lived stretched from Mesha toward Sephar, in the eastern hill
country.

31These are the sons of Shem by their clans and languages, in their territories and na-
tions.

32These are the clans of Noah’s sons,s according to their lines of descent, within their
nations. From these the nations spread out over the earth t after the flood.

The Tower of Babel

11 Now the whole world had one language and a common speech. 2As men moved
eastward,a they found a plain in Shinarb u and settled there.

3They said to each other, “Come, let’s make bricksv and bake them thoroughly.” They
used brick instead of stone, and tarw for mortar. 4Then they said, “Come, let us build our-
selves a city, with a tower that reaches to the heavens,x so that we may make a namey

for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”z

10:32
sver 1 tGe 9:19

11:2
uGe 10:10

11:3
vEx 1:14

wGe 14:10

11:4
xDt 1:28; 9:1

yGe 6:4 zDt 4:27

30GENESIS 10:30

a 2 Or from the east; or in the east b 2 That is, Babylonia

First Chronicles 1:22 and the Samaritan version read “Ebal.” Abim-
ael. Unidentified.
10:29 Ophir. Situated between Sheba and Havilah in southwest
Arabia and identified as having gold in its wadis (seasonal river
beds) (Job 22:24), it possibly included the coast of Africa on the
opposing shore, which is called the land of Punt in Egyptian
sources. Havilah. See verse 7. Jobab. In southern Arabia.
10:30 region where they lived. The reference to the region of
Joktan’s sons shows the importance of the Shemites to sacred his-
tory. from Mesha. Territory in northern Arabia. toward Sephar.
Traditionally a city in the south of Hadhramaut or on a harbor in
Oman or Yemen.
10:32 these the nations. The Greek and Samaritan versions read
“these islands of the nations.” spread out. The change from
“sons” (v. 1) to “spread out” prepares the way for chapter 11.
■ 11:1–9 Escalation of Evil in Babylon. The story is framed by “lan-
guage” (v. 1) and “the whole world” (v. 9). A Babylonian story cel-
ebrates the building of Babylon and its temple tower, and a Sumer-
ian epic speaks of a time when all human beings spoke or would
speak the same language (cf. Zep 3:8–9). The same overweening
pride behind the attempts to overcome the boundaries ordained
by God that inspired rebellious Eve and Adam to rival deity (3:5)
and the ungodly Cain to name his city after man (4:17) now moti-
vated “the whole world” (v. 4). The city and tower were connected
with Nimrod’s anti-god kingdom (see 10:8–12 and its notes) by the

mention of “Shinar” (10:10; 11:2) and “Babel” (= Babylon; 10:10;
11:9). See note on 10:1—11:9.
11:2 eastward. Here the word “eastward” marks separation. It
connotes that the people of Babel were outside God’s blessing (cf.
3:24; 4:16; 13:10–12; 25:6; 29:1). Shinar. See 10:10; 14:1.
11:4 let us build. See Psalm 127:1. The Hebrew grammar under-
scores the builders’ willful resolve. city. See note on 4:17. tower.
The Hebrew, from the root “to be great,” has a wide range of
meanings. Here it designates the Mesopotamian ziggurat. The zig-
gurat was a massive, lofty, solid-brick, staircaselike structure. It was
an inseparable part of a city, and sometimes the temple complex
comprised the entire city. that reaches to the heavens. The zig-
gurat supposedly served as a gate to heaven (see note on 11:9;
28:12,17). It culminated in a small shrine at the top, often painted
with blue enamel to make it blend with the celestial home of the
gods. The addition “to the heavens” shows these people were
vying with God himself (cf. 19:24; 21:17; 22:11,15; Dt 26:15; Ps
115:16). make a name. Since “name” connotes fame and progeny,
these city builders were futilely attempting to find significance and
immortality in their own achievements (see 6:4). Ironically, the
people of Babel earned for themselves the ignominious name
“confused” (see note on v. 9). In contrast, God gave an everlasting
name (12:2) to Abraham, who magnified the Lord’s name (4:26;
12:8; Isa 63:12,14). Abraham looked for the city the Lord will one
day build. not be scattered. This skyscraper was a symbol of the

Table of Nations
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MATTHEW
I n t r o d u c t i o n

Overview
Author: Matthew (Levi)
Purpose: To inspire Christians to grateful and faithful

service in furthering the kingdom of God by pre-
senting Jesus as the long-awaited King and by pre-
senting the kingdom that he brought as the fulfill-
ment of God’s plan of redemption

Date: A.D. 60–70
Key Truths:

• Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament Scriptures.
• Jesus is the promised King (Messiah).
• Jesus inaugurated the kingdom of God while on

Earth.
• Jesus’ followers must spread the kingdom to all

nations.
• Jesus’ followers will suffer, but Jesus is always

with them.
• Jesus will complete the kingdom of God at his

return.

Author
Although this Gospel was written anonymously, some
early manuscripts bear the inscription “according to
Matthew,” and Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History 3.39)
tells us that the early church father Papias, writing
within the first two decades of the second century,
spoke of Matthew as having arranged “the oracles”
about Jesus. The subsequent unanimous tradition,
including that of Calvin and other early Reformers, is
that the disciple named Levi (Matthew) was the author
of this Gospel (9:9–13).

Not until the 18th century did scholars question
this tradition. First, they pointed to Papias’s apparent
claim that Matthew “arranged the oracles in the
Hebrew dialect.” This would seem to indicate that
Matthew wrote in Hebrew or Aramaic, but modern
scholars point out that the Gospel of Matthew does
not read like a translation from Hebrew or Aramaic.
Matthew’s Gospel also has a close literary affinity with
the Gospel of Mark, which was originally written in
Greek. The solution may be that the word “dialect” did
not mean so much “language” as “literary style.” Cer-
tainly Matthew has many Jewish stylistic features. It is
also possible that Matthew wrote in both Hebrew and
Greek, much as Calvin wrote works in both Latin and
French.

Second, some have objected that Papias did not say
“gospel” but “oracles,” and they have identified these
“oracles” as one of the sources lying behind the canon-
ical Gospel of Matthew. But Eusebius appears to have
understood “oracles” to mean “gospel,” and Irenaeus
(writing about A.D. 180) speaks of a “gospel” by Mat-

thew written “for the Hebrews in their own dialect”
(Against Heresies 3.1.1).

Other scholarly objections to Matthew’s authorship
are more speculative. For example, the first Gospel’s
supposedly late composition (see below) and its
alleged dependence on Mark are adduced to cast
doubt on Matthean authorship, but no better sugges-
tion has been advanced. While some surmise that it
was the product of a “school,” there is no compelling
reason to accept this hypothesis.

There may be subtle confirmation of Matthew’s
authorship in the way he speaks of himself (9:9; 10:3),
but this evidence is questionable. Although it is impos-
sible to determine the author’s identity with absolute
certainty, the book’s early association with Matthew
points to its acceptance as an eyewitness account of
Jesus’ life. Moreover, we hear in this Gospel the voice
of its primary author, the Spirit of God himself.

Time and Place of Writing
The earliest external evidence for the existence of
Matthew is a probable reference by Ignatius (Epistle to
the Smyrnaeans 1.1), who died about A.D. 110, and the
evidence of Papias, who wrote very early in the second
century. Almost no one dates the book later than A.D.
100. But dating the work more specifically than this is
difficult. Some scholars have dated it as early as A.D. 50,
but most critics believe it was completed after the
destruction of Jerusalem, probably between A.D. 80
and 100.

Some reasons for preferring a late date are quite
dubious, such as the assumption that Jesus could not
have predicted the future destruction of the temple or
that a high Christology is Hellenistic, and therefore
that the date should be late. Further, there is some
internal evidence that Matthew was written before the
destruction of Jerusalem (i.e., prior to A.D. 70). For
instance, 12:5–7 and 23:16–22 imply that the temple
was still standing when Matthew was written. Also, this
Gospel warns against the Sadducees, a group that
ceased to exist after A.D. 70.

If, in accordance with prevailing opinion, we con-
cede that the writer of this Gospel used the Gospel of
Mark as source material, and if we assume that the
Gospel of Mark was composed in association with
Peter in Rome, we can fix a date for the writing of Mat-
thew sometime after A.D. 64. Even apart from this con-
cession, it seems probable that the Gospel was com-
posed during that decade (A.D. 60–70).

The date of the Gospel of Matthew may be difficult
to fix, but it was certainly completed within 50 or 60
years after the events described. Its author could not
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have invented material freely, for eyewitnesses were
still living to refute false claims.

Matthew’s Gospel was most likely written in Anti-
och in Syria.

Original Audience
The Gospel of Matthew was probably addressed to the
church in Antioch. Ignatius, the first church father to
cite Matthew, was bishop of Antioch. Further, the con-
gregation in Antioch was of mixed Jewish and Gentile
origin (cf. Ac 15), a fact that could well have given rise
to the problems of legalism and antinomianism that
Matthew particularly addresses.

Purpose and Distinctives
The Gospel of Matthew presents Jesus—especially
Jesus’ teaching about himself and the kingdom of
heaven. This kingdom is the fulfillment of God’s plan of
redemption and renewal that had been prophesied
since the fall (Ge 3:15). In this plan, Jesus’ passion and
death are not a regrettable tragedy; rather, they are
the means God ordained in order to accomplish his
goal. Jesus’ resurrection marks the beginning of histo-
ry’s end.

The purpose of Matthew’s Gospel is to convey
authoritative teaching by and about Jesus, whose com-
ing marked the fulfillment of God’s promises. It is not
merely a history or biography, a theology or confes-
sion, a catechism or teaching tract; it is a combination
of all these things. Matthew allows no divorce between
narrative and theology or between theory and prac-
tice. The history is the only proper basis for the theolo-
gy, and the theology gives the only proper meaning to
the history; so, too, with theory and practice.

Matthew’s Gospel is exceptional in its extensive
appeal to Jesus’ fulfillment of the Old Testament pat-
terns, requirements and expectations. These are pre-
sented not simply as “predictions” and “fulfillments,”
but as indications of the fulfillment of all the hopes of
the Old Testament and of the purpose of Israel’s exis-
tence (see note on 1:23).

This concern with fulfillment is reflected not only in
Matthew’s citations, but also in the way certain things
in the history are stressed. It is Matthew’s Gospel that
points out that there were two demoniacs and two
blind men, in accordance with the Old Testament prin-
ciple that testimony be established on the basis of at
least two witnesses. It is Matthew’s Gospel that clearly
shows us the illegality of the Sanhedrin’s actions, the
perversion of the Old Testament by the scribes and
Pharisees and the covenantal nature of God’s dealing
with his people.

Also distinctive to Matthew is its structuring of
Jesus’ teaching into five major discourses: ethics, disci-
pleship and mission, the kingdom of heaven, the
church, and eschatology. This structure itself may have
been patterned after the five books of Moses in order
to present Jesus as the “prophet like [Moses]” (Dt
18:18) who was even greater than Moses.

Most scholars today recognize these five major dis-
courses as Matthew’s key structuring device, especially
since each discourse ends with a formula: “And when
Jesus had finished . . .” Further, there seems to be a
relationship between each discourse and the narrative
material preceding it. The following outline reflects this
consensus. The narrative sections deal primarily with
the question “Who is the King?” The discourse materi-
al tends to focus on the King’s people.

O u t l i n e

Jesus’ genealogy, birth and early childhood demonstrate
that he is the long-expected Messiah. God worked mirac-
ulously in the early years of Jesus’ life to display him as
the King of the Jews and Gentiles.

John the Baptist announced that Jesus is the One who
brings the kingdom of heaven. Jesus’ temptations in the
wilderness showed him to be deserving of his Messianic
role. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount exalted him as the
divinely authorized lawgiver for the kingdom.

Jesus performed many miracles that displayed his power
to establish the kingdom. He also called, empowered and
sent disciples to spread the kingdom. Jesus warned, how-
ever, that persecution and suffering will come to those
who serve the kingdom of heaven.

Jesus revealed the nature of the kingdom to John the
Baptist and to the Jews. His actions and words chal-
lenged popular expectations about the Messiah and his
kingdom. He offered numerous parables that explained
that the kingdom comes over time and that all must
repent and remain faithful to him to enter it.

I. Prologue (1:1—2:23)

II. The Kingdom Comes (3:1—7:29)
A. Narrative: Announcing the Kingdom 

(3:1—4:25)
B. Discourse: Kingdom Law (5:1—7:29)

III. The Works of the Kingdom (8:1—10:42)
A. Narrative: Healing and Calling (8:1—9:38)
B. Discourse: Kingdom Mission (10:1–42)

IV. The Nature of the Kingdom (11:1—13:58)
A. Narrative: Who Was John? Who Is Jesus?

(11:1—12:50)
B. Discourse: Kingdom Parables (13:1–58)
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1005 MATTHEW 1:9

The Genealogy of Jesus

1 A record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David,a the son of Abraham:b

2 Abraham was the father of Isaac,c

Isaac the father of Jacob,d

Jacob the father of Judah and his brothers,e

3 Judah the father of Perez and Zerah, whose mother was Tamar, f

Perez the father of Hezron,
Hezron the father of Ram,

4 Ram the father of Amminadab,
Amminadab the father of Nahshon,
Nahshon the father of Salmon,

5 Salmon the father of Boaz, whose mother was Rahab,
Boaz the father of Obed, whose mother was Ruth,
Obed the father of Jesse,

6 and Jesse the father of King David.g

David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife,h

7 Solomon the father of Rehoboam,
Rehoboam the father of Abijah,
Abijah the father of Asa,

8 Asa the father of Jehoshaphat,
Jehoshaphat the father of Jehoram,
Jehoram the father of Uzziah,

9 Uzziah the father of Jotham,
Jotham the father of Ahaz,

1:1
a2Sa 7:12-16;
Isa 9:6,7; 11:1;
Jer 23:5,6;
Mt 9:27; Lk 1:32,
69; Ro 1:3;
Rev 22:16
bGe 22:18;
Gal 3:16

1:2
cGe 21:3,12
dGe 25:26
eGe 29:35

1:3
Ge 38:27-30

1:6
g1Sa 16:1; 17:12
h2Sa 12:24

■ 1:1—2:23 Prologue. Chapters 1–2 form the prologue, opening
the Gospel with a genealogy and several dramatic events demon-
strating that Jesus is the Messiah.
1:1 genealogy. Literally, “origin” or “beginning” (genesis), which
in Biblical terminology could mean “account” (cf. Ge 2:4; 5:1). The
word also occurs (in the better manuscripts) in 1:18, where it can-
not mean “genealogy.” The term could well point beyond the
genealogy to the whole Gospel, which is an “account of the begin-
ning” of Jesus Christ; i.e., the inauguration of his reign. Christ.
Based on the Greek word for “anointed,” Christ corresponds to the
Hebrew word mashiach, or “Messiah,” “the anointed one.” In the
Old Testament, anointing with oil symbolized God’s designation of
a person to an office. All three Old Testament offices—prophet,
priest and king—were so designated (see 1Ki 19:16; Ex 29:7; 1Sa
16:13, respectively), but by the time of Jesus “Messiah” was a des-
ignation primarily used for the office of king. The Old Testament
promised the coming of the righteous servant of the Lord (Isa
42:1–9), who would be a prophet like Moses (Dt 18:18–19), a priest
like Melchizedek (Ps 110:4) and a king like David, the Lord’s

anointed (Isa 55:3–5; Jer 30:9; Eze 34:24; Hos 3:5; Zec 12:8). Israel
expected a Messiah who would bring victory over its enemies and
establish a rule of peace. The Gospel of Matthew claims that Jesus
is the “Christ,” the promised King and Deliverer—much more than
the Messiah of popular expectation. Jesus himself rarely used the
title because it was so misunderstood. See HC 35.
1:2–16 Women are not usually named in Near Eastern genealo-
gies, but they were intrinsic to God’s purpose in bringing forth the
Christ. The five explicitly named in Jesus’ genealogy all remind us
that God often does the unexpected and chooses the unlikely.
Tamar reminds us of Judah’s failures (Ge 38:6–30); Rahab was a
Gentile prostitute (Jos 2); Ruth was a Moabitess and thus under a
special curse (cf. Dt 23:3–5); Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah the Hit-
tite, was David’s downfall (2Sa 11). Mary, the virgin, not only ful-
filled Isaiah 7:14 (cf. v. 23) but also the even more important prom-
ise of Genesis 3:15 (cf. Gal 4:4).
1:2 The specifics of the genealogy differ from Luke 3:23–38, prob-
ably because the Gospel of Luke is giving the physical descent,
whereas the Gospel of Matthew records the throne succession.

Jesus’ miracles demonstrated his authority as the Messi-
ah. Many testified to his supremacy as they saw him per-
forming great works. Jesus insisted that life under his
kingship is different from life in other kingdoms.

Jesus’ actions, parables and answers to challenges
revealed that his kingdom brings remarkable changes in
the beliefs and practices of God’s people. Jesus strongly
condemned the religious leaders of Israel for their
hypocrisies and warned of divine judgment. 

Jesus was afflicted and died as the suffering King of the
Jews, and he was exalted in his resurrection as the victori-
ous King. Jesus revealed himself to his disciples and com-
missioned them to spread his kingdom to the ends of the
earth.

V. The Authority of the Kingdom (14:1—18:35)
A. Narrative: Character and Authority of Jesus

(14:1—17:27)
B. Discourse: Character and Authority of the

Church (18:1–35)

VI. The Changes of the Kingdom (19:1—25:46)
A. Narrative: Parables and Woes (19:1—23:39)
B. Discourse: Kingdom Judgment 

(24:1—25:46)

VII. Passion and Resurrection (26:1—28:20)
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Ahaz the father of Hezekiah,
10 Hezekiah the father of Manasseh, i

Manasseh the father of Amon,
Amon the father of Josiah,

11 and Josiah the father of Jeconiaha and his brothers at the time of the exile to
Babylon. j

12 After the exile to Babylon:
Jeconiah was the father of Shealtiel,k

Shealtiel the father of Zerubbabel, l

13 Zerubbabel the father of Abiud,
Abiud the father of Eliakim,
Eliakim the father of Azor,

14 Azor the father of Zadok,
Zadok the father of Akim,
Akim the father of Eliud,

15 Eliud the father of Eleazar,
Eleazar the father of Matthan,
Matthan the father of Jacob,

16 and Jacob the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary,m of whom was born
Jesus, who is called Christ.n

17Thus there were fourteen generations in all from Abraham to David, fourteen from
David to the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Christ.b

The Birth of Jesus Christ
18This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary was pledged to

be married to Joseph, but before they came together, she was found to be with child
through the Holy Spirit.o 19Because Joseph her husband was a righteous man and did not
want to expose her to public disgrace, he had in mind to divorcep her quietly.

20But after he had considered this, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a dream

1:10
i2Ki 20:21

1:11
j2Ki 24:14-16;

Jer 27:20; Da 1:1,2

1:12
k1Ch 3:17

l1Ch 3:19; Ezr 3:2

1:16
mLk 1:27

nMt 27:17

1:18
oLk 1:35

1:19
pDt 24:1
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a 11 That is, Jehoiachin; also in verse 12 b 17 Or Messiah. “The Christ” (Greek) and “the Messiah”
(Hebrew) both mean “the Anointed One.”

1:17 fourteen generations. Matthew organizes the genealogy
into three groups of 14 (or three groups of double sevens) to show
that God has a purpose in history and that Israel’s early history
leading to David, the monarchy leading to the exile, and the post-
exilic history of Israel all led up to and pointed to Christ. Jeconiah
(i.e., Jehoiachin) is included in both the second and third groups of
14. This is not an error, nor is Matthew’s an abbreviation of the
genealogy. Jehoiachin was both a preexilic and a postexilic king.

(Da 9:24), Matthew was not interested in numerology per se; he
was pointing out a pattern in God’s redemptive history.

1:18–23 See WCF 24.5; HC 18,35.

1:19 Joseph . . . had in mind to divorce her. Betrothal, the
pledge of marriage, was as binding as marriage, and infidelity dur-
ing the betrothal made divorce virtually obligatory, since not to
divorce would have been a tacit admission of one’s own guilt.

MATTHEW 1:18–25, Luke 1:26–56 and Luke 2:4–7
unite in witnessing to Jesus’ birth as the conse-
quence of a miraculous conception. Mary became
pregnant by the Holy Spirit’s creative action while
she was still a virgin (Mt 1:20; Lk 1:35).

Most Christians accepted the virgin birth without
hesitation until modern theology challenged mira-
cles in the 19th century. Then the doctrine of the vir-
gin birth became a pivotal point in the debate about
Christian supernaturalism and the divinity of Jesus.
Modern liberalism rejected the virgin birth along
with all other Biblical miracles.

In reality, the virgin birth meshes harmoniously
with the rest of the New Testament message about
Jesus. He himself worked miracles and rose miracu-
lously from the dead, so no new problem is involved
in affirming that he entered the world miraculously.
He left the world supernaturally, by resurrection and
ascension, so a supernatural way of arriving was

entirely fitting. Jesus’ preincarnate dignity and glory
(Jn 1:1–9; 17:5; Php 2:5–11; Col 1:15–17; Heb 1:1–3;
1Jn 1:1), as well as the glory of the work he came to
do (Mt 1:21–23; Lk 1:31–35), made it only natural
that his birth should be glorious and miraculous. To
reject the virgin birth of Jesus is implicitly to ques-
tion the entire teaching of the New Testament con-
cerning him.

Jesus’ miraculous conception points to his deity
and also to the reality of the creative power that
operates in our own new birth (Jn 1:13). His miracu-
lous birth also points to his sinlessness. Although
Mary was a sinner (Lk 1:43–48), she gave birth to
One who was not. Through the Holy Spirit’s action,
Jesus’ humanity avoided sin’s taint, allowing Jesus to
become the perfect sacrifice for human sins and the
Savior of his own mother and of the rest of the true
church along with her.

The Virgin Birth of Jesus: Was Mary Really a Virgin?
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THE kingdom of God (also called “the kingdom of
heaven,” “the kingdom of Christ,” “the kingdom of
the LORD,” “the kingdom,” and so forth) undergirds
the teaching of the entire Bible. The Scriptures
reveal God using a number of metaphors, but the
primary imagery that Biblical writers used for God
was that of a divine king (see, e.g., 1Sa 8:7). Along-
side the basic conviction that God is the supreme
King is the belief that he reigns over creation as his
kingdom (Pss 47:1–9; 83:18; Da 4:25–26; 5:21). In this
general sense, then, God has always been the sover-
eign King who rules in heaven over all things (Pss
103:19; 113:5; Mt 5:34; Eph 1:20; Col 1:16; Heb 12:2;
Rev 7:15).

At the same time, the Biblical concept of the
kingdom of God also takes on a special sense. Jesus
described this narrower sense of the kingdom of God
in this way: “Your kingdom come, your will be done
on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). God’s holiness
and glory in his heavenly throne room are so over-
whelming that all creatures there honor him with
unqualified, voluntary service. On Earth, however,
creatures rebel and refuse to acknowledge God as
King, and evil kingdoms rise up to oppose his king-
dom. The hope that Scripture presents from cover to
cover is that this disparity between the heavenly
throne room and the earth will one day be eliminat-
ed (1Ch 16:31). God will judge the wicked and bring
the redeemed humanity into a new creation (Isa 65;
Zec 14). When this transformation takes place, only
God’s kingdom will stand, and voluntary obedience
to him will extend to the ends of the earth, as it
does now in heaven (1Ch 16:31; Ps 97:1–2).

The Scriptures reveal, however, that God deter-
mined to accomplish this end through a long histori-
cal process. With the choice of Abraham and his
descendants as God’s special people (Ex 3:6–7;
6:2–8), the kingdom of God was primarily limited 
to the people and land of Israel. God asserted his

kingship on Earth when he delivered Israel from
Egypt and brought her to the promised land (Ex 15).
Under David and Solomon, Israel became an empire
with the sons of David sitting on the throne of God
as his vice-regents (2Ch 6) and with God’s royal foot-
stool in the temple (1Ch 28:2). This ethnically and
geographically limited form of the kingdom was not
an end in itself. On the contrary, Old Testament Isra-
el was established as a stage from which the king-
dom of God would eventually extend to all peoples
and lands of the earth (Ge 17:17–20; 18:18; Ro
4:13–17).

The flagrant rebellion of Israel and Judah eventu-
ally hurled the kingdom of God in Israel into crisis.
Yet the Old Testament announced that after the
exile God would remove the wicked from the earth
and establish his reign without opposition over the
entire planet (Mal 4). At that time, full obedience to
God would spread to the ends of the earth, encom-
passing both Jews and Gentiles (1Ch 16:23–36; Ps
67; 97; Isa 52:7–15).

The New Testament teaches that this final world-
wide stage of the kingdom of God began with the
incarnation of Christ. He and John the Baptist
announced the good news that the kingdom was at
hand (Mt 3:2; 4:17; Mk 1:15). But contrary to com-
mon Jewish expectations, Jesus and his apostles
explained that the worldwide reign of God on Earth
would not come suddenly in all of its fullness.
Instead, Christ inaugurated this final stage of the
kingdom in his earthly ministry (Mt 2:2; 4:23; 9:35;
27:11; Mk 15:2; Lk 16:16; 23:3; Jn 18:37); it continues
today in the church (Mt 24:14; Ro 14:16–17; 1Co
4:19–20; Col 4:11) and will reach its ultimate end
when Christ returns in glory (1Co 15:50–58; Rev
11:15). When that day finally comes, the will of God
will be done throughout the earth just as it is now
done in heaven.

The Kingdom of God: Is God’s Kingdom Now or Later?

The Kingdom of God

NARROW MEANING:

Go
d’

s
re

ig
n

on

earth as he reigns in
heaven

Kingdom of
God in New
Testament
Extended to 
all peoples 
and lands

Kingdom of 
God in Old 
Testament

Largely limited 
to peoples and

lands of Israel

Pss 103:19; 113:5; Mt 5:34; Eph 1:20; 
Col 1:16; Heb 12:2; Rev 7:15B R O A D M E A N I N G : G o d ’ s e t e r n a l r e i g n O V E R a l l

CONSUMATION
1Co 15:50–58; Rev 11:15

CONTINUATION
Mt 24:14; Ro 14:16–17; 
1Co 4:19–20; Col 4:11

INAUGURATION
Mt 2:2; 4:23; 9:35; 27:11; 

Mk 15:2; Lk 16:16; 23:3; Jn 18:37
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newsa of the kingdom,b and healing every disease and sickness among the people.c

24News about him spread all over Syria,d and people brought to him all who were ill with
various diseases, those suffering severe pain, the demon-possessed,e those having sei-
zures, f and the paralyzed,g and he healed them. 25Large crowds from Galilee, the Decap-
olis,a Jerusalem, Judea and the region across the Jordan followed him.h

The Beatitudes

5 Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His dis-
ciples came to him, 2and he began to teach them, saying:

3 “Blessed are the poor in spirit,
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. i

4 Blessed are those who mourn,
for they will be comforted. j

5 Blessed are the meek,
for they will inherit the earth.k

6 Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,
for they will be filled. l

7 Blessed are the merciful,
for they will be shown mercy.

8 Blessed are the pure in heart,m

for they will see God.n

9 Blessed are the peacemakers,
for they will be called sons of God.o

10 Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness,p

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

re you when people insult you,q persecute you and falsely say all kinds
of e you because of me. 12Rejoice and be glad,r because great is your reward
in h s

4:23
aMk 1:14 bMt 3:2;

Ac 20:25 cMt 8:16;
15:30; Ac 10:38

4:24
dLk 2:2 eMt 8:16,

28; 9:32; 15:22;
Mk 1:32; 5:15,16,

18 fMt 17:15
gMt 8:6; 9:2;

Mk 2:3

4:25
hMk 3:7,8; Lk 6:17

5:3
iver 10,19;

Mt 25:34

5:4
jIsa 61:2,3;

Rev 7:17

5:5
kPs 37:11; Ro 4:13

5:6
lIsa 55:1,2

5:8
mPs 24:3,4

nHeb 12:14;
Rev 22:4

5:9
over 44,45;

Ro 8:14

5:10
p1Pe 3:14

5:11
q1Pe 4:14

5:12
rAc 5:41; 1Pe 4:13,

16 sMt 23:31,37;
Ac 7:52; 1Th 2:15
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s in history were finally coming to fruition.
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rrived (cf. 11:5).
us reference. In Roman eyes the word
hole of Palestine with the exception of
lilean would probably have understood
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ssession and the occurrence of seizures
dical conditions. Demon-possession was

tious misdiagnosis for ailments such as
.
ngdom Law. The Sermon on the Mount is
locks of teaching that occur in Matthew
pters 5–7 present more information on
od’s sovereign reign than any other text
y valued by the church. This discourse is
 preached on a plain (see Lk 6), although
s in content. It is likely that Jesus repeat-
t contexts and unnecessary to conclude
ke 6 refer to the same sermon. On the
y have supplemented his record of the
t Jesus taught on other occasions; con-
breviated, relocated or eliminated some

 of “mountainside” (e.g., 5:1) is often a
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 a plateau in that same hill country. It will
al demands of this sermon by taking it as
 future age or by regarding it as a hyper-

 intended to drive us away from all law
ingdom Jesus was talking about was the
uring his earthly ministry, and the ethics
ediately applicable to his disciples. Jesus
om’s transforming power, which enables
 to kingdom ethics.
a teacher to sit down (cf. Luke 4:20). The
ere argues that Jesus was not “up on a

steners down below, for such an arrange-

ment would not have worked well acoustically. A better translation
is “. . . he went up into the hill country.”
5:3–12 See WLC 172; HC 63,107.
5:3 Blessed. The term means more than the emotional state rep-
resented by the word happy. It includes spiritual well-being, bask-
ing in the approval of God, and thus anticipating a happier destiny
(cf. Ps 1). poor in spirit. Those willing to acknowledge spiritual
need are more likely than the spiritually complacent to perceive
their own deficiency and to depend on God alone rather than on
their own goodness. Paul noted the same principle (Ro 9:30–31).
The parallel in Luke 6 renders this condition simply as “poor,” with-
out adding the phrase “in spirit.” This distinction has led many to
suppose that Jesus was really speaking of the materially poor,
Note, however, that in Luke 6 he was addressing the disciples
when he stated: “Blessed are you who are poor” (emphasis
added). Although material poverty and recognition of spiritual
need often go together, and although it is often difficult for the
materially wealthy to experience a deep awareness of their true
poverty, the two positions should not be regarded as identical.
5:4 those who mourn. The context indicates that “those who
mourn” are mourning over sin and evil, especially their own, and
over the failure of humankind to give proper glory to God.
5:5 the meek. This beatitude resembles, and is perhaps based
on, Psalm 37:11. The meekness in view here is spiritual meekness,
an attitude of humility and submission to God. Our pattern for
meekness is Jesus, who, while not servile, submits to his Father.
(The same Greek word, praus, occurs in 11:29, where it is translat-
ed “gentle.”) inherit the earth. This is the ultimate fulfillment of
the promise to Abraham, whom Paul in Romans 4:13 calls “heir of
the world” (cf. Heb 11:16). See WCF 19.6.
5:6 righteousness. Those who seek God’s righteousness
(uprightness, justice), not those who are confident of their own,
receive what they desire. See also note on 6:1–18. See CD 3–4.IV.
5:9 peacemakers. Spiritual peace, not the cessation of strife or
violence between nations or squabbling parties, is in view.
Although the term peacemakers is often understood to refer to
those who help others find peace with God, it can also refer to
those who have made their own peace with God (as the one who
makes peace with his “adversary” in v. 25). The principle is extend-
ed in vv. 44–45, where the sons of God are told to make peace even
with their enemies (cf. vv. 23–24).



Treasures in Heaven
19“Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth,r where moth and rust destroy,s

and where thieves break in and steal. 20But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, t

where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.u 21For
where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.v

22“The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full

6:19
rPr 23:4; Heb 13:5

sJas 5:2,3
6:20

tMt 19:21;
Lk 12:33; 18:22;

1Ti 6:19 uLk 12:33
6:21

vLk 12:34
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6:19 rust. The Greek word used here refers not only to metal cor-
rosion but also to mildew, wood rot and the like. Everything world-

ly is subject to decay or loss.
6:20–21 See HC 80.

REFORMED theology has consistently insisted on
the importance and effectiveness of prayer. God
made us and redeemed us in order that we might
have fellowship with him, and that is what prayer is:
fellowship with God. God speaks to us through reve-
lation, both the special revelation of Scripture and
the general revelation of the creation. He also
speaks to us as the Holy Spirit enables us to under-
stand this revelation, convicts us of our sin and
works in us to obey and to rejoice in the revelation
we have received. In response, we engage in prayer
to speak to God about himself, ourselves, our rela-
tionship with him and everything that exists and
takes place in his creation.

There is no tension or inconsistency between the
reality that God is sovereign over all things and the
fact that prayer is effective. Just as God has ordained
eating as a means by which hunger may be satisfied,
so he has ordained prayer as a means by which
events may come to pass. God has even ordained
our prayers themselves, so they are fully in accord
with his eternal counsel. Divine sovereignty does not
contradict but affirms our responsibility to pray.

Although God has commanded us to pray, this is
not the only reason we do so. We pray because we
are entirely dependent on God, needing him and his
fellowship. We pray because God sovereignly con-
trols all things and can therefore do whatever he
pleases, and we pray so that he will choose to do
good things for us. Of all the human means that God
uses to carry out his eternal plan, prayer is certainly
one of the most powerful and effective because
prayer calls on the all-powerful God to act on our
behalf. As James put it, “The prayer of a righteous
man is powerful and effective” (Jas 5:16).

Prayer takes different forms and emphases in dif-
ferent situations, and there are many legitimate ways
to summarize the Bible’s teaching on prayer. One
helpful way to think of prayer is as a fourfold activity
to be performed by God’s people both individually
(Mt 6:5–6) and with each other (Ac 1:14; 4:24): We
are to (1) express adoration and praise, (2) confess
our sins with contrition and seek forgiveness, (3)
offer thanks for benefits received and (4) voice peti-
tions and supplications for ourselves and others. The
Lord’s Prayer (Mt 6:9–13; Lk 11:2–4) embodies ado-
ration, petition and confession; the Psalter consists
of models of all four elements of prayer.

Petition is our humble acknowledgment that we
both need and trust God, that we depend on his

sovereign wisdom and goodness. This is perhaps the
most prominent dimension of prayer as expressed
throughout the Bible (e.g., Ge 18:16–33; Ex 32:31—
33:17; Ezr 9:5–15; Ne 1:5–11; 4:4–5,9; 6:9,14; Da
9:4–19; Mt 7:7–11; Jn 16:23–24; 17:1–26; Eph
6:18–20; Jas 5:16–18; 1Jn 5:14–16). Petition, along
with the other modes of prayer, should ordinarily be
directed to the Father, as the Lord’s Prayer demon-
strates, but we may also direct our petitions to
Christ (Jn 14:14), especially those for salvation and
healing (Ac 7:59; Ro 10:8–13; 2Co 12:7–9). We may
also petition the Holy Spirit, since he too is fully
God, although Scripture presents no actual exam-
ples of petitions specifically addressed to him. Scrip-
ture does affirm the role of the Spirit in motivating
our prayers and in praying on our behalf (Ro
8:15,26). It cannot be wrong to present petitions to
God as triune or to request a spiritual blessing from
any one of the three persons of the Trinity, but
there is wisdom in following the New Testament
pattern.

Jesus teaches that petition to the Father is to be
made in the Son’s name (Jn 14:13–14; 15:16;
16:23–24). This means invoking Jesus’ merit as the
basis for our access to the Father and looking to
Jesus for support as our intercessor in the Father’s
presence. We can only look to Jesus for support,
however, when what we ask is in accord with God’s
revealed will (1Jn 5:14) and when we ask with right
motives (Jas 4:3).

Jesus teaches that we may properly press God
with fervent persistence when we bring needs to
him (Lk 11:5–13; 18:1–8) and that he will answer
such prayer in positive terms. But we must remem-
ber that God, who knows what is best in a way that
we cannot, may deny our specific requests as to how
these needs should be met. When God doesn’t give
us what we request, it is because he has something
better for us, as when the Lord declined to heal the
thorn in Paul’s flesh (2Co 12:7–9).

Christians who pray to God sincerely, reverently,
humbly and penitently, with a sense of privilege and
with a purified heart, will find that the Holy Spirit
prompts them to pray even more and to trust in
their heavenly Father implicitly (Ro 8:15; Gal 4:6).
They will find themselves compelled to pray even
though they may not know what thoughts or desires
to express (Ro 8:26–27). The mysterious reality of
the Holy Spirit’s help in prayer becomes known only
to those who actively engage in prayer.

Prayer: Why Should We Pray?
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Parable Matthew Mark Luke

Lamp under a bowl 5:14-15 4:21-22 8:16; 11:33

Wise and foolish builders 7:24-27 6:47-49

New cloth on an old coat 9:16 2:21 5:36

New wine in old wineskins 9:17 2:22 5:37-38

Sower and the soils 13:3-8,18-23 4:3-8,14-20 8:5-8,11-15

Weeds 13:24-30,36-43

Mustard seed 13:31-32 4:30-32 13:18-19

Yeast 13:33 13:20-21

Hidden treasure 13:44

Valuable pearl 13:45-46

Net 13:47-50

Owner of a house 13:52

Lost sheep 18:12-14 15:4-7

Unmerciful servant 18:23-34

Workers in the vineyard 20:1-16

Two sons 21:28-32

Tenants 21:33-44 12:1-11 20:9-18

Wedding banquet 22:2-14

Fig tree 24:32-35 13:28-29 21:29-31

Faithful and wise servant 24:45-51 12:42-48

Ten virgins 25:1-13

Talents (minas) 25:14-30 19:12-27

Sheep and goats 25:31-46

Growing seed 4:26-29

Watchful servants 13:35-37 12:35-40

Moneylender 7:41-43

Good Samaritan 10:30-37

Friend in need 11:5-8

Rich fool 12:16-21

Unfruitful fig tree 13:6-9

Lowest seat at the feast 14:7-14

Great banquet 14:16-24

Cost of discipleship 14:28-33

Lost coin 15:8-10

Lost (prodigal) son 15:11-32

Shrewd manager 16:1-8

Rich man and Lazarus 16:19-31

Master and his servant 17:7-10

Persistent widow 18:2-8

Pharisee and tax collector 18:10-14

Parables of Jesus
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1039 MATTHEW 19:6

all that debt of yours because you begged me to. 33Shouldn’t you have had mercy on your
fellow servant just as I had on you?’ 34In anger his master turned him over to the jailers
to be tortured, until he should pay back all he owed.

35“This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless you forgive your broth-
er from your heart.”y

Divorce

19 When Jesus had finished saying these things,z he left Galilee and went into the
region of Judea to the other side of the Jordan. 2Large crowds followed him, and

he healed thema there.
3Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to di-

vorce his wifeb for any and every reason?”
4“Haven’t you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator ‘made them male

and female,’a c 5and said, ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be
united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh’b?d 6So they are no longer two, but
one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”

18:35
yMt 6:14; Jas 2:13

19:1
zMt 7:28

19:2
aMt 4:23

19:3
bMt 5:31

19:4
cGe 1:27; 5:2

19:5
dGe 2:24;
1Co 6:16; Eph 5:31

a 4 Gen. 1:27 b 5 Gen. 2:24

■ 19:1—25:46 The Changes of the Kingdom. Chapters 19–25 focus
on the changes brought about by the coming of the kingdom in
Christ. The material divides into two sections: narrative (with para-
bles and woes in 19:1—23:39) and discourse (24:1—25:46).
■ 19:1—23:39 Narrative: Parables and Woes. Chapters 19–23
record Jesus’ last trip to Galilee and entrance into Jerusalem
before his crucifixion. This passage emphasizes divergent reactions
to Jesus’ teaching—both acceptance and rejection.
19:3–6 Is it lawful . . . to divorce. The Pharisees’ question may
reflect the opinion of the rabbi Hillel, who reportedly allowed

divorce even for inconsequential reasons on the basis of Deuteron-
omy 24:1–4. He was opposed in this matter by another rabbi,
Shammai, who argued that only gross indecency constituted
grounds for divorce. Jesus’ answer to the question transcends this
casuistic discussion of Deuteronomy and returns to the order of
creation by God. Jesus views divorce as a fundamental denial of
God’s created order and of the nature of the marriage institution.
Every legitimate marriage is “made in heaven” and is thus inviolate.
See theological article “Marriage and Divorce,” below.
19:5–9 See WCF 24.1; 24.6; WLC 139.

MARRIAGE is an exclusive relationship in which a
man and a woman commit themselves to each other
in covenant for life and, on the basis of this solemn
vow, become “one flesh” physically (Ge 2:24; Mal
2:14; Mt 19:4–6). As the Westminster Confession of
Faith puts it, “Marriage was ordained for the mutual
help of husband and wife, for the increase of
mankind with a legitimate issue, and of the Church
with an holy seed; and for preventing of uncleanness
[sexual license and immorality]” (WCF 24.2; cf. Ge
1:28; 2:18; 1Co 7:2–9). God’s ideal for marriage is
that the man and the woman should experience
completion in each other (Ge 2:23) and share in his
creative work of making new people. With rare
exception, marriage is for all people, but it is God’s
will that his own people should marry only fellow
believers (1Co 7:39; cf. Ezr 9–10; Ne 13:23–27; Mt
19:10–12; 2Co 6:14). Deepest intimacy is impossible
when the partners are not united in faith.

By using Christ’s relationship to his church to
illustrate what Christian marriage ought to be, Paul
highlights the husband’s special responsibility as his
wife’s servant-leader and protector, as well as the
wife’s calling to accept her husband in that role (Eph
5:21–33). The distinction of roles does not, however,
imply that the wife is an inferior person. As God’s
image bearers, both the husband and wife have
equal dignity and value, and they are to fulfill their
roles on the basis of a mutual respect that is rooted
in recognition of their equality in the eyes of God.

God hates divorce (Mal 2:16), yet he provided a

procedure for it that protected the divorced wife (Dt
24:1–4). Jesus declared, however, that this provision
was given “because your hearts were hard” (Mt
19:8). Divorce is not the ideal but a way to mitigate
the damages caused by sin. In Matthew 5:31–32 and
19:8–9, Jesus taught that marital infidelity (the sin of
adultery) violates the marriage covenant and war-
rants divorce (though reconciliation is preferable)
but that a man who divorces his wife for any lesser
reason becomes guilty of adultery when he remar-
ries, and that he drives his divorced wife into adul-
tery in her remarriage as well. In every case, divorce
and remarriage involve the disruption of God’s ideal
for the sexual relationship. Notice that when asked
“Is it lawful . . . to divorce?” (Mt 19:3), Jesus did not
concede that divorce is sometimes a good alterna-
tive to remaining in an unhealthy marital relation-
ship. Rather, he explained that because hearts
sometimes continue to be hard, divorce may be per-
mitted (Mt 19:4–6).

Paul added that a Christian who is deserted by
an unbelieving partner is not “bound” (1Co 7:15).
This evidently means that he or she may regard the
relationship as finished. Still, the Bible leaves many
questions unanswered: What behavior by an unbe-
lieving spouse constitutes abandonment? May a pro-
fessing believer ever be counted as an unbeliever in
the case of abandonment? Does abandonment con-
fer the right of remarriage on the abandoned
spouse? These are issues on which Reformed theolo-
gians have long been divided.

Marriage and Divorce: Is Divorce an Option?
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7“Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate
of divorce and send her away?”e

8Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were
hard. But it was not this way from the beginning. 9I tell you that anyone who divorces his
wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.” f

10The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is
better not to marry.”

11Jesus replied, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has
been given.g 12For some are eunuchs because they were born that way; others were
made that way by men; and others have renounced marriagea because of the kingdom
of heaven. The one who can accept this should accept it.”

The Little Children and Jesus
13Then little children were brought to Jesus for him to place his hands on themh and

pray for them. But the disciples rebuked those who brought them.
14Jesus said, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the king-

dom of heaven belongs i to such as these.” j 15When he had placed his hands on them, he
went on from there.

The Rich Young Man
16Now a man came up to Jesus and asked, “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get

eternal lifek?” l

17“Why do you ask me about what is good?” Jesus replied. “There is only One who is
good. If you want to enter life, obey the commandments.”m

18“Which ones?” the man inquired.
Jesus replied, “ ‘Do not murder, do not commit adultery,n do not steal, do not give

false testimony, 19honor your father and mother,’b o and ‘love your neighbor as your-
self.’c”p

20“All these I have kept,” the young man said. “What do I still lack?”
21Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect,q go, sell your possessions and give to the

poor,r and you will have treasure in heaven.s Then come, follow me.”

19:7
eDt 24:1-4; Mt 5:31

19:9
fMt 5:32; Lk 16:18

19:11
gMt 13:11;

1Co 7:7-9,17

19:13
hMk 5:23

19:14
iMt 25:34 jMt 18:3;

1Pe 2:2

19:16
kMt 25:46
lLk 10:25

19:17
mLev 18:5

19:18
nJas 2:11

19:19
oEx 20:12-16;

Dt 5:16-20
pLev 19:18;

Mt 5:43

19:21
qMt 5:48

rLk 12:33; Ac 2:45;
4:34-35 sMt 6:20

1040MATTHEW 19:7

a 12 Or have made themselves eunuchs b 19 Exodus 20:12–16; Deut. 5:16–20 c 19 Lev. 19:18

19:7–8 Why then. Hearing Jesus’ view of marriage, the Pharisees
thought they could catch him contradicting Moses. But Jesus
showed that Moses in Deuteronomy 24:1–4 was not giving reasons
for divorce but making provisions in the event of divorce. Actually,
Deuteronomy 24:1–4 consists of a long introductory “if” statement,
ending with the prohibition against a man remarrying a woman he
had earlier divorced. The situation in Israel reflected a cavalier atti-
tude and a “hardness of heart” with respect to marriage and
divorce that had to be specifically restrained by case law.
19:9 This verse is not easy to exegete, but its basic thrust is clear:
Remarriage after divorce is adultery. The assumption is that in
God’s eyes a wrongly divorced couple is still married. Remarriage
under such conditions constitutes adultery because it places the
divorced partners in sexual relationships with persons outside that
marital bond. Matthew 5:32 focuses on the further implication that
divorcing a woman causes her to commit adultery because she is
virtually bound to remarry in order to survive. The difficulty lies in
the “exception clause” that is found here and in 5:32, but not in
Mark 10:11. Is Jesus giving a ground for divorce, and if so, what is
it? Any decision must deal with at least three basic questions. (1)
What is the scope of the term translated “marital unfaithfulness” in
the NIV? The Greek word porneia is actually fairly broad, pertain-
ing to any number of sexual sins or other vile, indecent acts. It is
not identical to moicheia (“adultery”) used at the end of the verse,
and this suggests that Jesus had something other than just adultery
in mind. (2) Why does Mark not include the exception clause? To
maintain the unity of Scripture, we conclude either that Mark
assumed the exception and knew his audience would also assume
it or else that the exception was only relevant to Matthew’s read-
ers. (3) How does Jesus’ exception relate to the “something inde-
cent” (Dt 24:1) that Moses conceded as a cause (not a ground) of
divorce? Moses’ allowance cannot mean that God maintained less
stringent standards then than he does now, although it may be that
the standards were imposed differently (polygamy was inherently
opposed to the created order but was not explicitly condemned in
the patriarchs). Jesus never corrected the law; he gave the correct
interpretation of it. Whatever the solution, discussions about
grounds for divorce and remarriage should not degenerate into

casuistic arguments that lose sight of the main issue: Marriage is a
creation ordinance and is by nature inviolable. This was the mis-
take that Hillel, Shammai and the other Pharisees made. See theo-
logical article “Marriage and Divorce” at Matthew 19. See WCF
24.5.
19:10–12 it is better not to marry. The disciples reacted rather
cynically to Jesus’ teaching on the inviolability of marriage. Jesus
accepted their disparaging response and indicated that it may
indeed be better for some not to marry (vv. 11–12), but only when
this decision is made for the sake of the kingdom, not because God
has a strict view of marriage. Compare 1 Corinthians 7:7–9. See
WCF 22.7; WLC 139.
19:13–15 Let the little children come. The Dead Sea communi-
ty excluded children from its assembly. The disciples viewed chil-
dren as a distraction from the work of Jesus. But Jesus welcomed
them as subjects of the kingdom and blessed them (v. 15). Since
entrance into the kingdom is by God’s grace, not human achieve-
ment, dependent little ones have a special claim to covenant bless-
ing (cf. 18:1–9). See BC 34; HC 74.
19:16–22 The words used in Matthew differ from those in Mark
(10:17–31) and Luke (18:18–30). It is often alleged that Matthew
changed Mark’s record of the young man’s words (“Good teacher
. . . what must I do?” in Mark 10:17) and Jesus’ response (“Why do
you call me good?” in Mark 10:18) to “Teacher, what good thing
must I do?” (v. 16) and “Why do you ask me about what is good?”
(v. 17) in order to avoid the supposed implication that Jesus did
not regard himself as good. But Matthew did not differ from Mark
in his view of Jesus. He highlighted the good deed by which the
young man sought to procure eternal life. All three Gospel records
focus on the mistake of thinking one can be good enough to
achieve eternal life. Matthew includes the key phrase “There is
only One who is good” (v. 17), while Mark and Luke record Jesus’
statement as “No one is good—except God alone” (Mk 10:18; Lk
18:19), but all three imply the impossibility of obtaining eternal life
by one’s own goodness. Matthew’s version focuses on the impossi-
bility of good deeds as grounds for eternal life; Mark and Luke
stress the impossibility of being good enough. See note on Mark
10:18. See WSC 41.
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