
INTRODUCTION TO
GEN E SIS

The book of Genesis is the great book of 

beginnings in the Bible. True to the meanings of 

its Hebrew and Greek names (Hb bere’shith, “In 

Beginning” [based on 1:1]; Gk Geneseos, “Of Birth” 

[based on 2:4]), Genesis permits us to view the 

beginning of a multitude of realities that shape our 

daily existence: the creation of the universe and 

the planet earth; the origins of plant and animal 

life; and the origins of human beings, marriage, 

families, nations, industry, artistic expression, 

religious ritual, prophecy, sin, law, crime, conflict, 

punishment, and death.

A caravan of camels casts a long shadow in the desert.
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CIRCUMSTANCES OF WRITING

AUTHOR: Since pre-Christian times authorship of the 

Torah, the five books that include the book of Genesis, 

has been attributed to Moses, an enormously influential 

Israelite leader from the second millennium BC with an 

aristocratic Egyptian background. Even though Genesis 

is technically anonymous, both the Old and New Tes-

taments unanimously recognize Moses as the Torah’s 

author (Jos 8:35; 23:6; 1Kg 2:3; 8:9; 2Kg 14:6; 23:25; 2Ch 

23:18; 25:4; 30:16; 34:14; 35:12; Ezr 3:2; 6:18; Neh 8:1; 9:14; 

Dn 9:11,13; Mal 4:4; Mk 12:19,26; Lk 2:22; 20:28; 24:44; Jn 

1:17,45; 7:19; Ac 13:39; 15:21; 28:23; Rm 10:5; 1Co 9:9; Heb 

10:28). At the same time, evidence in Genesis suggests 

that minor editorial changes dating to ancient times have 

been inserted into the text. Examples include the men-

tion of “Dan” (14:14), a city that was not named until the 

days of the judges (Jdg 18:29), and the use of a phrase 

that assumed the existence of Israelite kings (Gn 36:31).

BACKGROUND: The Torah (a Hebrew term for “law” or 

“in struction”) was seen as one unit until at least the sec-

ond century BC. Sometime prior to the birth of Christ, 

the Torah was divided into five separate books, later 

referred to as the Pentateuch (literally, five vessels). 

Genesis, the first book of the Torah, provides both the 

universal history of humankind and the patriarchal his-

tory of the nation of Israel. The first section (chaps. 1–11) 

is a general history commonly called the “primeval his-

tory,” showing how all humanity descended from one 

couple and became sinners. The second section (chaps. 

12–50) is a more specific history commonly referred to 

as the “patriarchal history,” focusing on the covenant 

God made with Abraham and his descendants: Isaac, 

Jacob, and Jacob’s twelve sons. Genesis unfolds God’s 

plan to bless and redeem humanity through Abraham’s 

descendants. The book concludes with the events that 

led to the Israelites being in the land of Egypt.

MESSAGE AND PURPOSE

CREATION: God is the sovereign Lord and Creator of 

all things. God created everything out of nothing. No 

preexistent material existed. He is the Creator, not a 

craft sman. This indicates that he has infinite power 

and perfect control over everything. He is separate 

from the created order, and no part of creation is to 

be considered an extension of God. All that God cre-

ated is good, because he is a good and majestic God. 

God is Lord, maintaining sovereignty and involvement 

with his creation. God’s control over human history is 

so complete that even the worst of human deeds can 

be turned to serve his benevolent purposes (50:20).

HUMAN LIFE: Adam and Eve were created in the image 

of God, unique from the rest of creation, to have fellow-

ship with him. Humans are a paradox. On the one hand, 

people are the capstone of all God’s creation, created in 

God’s image (1:26-27) and possessing Godlike authority 

over all the created order within their realm (1:28-29; 

9:1-3). On the other hand, they are sinners—beings 

who have used their God-given resources and abilities 

in ways that violate God’s laws (2:17; 3:6) and hurt other 

people (3:8-11; 6:5,11-12). Even so, during their lifetime 

God expects people to follow his laws (4:7), and he bless-

es those who live according to his ways (6:8-9; 39:2,21). 

God wants to work through individuals to bring a bless-

ing to every human life (18:18; 22:18; 26:4). Nevertheless, 

Genesis teaches that because of sin all human beings 

must die (2:17; 3:19; 5:5,8,11). Since all human life is cre-

ated in the image of God, no person or class of humans is 

superior to others. Humanity was created to live in com-

munity. The most fundamental unit of community is the 

family: a husband (male) and wife (female) with children.

SIN: Evil and sin did not originate with God. Adam and 

Eve were created innocent and with the capacity to 

make choices. Sin entered the world at a specific place 

and time in history. Adam and Eve chose freely to dis-

obey God, fell from innocence, and lost their freedom. 

Their sinful nature has passed to every other human 

being. Sin resulted in death, both physical and spiritual. 

Sin has led to a world of pain and struggle.

COVENANT: Genesis is a narrative of relationships, and 

certainly relationships grounded in covenants with God. 
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These covenants provide a unifying principle for under-

standing the whole of Scripture and define the relation-

ship between God and man. The heart of that relationship 

is found in the phrase, “They will be my people, and I will 

be their God” (Jr 32:38; cp. Gn 17:7-8; Ex 6:6-7; Lv 26:12; Dt 

4:20; Jr 11:4; Ezk 11:20). God’s cov enant with Abraham is 

a major event both in Genesis and throughout the Bible. 

God called Abraham out of Ur to go to  Canaan, promis-

ing to make him a great nation that in turn would bless 

all nations (Gn 12:1-3). God repeats his oath in Genesis 

22:18, adding further that it would be through Abraham’s 

off spring (Hb zera‘ “seed”) that all nations would some-

day be blessed. Paul applies the singular noun seed as 

a reference to Christ (Gl 3:16). It is through Christ, Abra-

ham’s prophesied descendant, that the blessings of the 

Abrahamic Covenant would come to every nation.

CONTRIBUTION TO THE BIBLE

Genesis lays the groundwork for everything else we 

read and experience in Scripture. Through Genesis we 

understand where we came from, how we got in the fall-

en state we are in, and the beginnings of God’s gracious 

work on our behalf. Genesis unfolds God’s original pur-

pose for humanity.

Genesis provides the foundation from which we un-

derstand God’s covenant with Israel that was established 

with the giving of the law. For the Israelite community, 

the stories of the origins of humanity, sin, and the cov-

enant relationship with God helped them understand 

why God gave them the law.

STRUCTURE

Genesis is chiefly a narrative. From a narrative stand-

point, God is the only true hero of the Bible, and the 

book of Genesis has the distinct privilege of introducing 

him. God is the first subject of a verb in the book and is 

mentioned more frequently than any other character in 

the Bible. The content of the first eleven chapters is dis-

tinct from the patriarchal stories in chapters 12–50. The 

primary literary device is the catchphrase “these are the 

family records.” The phrase is broader in meaning than 

simply “generation,” and refers more to a narrative ac-

count. This was a common practice in ancient Near East 

writings. This phrase also serves as a link between the 

key person in the previous narrative and the one antici-

pated in the next section. Genesis could be described as 

historical genealogy, which ties together creation and 

human history in one continuum.

Outline

 I. Creation of Heaven and Earth (1:1–2:3)

 A. Creator and creation (1:1-2)

 B. Six days of creation (1:3-31)

 C. Seventh day—  day of consecration (2:1-3)

 II. The Human Family In and Outside the Garden 

(2:4 – 4:26)

 A. The man and woman in the garden (2:4-25)

 B. The man and woman expelled from the garden 

(3:1-24)

 C. Adam and Eve’s family outside the garden 

(4:1-26)

 III. Adam’s Family Line (5:1–6:8)

 A. Introduction: Creation and blessing (5:1-2)

 B. “Image of God” from Adam to Noah (5:3-32)

 C. Conclusion: Procreation and perversion 

(6:1-8)

 IV. Noah and His Family (6:9–9:29)

 A. Righteous Noah and the corrupt world (6:9-12)

 B. Coming judgment but the ark of promise 

(6:13–7:10)

 C. Worldwide flood of judgment (7:11-24)

 D. God’s remembrance and rescue of Noah 

(8:1-14)

 E. Exiting the ark (8:15-19)

 F. Worship and the word of promise (8:20-22)

 G. God’s covenant with the new world (9:1-17)

 H. Noah’s sons and future blessing (9:18-29)

 V. The Nations and the Tower of Babylon 

(10:1–11:26)

 A. Table of Nations (10:1-32)

 B. Tower of Babylon (11:1-9)

 C. Family line of Abram (11:10-26)

 VI. Father Abraham (11:27–25:11)

 A. Abram’s beginnings (11:27-32)

Joseph 1915-1805
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Benjamin is born; Rachel dies. 1900

Potter’s wheel is introduced to Crete. 1900

Use of the sail in the Aegean 1900

Egyptian town of El Lahun gives evidence of town planning 

with streets at right angles. 1900

Mesopotamian mathematicians discover what later came 

to be called the Pythagorean theorem. 1900

Joseph sold into Egypt 1898

Khnumhotep II, an architect of Pharaoh Amenemhet II, 

develops encryption. 1900

Musical theory, Mesopotamia 1800

Multiplication tables, Mesopotamia 1800

Babylonians develop catalog of stars and planets. 1800

Book of the Dead, Egypt 1800

Horses are introduced in Egypt. 1800

Wooden plows, Scandinavia 1800
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 B. The promissory call and Abram’s obedience 

(12:1-9)

 C. Abram and Sarai in Egypt: Blessing begins 

(12:10–13:1)

 D. Abram and Lot part: Promises recalled (13:2-18)

 E. Abram rescues Lot: Abram’s faithfulness (14:1-24)

 F. Covenant promises confirmed (15:1-21)

 G. Abram’s firstborn son, Ishmael (16:1-16)

 H. Covenant sign of circumcision (17:1-27)

 I. Divine judgment and mercy (18:1–19:38)

 J. Abraham and Sarah in Gerar: Promises 

preserved (20:1-18)

 K. Abraham’s promised son: The birth of Isaac 

(21:1-21)

 L. Treaty with Abimelech (21:22-34)

 M. Abraham’s test (22:1-19)

 N. Family line of Rebekah (22:20-24)

 O. Sarah’s burial site (23:1-20)

 P. A wife for Isaac (24:1-67)

 Q. Abraham’s death and burial (25:1-11)

 VII. Ishmael’s Family Line (25:12-18)

 VIII. Isaac’s Family: Jacob and Esau (25:19–35:29)

 A. Struggle at birth and birthright (25:19-34)

 B. Isaac’s deception and strife with the Philistines 

(26:1-35)

 C. Stolen blessing and flight to Paddan-aram 

(27:1–28:9)

 D. Promise of blessing at Bethel (28:10-22)

 E. Laban deceives Jacob (29:1-30)

 F. Birth of Jacob’s children (29:31–30:24)

 G. Birth of Jacob’s herds (30:25-43)

 H. Jacob deceives Laban (31:1-55)

 I. Struggle for blessing at Peniel (32:1-32)

 J. Restored gift  and return to Shechem 

(33:1-20)

 K. Dinah, deception, and strife with the Hivites 

(34:1-31)

 L. Blessing and struggle at birth (35:1-29)

 IX. Esau’s Family (36:1-8)

 X. Esau, Father of the Edomites (36:9–37:1)

 XI. Jacob’s Family: Joseph and His Brothers 

(37:2–50:26)

 A. The early days of Joseph (37:2-36)

 B. Judah and Tamar (38:1-30)

 C. Joseph in Egypt (39:1-23)

 D. Joseph, savior of Egypt (40:1– 41:57)

 E. The brothers’ journeys to Egypt (42:1– 43:34)

 F. Joseph tests the brothers (44:1-34)

 G. Joseph reveals his identity (45:1-28)

 H. Jacob’s migration to Egypt (46:1-27)

 I. Joseph, savior of the family (46:28– 47:12)

 J. Joseph’s administration in Egypt (47:13-31)

 K. Jacob’s blessings (48:1– 49:28)

 L. The death and burial of Jacob 

(49:29–50:14)

 M. The final days of Joseph (50:15-26)



THE CREATION

1 
 In  the be gin ning a  God cre at ed  the heav ens 
 and  the  earth. A,b

²  Now  the  earth  was form less  and emp ty, c 
dark ness cov ered  the sur face  of  the wa tery 
 depths,  and  the Spir it  of  God  was hov er ing 
 over  the sur face  of  the wa ters. d ³  Then  God 
 said, “ Let  there  be  light,” e  and  there  was  light. 
⁴  God  saw  that  the  light  was  good,  and  God 
sep a rat ed  the  light  from  the dark ness. ⁵  God 
 called  the  light “ day,”  and  the dark ness  he 
 called “ night.”  There  was  an eve ning,  and 
 there  was  a morn ing:  one  day.

⁶  Then  God  said, “ Let  there  be  an ex panse 
be tween  the wa ters, separating wa ter  from 
wa ter.” f ⁷  So  God  made  the ex panse  and sep-
a rat ed  the wa ter un der  the ex panse  from  the 
wa ter  above  the ex panse. g  And  it  was  so. ⁸  God 

 called  the ex panse “ sky.” B Eve ning  came  and 
 then morn ing:  the sec ond  day.

⁹  Then  God  said, “ Let  the wa ter un der  the 
 sky  be gath ered  into  one  place, h  and  let  the 
 dry  land ap pear.”  And  it  was  so. ¹⁰  God  called 
 the  dry  land “ earth,”  and  the gath er ing  of  the 
wa ter  he  called “ seas.”  And  God  saw  that  it 
 was  good. ¹¹  Then  God  said, “ Let  the  earth pro-
duce veg e ta tion: seed-bearing  plants  and  fruit 
 trees  on  the  earth bear ing  fruit  with  seed  in 
 it ac cord ing  to  their  kinds.” i  And  it  was  so. 
¹²  The  earth pro duced veg e ta tion: seed-bear-
ing  plants ac cord ing  to  their  kinds  and  trees 
bear ing  fruit  with  seed  in  it ac cord ing  to  their 
 kinds.  And  God  saw  that  it  was  good. ¹³ Eve-
ning  came  and  then morn ing:  the  third  day.

¹⁴  Then  God  said, “ Let  there  be  lights  in  the 
ex panse  of  the  sky  to sep a rate  the  day  from 

a 1 1 Ps 90 2  102 
12  Is 40 21  Jn 1 1-3  
Eph 3 21

b Neh 9 6  Is 40 12-14  
43 7  Jr 10 12-16  Am 
4 13  Rm 1 25  1Co 11 
9  Col 1 16  Rv 4 11

c 1 2 Jr 4 23
d Jb 26 13  33 4  Ps 33 
6  104 30

e 1 3 2Co 4 6
f 1 6 Is 44 24  Jr 10 12
g 1 7 Ps 148 4
h 1 9 Jb 38 8-11  Ps 
33 7  136 6  Jr 5 22  
2Pt 3 5

i 1 11 Ps 65 9-13  
104 14

A 1:1 Or created the universe   B 1:8 Or “heavens.”

1:1

 

This opening verse of the Bible, seven 
words in the Hebrew, establishes seven key 
truths upon which the rest of the Bible is based.

First, God exists. The essential first step in 
pleasing God is acknowledging his existence 
(Heb 11:6). Second, God existed before there 
was a universe and will exist aft er the universe 
perishes (Heb 1:10-12). Third, God is the main 
character in the Bible. He is the subject of the 
first verb in the Bible (in fact, he is the subject 
of more verbs than any other character) and 
performs a wider variety of activities than 
any other being in the Bible. Fourth, as Cre-
ator, God has done what no human could ever 
do; in its active form the Hebrew verb bara’, 
meaning “to create,” never has a human sub-
ject. Thus bara’ signifies a work that is unique-
ly God’s. Fift h, God is mysterious; though this 
particular Hebrew word for God is plural, 
the verb form of which “God” is the subject 
is singular. This is perhaps a subtle allusion 
to God’s Trinitarian nature: He is three divine 
persons in one divine essence. Sixth, God is 
the Creator of heaven and earth. He does not 
just modify preexisting matter but calls mat-
ter into being out of nothing (Ps 33:6,9; Heb 
11:3). Seventh, God is not dependent on the 
universe, but the universe is totally depen-
dent on God (Heb 1:3).
1:2

 

Bible translations since the time of the 
Septuagint, the translation of the OT into 
Greek (ca 175 BC), have rendered the first He-
brew verb in this verse as was. However, in an 
eff ort to explain the origins of evil and/or find 
biblical evidence for an old earth, some Bible 
scholars have suggested that this verb should 
be translated as “became.” Citing portions of 
Is 14:12-21 and Ezk 28:12-19, they believe a 
time gap, possibly a vast one, exists between 
the first two verses of the Bible, during which 
Satan led a rebellion in heaven against God. 
This allows interpreters to suggest that the 
early earth became formless and empty be-
cause Satan’s rebellion marred God’s good 
creation. However, the construction of this 
sentence in the original Hebrew favors the 
traditional translation (“was” rather than 
“became”).

The sense of v. 2 is that God created the 
earth “formless and empty” as an unfinished 
and unfilled state. Working through an or-
derly process over a period of six days, God 
formed (days 1-3) and filled (days 4-6) his 
created handiwork. The “forming” was ac-
complished by means of three acts of sepa-
rating or sorting various elements of creation 
from one another. The “filling” was carried 
out through five acts of populating the new-
ly created domains. Watery depths, a single 
word in Hebrew, suggests an original state of 
creation that was shapeless as liquid water. 
The Hebrew verb translated was hovering, 
used also in Dt 32:11, suggests that the Spirit 
of God was watching over his creation just as 
a bird watches over its young.
1:3

 

A foundational teaching of the Bible 
is that God speaks and does so with uni-
verse-changing authority. The command in 
this verse is just two words in Hebrew.
1:4

 

Another basic truth of the Bible is that 
God saw; this means he is fully aware of his 
creation. Later writers directly declared that 
God is aware of events occurring throughout 
the earth (2Ch 16:9; Zch 4:10). The term good, 
used here for the first of seven times in this 
chapter to evaluate God’s creative work, can 
be used to express both high quality and mor-
al excellence. The physical universe is a good 
place because God made it. God found satis-
faction in his labor. This is the first instance 
where God separated the twin realms of light 
and darkness, day and night. God’s activity 
in the material world parallels the role he 
also performs in the moral universe, that of 
the righteous Judge distinguishing between 
those who live in moral light and those who 
do not (1Th 5:5).
1:5

 

In ancient Israel, the act of naming an 
object, place, or person indicated that you 
held control over it (35:10; 41:45; Nm 32:42; 
Dt 3:14; Jos 19:47; 2Kg 23:34; 24:17). When 
God named the light and the darkness, he 
asserted his lordship and control over all of 
time. There was an evening. In ancient Israel-
ite and modern Jewish tradition, sundown is 
the transition point from one day to the next. 

Scholars diff er over the meaning of “day” in 
the phrases “one day . . . the second day,” etc. 
Some argue for twenty-four-hour periods, but 
other options are possible, especially since 
(1) there was at first no sun by which to dis-
tinguish twenty-four-hour periods, (2) “day” 
means the period of daylight in 1:5a, and 
(3) “day” refers to the whole creation period 
in 2:4 (“at the time” is lit “on the day”). Con-
sequently, some scholars understand the 
“days” of creation as extended periods of 
uncertain length or as a rhetorical device by 
which the account of creation is structured.
1:6

 

Based on a verb that can refer to cover-
ing something with a thin sheet of metal (Nm 
16:39; Is 40:19), the noun expanse always re-
fers to the vast spread of the open sky.
1:7

 

God’s second act of separation was to di-
vide atmospheric water from terrestrial wa-
ter. Thus he began the process of giving form 
to the material world. The clause it was so, 
found six times in this chapter, emphasizes 
God’s absolute power over creation.
1:8

 

Sky can refer to the earth’s atmospheric en-
velope (v. 20), outer space (v. 15), or “heaven,” 
the spiritual realm where God lives (Ps 11:4).
1:9

 

God’s third and final act of separation cre-
ated oceans and continents.
1:10

 

In his third and final act of naming, God 
demonstrated his authority over all of the 
earth. This contrasts with what Israel’s poly-
theistic neighbors believed about the range of 
divine powers. Their gods were not all-power-
ful, but instead exercised authority over a lim-
ited territory. The God of Gn 1 holds dominion 
over everything at all times and in all places.
1:11-13

 

In preparation for the introduction 
of animal and human life, God provided an 
abundant supply of food. The consistent bib-
lical teaching is that “like begets like” (Lk 6:44; 
Jms 3:12); Gn 1:11-12 establishes that princi-
ple for plant life. While five of the six days con-
tain at least one act of creation evaluated as 
good, only the third and sixth days have this 
statement more than once.
1:14-15 The events of day four complement 
those of day one, filling the day and night with 
finished forms of light. The various lights, or 
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 the  night.  They  will  serve  as  signs a  for sea sons A 
 and  for  days  and  years. b ¹⁵  They  will  be  lights 
 in  the ex panse  of  the  sky  to pro vide  light  on 
 the  earth.”  And  it  was  so. ¹⁶  God  made  the  two 
 great  lights  —   the great er  light  to  rule  over  the 
 day  and  the less er  light  to  rule  over  the  night  
—   as  well  as  the  stars. c ¹⁷  God  placed  them  in 
 the ex panse  of  the  sky  to pro vide  light  on  the 
 earth, ¹⁸  to  rule  the  day  and  the  night,  and  to 
sep a rate  light  from dark ness. d  And  God  saw 
 that  it  was  good. ¹⁹ Eve ning  came  and  then 
morn ing:  the  fourth  day.

²⁰  Then  God  said, “ Let  the wa ter  swarm  with B 
liv ing crea tures,  and  let  birds  fl y  above  the 
 earth  across  the ex panse  of  the  sky.” ²¹  So  God 
cre at ed  the  large sea-creatures C  and ev ery liv-
ing crea ture  that  moves  and  swarms  in  the wa-
ter, e ac cord ing  to  their  kinds.  He  also cre at ed 
ev ery  winged crea ture ac cord ing  to  its  kind. 
 And  God  saw  that  it  was  good. ²²  God  blessed 
 them: “ Be fruit ful, mul ti ply,  and  fi ll  the wa ters 
 of  the  seas,  and  let  the  birds mul ti ply  on  the 

 earth.” f ²³ Eve ning  came  and  then morn ing: 
 the  fi fth  day.

²⁴  Then  God  said, “ Let  the  earth pro duce liv-
ing crea tures ac cord ing  to  their  kinds: live-
stock, crea tures  that  crawl,  and  the wildlife 
 of  the  earth ac cord ing  to  their  kinds.”  And 
 it  was  so. ²⁵  So  God  made  the wildlife  of  the 
 earth ac cord ing  to  their  kinds,  the live stock 
ac cord ing  to  their  kinds,  and  all  the crea tures 
 that  crawl  on  the  ground ac cord ing  to  their 
 kinds.  And  God  saw  that  it  was  good.

²⁶  Then  God  said, “ Let  us g  make  man D  in E 
 our im age, ac cord ing  to  our like ness. h  They 
 will  rule  the  fi sh  of  the  sea,  the  birds  of  the 
 sky,  the live stock,  the  whole  earth, F  and  the 
crea tures  that  crawl G  on  the  earth.” i

 ²⁷ So God created man in his own image;
  he created him in H the image of God;
  he created them male and female. j
²⁸  God  blessed  them,  and  God  said  to  them, “ Be 
fruit ful, mul ti ply,  fi ll  the  earth, k  and sub due 
 it.  Rule  the  fi sh  of  the  sea,  the  birds  of  the  sky, 

a 1 14 Jr 10 2
b Ps 104 19
c 1 16 Dt 4 19  Ps 136 
7-9  Is 40 26

d 1 18 Jr 31 35
e 1 21 Ps 104 25-28
f 1 22 Gn 8 17  9 1
g 1 26 Gn 3 22  11 7
h Gn 5 1 3  9 6  Rm 8 
29  1Co 11 7  15 49  
2Co 3 18  4 4  Eph 4 
24  Col 1 15  Jms 3 9

i Gn 9 2  Ps 8 6-8  
Jms 3 7

j 1 27 Gn 5 2  Mt 19 4  
Mk 10 6

k 1 28 Gn 9 1 7

A 1:14 Or for the appointed times   B 1:20 Lit with swarms of   C 1:21 Or created sea monsters   D 1:26 Or human beings ; Hb ‘adam, also in v. 27   E 1:26 Or as   
F 1:26 Syr reads sky, and over every animal of the land   G 1:26 Or scurry   H 1:27 Or man as his own image; he created him as

“light-giving objects,” were worshiped as gods 
in the cultures that surrounded ancient Israel. 
In Genesis, however, the sun, moon, and stars 
are portrayed as servants of God that would 
fulfill three roles: separating the newly creat-
ed realms of day and night; marking time so 
that those who worshiped the Creator could 
keep their festivals in each of the seasons (cp. 
Lv 23:4,44); and providing light on the earth.
1:16-19

 

Compared to the elaborate worship 
that all the other ancient nations give to the 
sun, moon, and stars, the simplicity of God’s 
creative word is striking. They are purely inan-
imate objects created and ruled by God.
1:20

 

The fift h day’s events complement those 
of day two, filling the newly formed heavenly 
domains above and the watery regions below.
1:21

 

The reuse of the verb created (Hb bara’; 
cp. v. 1) emphasizes God’s authority over the 
large sea-creatures. This point was especial-
ly significant to the ancient Israel-
ites, whose neighbors worshiped 
Rahab, a mythical sea monster.
1:22-23 The first of three bless-
ings God pronounced in the cre-
ation narrative occurred when 
God blessed the water animals 
and birds. This blessing is similar 
to the one for people, but lacks 
the commands to “subdue” and 
“rule” (v. 28).
1:24-25 The term living crea-
tures in vv. 20 and 24 is the same 
as is translated “living being” in 
2:7. The sixth day is for creating 
land creatures, including people. 
The three groups of animals are 
domesticated livestock, crawlers, 
and wild animals.
1:26 God’s use of plural pronouns 
(us . . . our . . . our) to refer to him-
self has raised many questions 

(3:22; 11:7; Is 6:8). At least five diff erent sug-
gestions have been put forward to explain 
them: they may be references to (1) the 
Trinity; (2) God and his angels; (3) God and 
creation; (4) God’s majesty as expressed by a 
literary device known as the “plural of majes-
ty”; or (5) a polytheistic view of God. Since the 
Bible teaches elsewhere that there is only one 
God (Dt 6:4; Mk 12:29; 1Co 8:4), the fift h option 
is not tenable.

The two Hebrew words translated as im-
age and likeness are often understood as 
having the same meaning. But some inter-
preters suggest that “image” refers to the 
ability to reason, with “likeness” referring to 
the spiritual dimension. What exactly is the 
“image” of God? Since the Bible teaches that 
God is Spirit (Jn 4:24), many commentators 
believe it refers to the non-material aspects of 
a person—our moral sensibilities, intellectual 

abilities, will, and emotions. Based on God’s 
commands in Gn 1:28, others have suggested 
that it consists of the role humans are to play 
on earth—their rulership over the planet and 
its resources, and secondarily the physical, 
mental, and spiritual abilities that enable 
them to fulfill that role. The NT teaches that 
Christians will someday bear the image of 
Christ (1Co 15:49; 1Jn 3:2).
1:27 The creation of humanity is the crown-
ing event of chap. 1, as shown by the fact that 
created is repeated three times. The verb cre-
ated (Hb bara’) is the same one used in 1:1, 
referring to a kind of creative activity that 
only God can do. The term man (Hb ’adam) 
is used elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible to refer 
to humanity in general, not just males (7:21); 
all people, both male and female, are created 
in the image of God (cp. Jms 3:9). It should 
not be concluded that God is both male and 

female. Christians are generally 
agreed that God does not have a 
literal physical body. He is in no 
way limited by space but is every-
where fully present (Ps 139:7-10; 
Ac 17:28). Therefore, he cannot 
be said to be literally either male 
or female, or both. People are the 
only beings that are created in 
the image of God (Gn 9:3-6). The 
Bible never lumps people into 
the category of animals. Instead, 
it separates the creation of peo-
ple from all other beings and at-
tributes the most privileged roles 
in creation to humans alone.
1:28 In this the longest of the five 
blessings found in the account of 
creation, God gave humanity 
five diff erent commands. Implic-
it in the first three commands 
is God’s blessing on the institu-

 yom
Hebrew pronunciation [YOHM]
CSB translation day, time
Uses in Genesis 152
Uses in the OT 2,301
Focus passage Genesis 1:5,8,13-14,16,18-19,23,31

Yom means day, the Hebrew day lasting from one evening to 
the next (Gn 1:5). Yom describes a working day (Ex 20:9) or day 
of the month (Zch 1:7). It indicates a time (Pr 24:10) or occasion 
(Nm 10:10). In the day oft en appears as when (Zch 8:9). The 
plural can represent age (Jb 32:7), lifetime (Jos 24:31), or reign 
(Is 1:1). The plural denotes a number of days (Neh 1:4), a time 
period (Lv 25:8), some time (Gn 40:4), a year (Lv 25:29), or years 
(Ex 2:11). With the definite article yom suggests today (Dt 4:39), 
now (Neh 1:6), whenever (1Sm 1:4), one day (Jb 1:6), or by day 
(Neh 4:22). Yom could characterize a particular event such as 
the day of Jezreel (Hs 1:11). Similarly, the Day/day of Yahweh, 
or the LORD, is a time or day that belongs to the Lord in a 
special way (Zph 1:14).
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 and ev ery crea ture  that crawls A  on  the  earth.” 
²⁹  God  also  said, “ Look,  I  have giv en  you ev-
ery seed-bearing  plant  on  the sur face  of  the 
en tire  earth  and ev ery  tree  whose  fruit con-
tains  seed.  This  will  be  food  for  you, a ³⁰  for 
 all  the wildlife  of  the  earth,  for ev ery  bird  of 
 the  sky,  and  for ev ery crea ture  that crawls  on 
 the  earth  —  ev ery thing hav ing  the  breath  of 
 life  in  it  —   I  have giv en B ev ery  green  plant  for 
 food.” b  And  it  was  so. ³¹  God  saw  all  that  he 
 had  made,  and  it  was  very  good in deed. c Eve-
ning  came  and  then morn ing:  the  sixth  day.

2 
 So  the heav ens  and  the  earth  and ev ery thing 
 in  them  were com plet ed. d ²  On  the sev enth C 

 day  God  had com plet ed  his  work  that  he  had 
 done,  and  he rest ed D  on  the sev enth  day  from 
 all  his  work  that  he  had  done. e ³  God  blessed 
 the sev enth  day  and de clared  it  holy,  for  on 
 it  he rest ed f  from  all  his  work  of cre a tion. E,g

MAN AND WOMAN IN THE GARDEN

⁴  These  are  the rec ords h  of  the heav ens  and 
 the  earth, con cern ing  their cre a tion.  At  the 
 time F  that  the  L ORD  God  made  the  earth  and 

 the heav ens, ⁵  no  shrub  of  the  fi eld i  had  yet 
 grown  on  the  land, G  and  no  plant  of  the  fi eld 
 had  yet sprout ed,  for  the  L ORD  God  had  not 
 made  it  rain  on  the  land,  and  there  was  no  man 
 to  work  the  ground. ⁶  But  mist  would  come 
 up  from  the  earth  and wa ter  all  the  ground. 
⁷  Then  the  L ORD  God  formed  the  man  out  of 
 the  dust  from  the  ground j  and  breathed  the 
 breath  of  life  into  his nos trils, k  and  the  man 
be came  a liv ing be ing. l

⁸  The  L ORD  God plant ed  a gar den  in  Eden, 
 in  the  east, m  and  there  he  placed  the  man  he 
 had  formed. ⁹  The  L ORD  God  caused  to  grow 
 out  of  the  ground ev ery  tree pleas ing  in ap-
pear ance  and  good  for  food, in clud ing  the  tree 
 of  life  in  the mid dle  of  the gar den, n  as  well  as 
 the  tree  of  the knowl edge  of  good  and  evil. o

¹⁰  A riv er  went H  out  from  Eden  to wa ter  the 
gar den.  From  there  it di vid ed  and be came  the 
 source  of  four riv ers. I ¹¹  The  name  of  the  fi rst 
 is Pi shon,  which  fl ows  through  the en tire  land 
 of Hav i lah, J,p  where  there  is  gold. ¹²  Gold  from 
 that  land  is  pure; K bdel li um L  and  onyx M  are 
 also  there. ¹³  The  name  of  the sec ond riv er  is 

a 1 29 Gn 9 3  Ps 104 
14-15  136 25  145 
15-16

b 1 30 Ps 147 9
c 1 31 1Tm 4 4
d 2 1 Neh 9 6  Ps 33 6  
Is 34 4  45 12

e 2 2 Ex 20 8-11  31 17  
Dt 5 12-14  Heb 4 4

f 2 3 Ex 31 17
g Ex 20 11  31 17  Ps 
121 2

h 2 4 Gn 5 1  6 9  10 1  
11 10 27  25 12 19  36 
1 9  37 2

i 2 5 Gn 1 11-12
j 2 7 Gn 3 19 23  18 
27  Ps 103 14  Ec 12 7  
1Co 15 47

k Gn 7 22  Jb 33 4  
Is 2 22

l 1Co 15 45
m 2 8 Gn 13 10  Is 51 3  
Ezk 28 13  31 8  Jl 2 3

n 2 9 Gn 3 22  Rv 2 7  
22 2 14

o Pr 3 18
p 2 11 Gn 10 7 29  25 
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A 1:28 Or and all scurrying animals  B 1:30 I have given added for clarity   C 2:2 Sam, LXX, Syr read sixth   D 2:2 Or ceased, also in v. 3   E 2:3 Lit work that God 
created to make   F 2:4 Lit creation on the day   G 2:5 Or earth   H 2:10 Or goes   I 2:10 Lit became four heads   J 2:11 Or of the Havilah   K 2:12 Lit good   L 2:12 A 
yellowish, transparent gum resin   M 2:12 Identity of this precious stone uncertain

tions of marriage and the family. The final 
two commands, to subdue the earth and rule 
the animal kingdom, express God’s blessing 
on the use of the planet’s renewable and non-
renewable natural resources. Of course, only 
the wise use of these resources permits peo-
ple to fulfill God’s command to fill the earth. A 
similar command to the survivors of the flood 
is shorter, having only the first three verbs in 
it (9:1).
1:29-30 The repeated use of Hebrew kol, 
“all, every, entire,” in vv. 29-30 shows that 
the point is to emphasize God’s abundant 
and generous provision for all his creatures, 
rather than to specify what they were or were 
not supposed to eat. While seed and fruit 
are listed here, Kenneth Mathews explains, 
“God’s dietary standards for mankind specif-
ically include meat in the postdiluvian world” 
(Gn 9:3).
1:31 This is the seventh, final, and most elab-
orate use of the word good in the account of 
the seven days of creation in that it adds very 
to good.
2:1 This verse serves as a complement to 1:1. 
Together, the two set the first six days of cre-
ation apart from the sacred seventh day.
2:2 This is the first use of the number seven in 
the Bible, a number that will play an especial-
ly significant role in the religious and social 
life of ancient Israel (4:15; 7:2-4,10; 21:28-31; 
29:18-20). On the seventh day God rested, 
thus setting an example for people—who are 
made in his image—to follow (Ex 20:8-11; Dt 
5:12-14). Though God rested from all his work 
that he had done, this is not to say that God 
has abandoned the universe. In the NT Jesus 
aff irmed that God is still at work in the world, 

even on the Sabbath (Jn 5:16-17). Also, God’s 
“rest” does not imply that he was tired. It lit-
erally means “cease” and implies only that his 
creative work was complete.
2:3 This is the only instance during the cre-
ation process when God blessed a unit of 
time. The term holy is applied in the Bible to 
something set aside for service to God.
2:4 The Hebrew word toledoth, translated 
here as records, is used eleven times in the 
book of Genesis to introduce new units of 
material (5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10,27; 25:12,19; 
36:1,9; 37:2). Here it introduces a detailed 
elaboration of some key aspects of the cre-
ation account that opens the book of Genesis 
(1:1–2:3). Special emphasis is placed on the 
events of day six. Verse 4 includes the first use 
of God’s personal name, rendered in English 
as the LORD, the most commonly used noun 
in the OT. The Hebrew spelling is transliter-
ated as “YHWH,” a word Jews considered so 
sacred that they would not permit themselves 
to pronounce it. Its accurate pronunciation is 
thus unknown, though common suggestions 
include “Jehovah” and “Yahweh.”
2:5 The shrub of the field and the plant of 
the field are not the same as the vegetation 
described in Gn 1:11-12 but are the plants that 
will make up the Garden of Eden.
2:6 This source of water, a bountiful blessing 
that provided moisture for all the ground in 
the time of human innocence, later became a 
source of judgment on humanity’s sin (7:11).
2:7 The Hebrew verb translated here as 
formed is used elsewhere in the Bible to de-
scribe the potter’s profession (Jr 18:4; Zch 
11:13); God acts here as the divine potter, skill-
fully fashioning man out of the dust from the 

ground. But the Bible makes it very clear that 
people are more than just material beings. It 
was only when God breathed into the man’s 
nostrils the breath of life that Adam became 
alive. God is Spirit (Jn 4:24); thus, when God 
breathed into him, Adam and all later humans 
became a unique mix of the physical and the 
spiritual. The Hebrew phrase  translated as liv-
ing being is used elsewhere in Genesis to de-
scribe other types of living beings (1:20,24,30; 
9:12,15-16). Nevertheless, humans are consid-
ered to be in a class by themselves since they 
alone are made in God’s image.
2:8 The location of Eden is unknown; sug-
gestions include Armenia, Iraq, Africa, and 
Arabia. Changes in geography caused by the 
flood in Noah’s day (7:11) make it unlikely 
that Eden will ever be discovered. The Hebrew 
word ‘eden literally means “pleasantness.”
2:9 God’s concern for beauty is seen in the 
fact that the trees he caused to grow were 
pleasing in appearance. The Lord’s love of 
beauty will later be extended to Israel’s reli-
gion, which will make use of furnishings fash-
ioned by expert craft smen using expensive 
materials (Ex 25–40). Of course, God’s beau-
tiful created works were also practical, being 
good for food.
2:10 The abundance of the waters supplied in 
the garden of Eden is indicated by the fact that 
it served as the headwaters for four rivers.
2:11 The location of the Pishon river is un-
known. A land known as Havilah existed in 
the region of the Arabian peninsula at a later 
point in time (1Sm 15:7), but the pre-flood 
land may have represented a diff erent locale.
2:12 The gold and gems of Eden foreshadow 
the splendor of the tabernacle and temple 
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THE UNIQUENESS OF THE GENESIS CREATION STORY
Kenneth A. Mathews

W hile there are many similarities between 
parts of Genesis and ancient Near 
Eastern (ANE) myths, there are also 

fundamental differences. These are seen especially 
in the significantly different views of the Creator 
and creation. Five features in particular distinguish 
the biblical creation account and perspective. So 
distinctive theologically is the biblical teaching from 
that of Israel’s neighbors that it is best explained as 
the result of divine revelation, not the imagination 
or “religious genius” of the biblical author. 

THE IDENTITY OF GOD

The basic identity of God as revealed in Genesis 
is distinct from all other ANE conceptions. The 
Lord God did not have an origin and did not have 
a female counterpart. In fact, Genesis does not 
present any kind of theogony (origin of the gods). 
God simply always existed. The concept of fertility 
was a common explanation among the ancients 
for how the world was created. It was believed that 
gods and goddesses joined in sexual union and 
thus produced the world, just as man and woman 
can come together to create a child. Israel’s God, 
however, was revealed to be asexual, neither male 
nor female. According to other ANE religions the 
world (or parts of it, like the sun) was a divine 
“Thou,” whereas in Genesis the world was revealed 
to be an “it,” a non-supernatural reality brought 
into existence by a supernatural God. 

NO RIVAL GODS

While polytheistic views dominated the ANE, Genesis 
revealed that God has no divine rivals. A common 
explanation for creation among the ancients was 
that an epic battle had raged between creator gods 
and anti-creation deities. Ultimately, the creator god 
overcame the anti-creation forces/gods, in some 
cases using the slain bodies of their enemies to make 
the stuff of the world. In Genesis there is no rival 
opposing the Creator. All creation obeyed the voice 
of God, as expressed in the recurring phrase, “and 
it was so” (1:7). 

CREATION OUT OF NOTHING

In Genesis the Creator by inherent authority as 
Sovereign Lord spoke creation into a functional, well-
ordered existence. There was no eternal pre-created 
matter, such as was believed in the ancient myths. 
Genesis says God spoke all things into origination. This 
does not mean he uttered words that possessed inherent 
magical powers. Rather, the irrevocable power of God’s 
creation words was grounded in the authority of God 
himself. Unlike the nature deities whose existence 
was limited to the world system, God existed before 
creation and above creation. Also, creation was not the 
emanation of divine person or power. It was separate 
from him, a new reality subject to his will. 

THE VALUE OF HUMANITY

In Genesis the Creator bestowed special value on 
humanity. Human beings in the ANE view were not 
indispensable to the operation of the world, whereas 
in Genesis they were essential as its chief caretakers. 
The Lord blessed humanity, assigning man and 
woman the responsibility to propagate and to rule 
over the earth (1:26-28). ANE myths explained the 
purpose of humanity as servants who met the servile 
interests of the gods. The Bible elevates the person 
and role of humans who were “crowned . . . with 
glory and honor” (Ps 8:5), made in the divine image. 
God prepared the resplendent Garden of Eden for 
humanity, giving humanity meaningful work and 
purpose (Gn 2:8-18). Also, Genesis presents the fi rst 
humanity as individuals who were the progenitors 
of the human race.

THE SABBATH

In Genesis the Creator provided the seventh day as 
a holy day of rest and celebration (2:1-3), which was 
later memorialized in Israel’s Sabbath (Ex 20:8-11). The 
Sabbath was unique to Israel, not tied to the movement 
of the stars, such as in the ancient preoccupation 
with astrology. The Lord was revealed as Master of 
the material universe and of time. All creation was 
invited to join in the knowledge of God and in the 
worship of him as Creator and Sustainer of all things.

  



Gi hon,  which  fl ows  through  the en tire  land  of 
 Cush. ¹⁴  The  name  of  the  third riv er  is Ti gris, a
 which  runs  east  of As syr ia.  And  the  fourth 
riv er  is  the Eu phra tes. b

¹⁵  The  L ORD  God  took  the  man  and  placed 
 him  in  the gar den  of  Eden  to  work  it  and 
 watch  over  it. ¹⁶  And  the  L ORD  God com-
mand ed  the  man, “ You  are  free  to  eat  from 
 any  tree  of  the gar den, c ¹⁷  but  you  must  not 
 eat  from  the  tree  of  the knowl edge  of  good 
 and  evil,  for  on  the  day  you  eat  from  it,  you 
 will cer tain ly  die.” d ¹⁸  Then  the  L ORD  God 
 said, “ It  is  not  good  for  the  man  to  be  alone. 
 I  will  make  a help er cor re spond ing e  to  him.” 
¹⁹  The  L ORD  God  formed  out  of  the  ground 
ev ery  wild an i mal  and ev ery  bird  of  the  sky, 
 and  brought  each  to  the  man  to  see  what  he 
 would  call  it. f  And what ev er  the  man  called 

 a liv ing crea ture,  that  was  its  name. ²⁰  The 
 man  gave  names  to  all  the live stock,  to  the 
 birds  of  the  sky,  and  to ev ery  wild an i mal; 
 but  for  the  man A  no help er  was  found cor re-
spond ing  to  him. ²¹  So  the  L ORD  God  caused 
 a  deep  sleep  to  come  over  the  man, g  and  he 
 slept.  God  took  one  of  his  ribs  and  closed 
 the  flesh  at  that  place. ²²  Then  the  L ORD  God 
 made  the  rib  he  had tak en  from  the  man 
 into  a wom an  and  brought  her  to  the  man. h
²³  And  the  man  said:
  This one, at last, is bone of my bone
  and fl esh of my fl esh;
  this one will be called “woman,”
  for she was taken from man. i

²⁴  This  is  why  a  man  leaves  his fa ther  and 
moth er  and  bonds  with  his  wife,  and  they 

a 2 14 Dn 10 4
b Gn 15 18
c 2 16 Gn 3 1-2
d 2 17 Gn 3 5  Dt 30 15 
19-20  Rm 6 23  1Tm 
5 6  Jms 1 15

e 2 18 Pr 31 11-12  1Co 
11 9  1Tm 2 13

f 2 19 Ps 8 6
g 2 21 Gn 15 12
h 2 22 1Co 11 8 12
i 2 23 Eph 5 28-30

A 2:20 Or for Adam

and the priestly garments. They symbolize the 
presence of God and show Eden to function as 
the original temple of God.
2:13 The locations of the Gihon river and 
Cush are unknown. A later Cush was located 
in the region of modern Ethiopia and Sudan 
(Est 1:1).
2:14 The Tigris and Euphrates rivers, as well 
as Assyria, probably correspond to geograph-
ical features associated with modern Iraq.
2:15 The Hebrew word translated as placed
literally means, “caused to rest”; this pre-sin 
state of rest anticipates the rest (“relief”; 5:29) 
that again would come to humanity because 
of righteous Noah, as well as the rest God 
again would give Israel following its episode 
of calf worship (Ex 32:1-21; 33:14). As a being 
created in God’s image, Adam, like God, was 
to be a worker. Without the taint of sin, work
was an undiluted blessing. The verb translated 
here as “work” literally means “serve.” Adam’s 
second task in the garden was to watch over
it. The verb is used elsewhere to 
refer to the action of God toward 
his people (Ps 121:3-4) or the work 
of a military guard (Sg 5:7).
2:16 The seriousness of God’s or-
der is reflected in the fact that it is 
introduced by a two-verb phrase 
in Hebrew, rendered simply as 
commanded in the CSB. This for-
mula was used frequently to ex-
press royal decrees (1Sm 18:22; 
2Sm 18:5). God gave Adam both 
freedom and limits. The God-giv-
en freedoms vastly outnumbered 
the limitations. After all, Adam 
was free to eat from any tree of
the garden except one.
2:17 The only limit God placed on 
Adam was eating from the tree of
the knowledge of good and evil, 
which apparently imparted divine 
wisdom (3:22). Eating the for-
bidden fruit represented Adam’s 
rejection of God as the source of 
divine wisdom and his choice to 
pursue wisdom apart from God. 

The penalty for disobedience was stated espe-
cially forcefully in the original language, with 
a two-verb construction, “dying you shall die” 
(you will certainly die). Death would certainly 
come to Adam and all humanity aft er him; but 
the death that God warned about would be 
more than physical (3:19). Besides severing the 
cord of life, sin would shatter the harmonious 
relationship that existed between Adam and his 
environment (3:17-18), his wife (3:16), and God. 
Although Adam and Eve did not die physically 
on the day they ate the fruit, they died spiritu-
ally, and all their descendants have been spiri-
tually dead unless they are made alive by God’s 
Spirit. See Jn 5:24-25; Rm 6:13; 7:13,24; Eph 
2:1-5; Col 2:13; 1Tm 5:6; 1Jn 3:14; Jd 12; Rv 3:1.
2:18 The theme of God providing for Adam’s 
needs (see note at 2:9) is picked up again here, 
as God declared that Adam’s being alone is 
not good. God created the man with a need 
to relate to one corresponding to him, and 
now God will meet that need.

2:19 Like man, animals were formed out of
the ground, but they received neither the 
breath of life from God (v. 7) nor the image of 
God. By giving names to the animals, Adam 
showed that he ruled the animals and that 
he perceived the nature of each animal (see 
note at 1:5).
2:20 Adam’s understanding of the nature of 
the animals he named only highlighted the 
diff erences that existed between him and the 
rest of God’s creatures: no helper was found
corresponding to him.
2:21 At what must have been a moment of 
loneliness in Adam’s life, God stepped in to 
create one who would perfectly meet Adam’s 
need. Because God took one of his ribs to 
use as his raw material, the woman would 
correspond perfectly—though not identi-
cally—to Adam. Like Adam, the woman pos-
sessed God’s image. The fact that she was 
not taken either from the man’s head or his 
foot may suggest that the woman was not to 

rule over the man (1Co 11:3), nor 
was the man to oppress the 
woman (1Pt 3:7).
2:22-23 Adam’s first recorded 
words express his delight with 
God’s handiwork and his recog-
nition of the unique suitability 
of God’s last recorded acts in 
the creation accounts. As with 
no other work of divine crafts-
manship, this one was singularly 
suited for the man, being bone of
his bone and flesh of his flesh. 
Adam expresses dominion by 
choosing a name for God’s final 
created being, but the name he 
chose suggests that he viewed 
her as his equal. The Hebrew 
term ’ishshah, woman, identifies 
her as the feminine complement 
to ’ish, the man.
2:24 God’s timeless design for 
marriage is declared here. The 
one flesh relationship certainly 
involves sexual union, but also 
includes a husband and wife 

’ishshah
Hebrew pronunciation [eesh SHAH]
CSB translation woman
Uses in Genesis 152
Uses in the OT 781
Focus passage Genesis 2:22-25

’Ishshah may not be related to a Hebrew word for man in 
Gn 2:22-25 that looks and sounds like it (’iysh). ’Ishshah
resembles a word for woman in several Semitic languages, and 
may derive from a verb meaning “be weak” that could also lie 
behind ’enosh, “man” (Jb 25:4,6). The phrase “born of woman” 
(Jb 14:1) points to mankind’s weaknesses. ’Ishshah has two 
basic meanings, woman and wife. Both ideas are present in the 
word’s first occurrences (Gn 2:22-25). ’Ishshah connotes fiancée
or bride (Dt 22:24; 24:5). It signifies woman without implying 
marriage (Ec 7:28). It may be untranslated when describing 
female bodily functions (Gn 31:35). Sometimes ’ishshah
describes a kind of woman, like a prophetess (Jdg 4:4). Fearful 
soldiers are compared to women (Nah 3:13). ’Ishshah functions 
as a feminine distributive meaning each, referring to women 
(Ru 1:8), animals, or even things. “Each to each” appears as 
together (Ex 26:5).
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be come  one  fl esh. a ²⁵  Both  the  man  and  his 
 wife  were na ked,  yet  felt  no  shame.

THE TEMPTATION AND THE FALL

3 
 Now  the ser pent  was  the  most cun ning 
 of  all  the  wild an i mals  that  the  L ORD  God 

 had  made.  He  said  to  the wom an, “ Did  God 
real ly  say, ‘ You  can’t  eat  from  any  tree  in  the 
gar den’? ” b

²  The wom an  said  to  the ser pent, “ We  may 
 eat  the  fruit  from  the  trees  in  the gar den. ³  But 
 about  the  fruit  of  the  tree  in  the mid dle  of  the 
gar den,  God  said, ‘ You  must  not  eat  it  or  touch 
 it,  or  you  will  die.’ ” c

⁴ “ No!  You  will  not  die,”  the ser pent  said  to 
 the wom an. d ⁵ “ In  fact,  God  knows  that  when A 
 you  eat  it  your  eyes  will  be  opened  and  you 
 will  be  like  God, B know ing  good  and  evil.” 
⁶  The wom an  saw  that  the  tree  was  good  for 
 food  and de light ful  to  look  at,  and  that  it  was 
de sir able  for obtaining wis dom.  So  she  took 
 some  of  its  fruit  and  ate  it;  she  also  gave  some 
 to  her hus band,  who  was  with  her,  and  he 
 ate  it. e ⁷  Then  the  eyes  of  both  of  them  were 

 opened,  and  they  knew  they  were na ked;  so 
 they  sewed  fi g  leaves to geth er  and  made cov-
er ings  for them selves.

SIN’S CONSEQUENCES

⁸  Then  the  man  and  his  wife  heard  the  sound 
 of  the  L ORD  God walk ing  in  the gar den  at  the 
 time  of  the eve ning  breeze, C  and  they  hid  from 
 the  L ORD  God  among  the  trees  of  the gar den. f 
⁹  So  the  L ORD  God  called  out  to  the  man  and 
 said  to  him, “ Where  are  you? ”

¹⁰  And  he  said, “ I  heard  you D  in  the gar den, 
 and  I  was  afraid be cause  I  was na ked,  so  I  hid.”

¹¹  Then  he  asked, “ Who  told  you  that  you 
 were na ked?  Did  you  eat  from  the  tree  that  I 
com mand ed  you  not  to  eat  from? ”

¹²  The  man re plied, g “ The wom an  you  gave 
 to  be  with  me  —   she  gave  me  some  fruit  from 
 the  tree,  and  I  ate.”

¹³  So  the  L ORD  God  asked  the wom an, “ What 
 is  this  you  have  done? ”

 And  the wom an  said, “ The ser pent de ceived 
 me,  and  I  ate.” h

¹⁴  So  the  L ORD  God  said  to  the ser pent:

a 2 24 Mal 2 15  Mt 19 
5  Mk 10 7-8  1Co 6 
16  Eph 5 31

b 3 1 Mt 10 16  2Co 11 
3  Rv 12 9  20 2

c 3 3 Gn 2 17
d 3 4 Jn 8 44
e 3 6 1Tm 2 14  Jms 1 
14-15  1Jn 2 16

f 3 8 Jb 34 22-23
g 3 12 Jb 31 33  Pr 
28 13

h 3 13 Rm 7 11  2Co 11 
3  1Tm 2 14

A 3:5 Lit on the day   B 3:5 Or gods, or divine beings   C 3:8 Lit at the wind of the day   D 3:10 Lit the sound of you

coming together in spiritual, mental, and 
emotional harmony.
2:25 Because the devastating eff ects of sin 
had not yet ravaged nature or humanity, 
there was no need for clothing. Adam and 
Eve could live without the barriers needed 
to shield them from their environment and 
each other without a sense of shame. Later, 
in the time of the patriarchs and kings, cloth-
ing was associated with dignity. Accordingly, 
prisoners of war were not permitted to wear 
any clothing, slaves wore very little clothing, 
and higher social classes wore more clothing 
than anyone else in society.
3:1 Though we know the serpent was an instru-
ment of Satan (Rm 16:20; Rv 12:9; 20:2), it was 
just a created being. Its description 
as cunning suggests it off ered a 
wisdom not based on the fear of 
God. It tried to take Eve’s focus off  
the abundance of God’s provision.
3:2-3 The woman’s claim that 
God said, You must not . . . touch 
the tree, or you will die, goes be-
yond anything recorded in God’s 
instructions to Adam. Therefore 
it seems that Adam had given his 
wife an additional command be-
yond what God said, or else Eve 
herself exaggerated the command 
as Satan tempted her to view God 
as selfish and overly restrictive. If 
Adam added to God’s command, 
he almost certainly had a good 
motive—after all, if Eve never 
touched the tree, she certainly 
would not eat its fruit. However, 
the sad truth is that when people 
add to the word of God, they cre-
ate confusion and trouble.

3:4-5 The serpent, recognizing the woman’s 
confusion, found a point of attack. Knowing 
that the woman would not die by merely 
touching the fruit, he boldly contradicted 
what she had reported to be God’s command. 
He then skillfully lied (Jn 8:44) by distorting 
God’s word (Mt 4:6), implying that God had 
prohibited people from eating the fruit only 
to keep them from becoming as knowledge-
able as he. The woman was now fully deceived 
(1Tm 2:14).
3:6 Since the woman did not die when she 
touched the fruit—in contradiction to what 
she had thought God said (v. 3.)—she ate it. 
Though Adam was with her at the time, he did 
nothing to stop her. Perhaps he wanted to eat 

of it as much as the woman did, but fearing the 
consequences, used his wife as a “guinea pig” 
to make sure it would not cause instant death.
3:7-8 As the serpent had indicated, the eyes 
of both of them were opened, and they 
knew, but instead of producing godlike pow-
er, the knowledge brought only a sense of hu-
man inadequacy, fear, and shame.
3:9 God took the initiative in reaching out to 
sinful humanity. This pattern—humanity sin-
ning, then God seeking out sinners—becomes 
the primary theme of the rest of the Bible. Its 
ultimate expression is found in Jesus Christ, 
who came to seek and to save people alien-
ated from God because of their sin (Lk 19:10); 
in him God once again walked on the earth in 

search of sinners. The all-know-
ing God asked Adam, Where are 
you? for Adam’s benefit, to en-
courage Adam to face his sin.
3:10 When Adam heard God, he 
was afraid. Rather than walking 
with God as righteous men of lat-
er generations would do (Enoch, 
5:22; Noah, 6:9), Adam hid from 
him.
3:11 Through the use of two di-
rect questions God brought Adam 
to accountability for his sin. God 
does not overlook sin, but he can 
be gently firm in confronting it.
3:12 Adam answered neither 
of God’s questions; instead, he 
sought to shift  the blame for his 
sin first to the woman, and then 
to God.
3:13 The woman passed the blame 
to the serpent and admitted that 
prior to eating, she was deceived 
(1Tm 2:14).

nachash
Hebrew pronunciation [nah KHASH]
CSB translation serpent, snake
Uses in Genesis 6
Uses in the OT 31
Focus passage Genesis 3:1-2,4,13-14

Although nachash is the most prevalent of eight OT terms for 
snake (Nm 21:6), the usage is broader than that. The nachash 
in Gn 3:1,14 was the shrewdest animal and did not crawl on 
its belly before the curse. The nachash Leviathan was a sea 
monster (Is 27:1), and there were other sea serpents (Am 9:3). 
Associated with nachash are slithering motion (Pr 30:19), flying 
(Is 14:29), sudden attack (Gn 49:17), poisonous venom (Ps 58:4), 
sharp bite (Ps 140:3), hissing (Jr 46:22), eggs (Is 14:29), and 
licking of dust (Gn 3:14; Mc 7:17). Five times nachash occurs 
with words meaning “viper.” The Middle East has large desert 
areas that are habitats for serpents. The serpent of Genesis 3, 
an enemy of man linked with evil, is particularly identified with 
Satan in Rv 12:9, where he is also called a “dragon,” based on 
the Greek drakōn, which can mean “serpent.”

10GENESIS 2:25



  Because you have done this,
  you are cursed more than any livestock
  and more than any wild animal.
  You will move on your belly
  and eat dust all the days of your life. a
 ¹⁵ I will put hostility between you 

and the woman,
  and between your off spring 

and her off spring.
  He will strike your head,
  and you will strike his heel. b

¹⁶  He  said  to  the wom an:
  I will intensify your labor pains;
  you will bear children with painful 

eff ort. c
  Your desire d will be 

for your husband,
  yet he will rule over you.

¹⁷  And  he  said  to  the  man, “Be cause  you lis-
tened  to  your  wife  and  ate  from  the  tree  about 
 which  I com mand ed  you, ‘ Do  not  eat  from  it’:
  The ground is cursed because of you. e
  You will eat from it by means of 

painful labor A

  all the days of your life.
 ¹⁸ It will produce thorns and thistles 

for you,
  and you will eat the plants 

of the fi eld. f
 ¹⁹ You will eat bread B by the sweat 

of your brow
  until you return to the ground, g
  since you were taken from it.
  For you are dust,
  and you will return to dust.”

²⁰  The  man  named  his  wife  Eve C be cause  she 
 was  the moth er  of  all  the liv ing. ²¹  The  L ORD 
 God  made cloth ing  from  skins  for  the  man 
 and  his  wife,  and  he  clothed  them.

²²  The  L ORD  God  said, “ Since  the  man  has be-
come  like  one  of  us, know ing  good  and  evil,  he 
 must  not  reach  out,  take  from  the  tree  of  life, 
 eat,  and  live for ev er.” h ²³  So  the  L ORD  God  sent 
 him  away  from  the gar den  of  Eden  to  work 
 the  ground  from  which  he  was tak en. ²⁴  He 
 drove  the  man  out  and sta tioned  the cher u-
bim  and  the fl am ing, whirl ing  sword  east  of 
 the gar den  of  Eden  to  guard  the  way  to  the 
 tree  of  life. i

a 3 14 Is 65 25  Mc 
7 17

b 3 15 Heb 2 14  
1Jn 3 8

c 3 16 Jn 16 21  1Tm 
2 15

d Gn 4 7
e 3 17 Gn 5 29  Rm 8 
20-22  Heb 6 8

f 3 18 Gn 2 5
g 3 19 Ps 90 3  104 29  
Ec 12 7

h 3 22 Gn 2 9  Rv 2 7
i 3 24 Ex 25 18-22  Ps 
104 4  Ezk 10 1-20  
Heb 1 7

A 3:17 Lit it through pain   B 3:19 Or food   C 3:20 Lit Living, or Life

3:14 Though accountability began with God’s 
confrontation of Adam, judgment began with 
the serpent. Because of the serpent’s key role 
(being used of Satan) in bringing sin into the 
human experience, it would be permanently 
consigned to the position of ultimate shame, 
under the foot. Just as conquered kings were 
made to lie on the ground under the foot of 
their conquerors (Jos 10:24), so now the ser-
pent would live under the feet of humanity.
3:15 Hostility between the first woman and 
the serpent would be passed on to future gen-
erations. This verse is known in Christendom 
as the protoevangelium, or “first good news,” 
because it is the first foretelling of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. Using an emphatic Hebrew 
construction, God announced here that a 
male descendant—He—would someday deal 
the serpent (meaning Satan) a fatal blow. The 
NT writers understood Jesus Christ to have 
fulfilled this prophecy (Heb 2:14; 1Jn 3:8). In 
an extended sense, the NT also indicates that 
God would work through the church—those 
indwelt by the Spirit of Christ—to destroy the 
works of the devil (Rm 16:20). The assertion 
that the snake would only strike his oppo-
nent’s heel (as opposed to head) suggests 
that the devil will be defeated in the ensuing 
struggle (Rv 2:2,7-10).
3:16 Even though the woman had been de-
ceived into eating the forbidden fruit, she was 
still held accountable for her act. Notably, 
however, the word cursed is not contained in 
God’s words to her (v  v. 14,16). Two penalties 
were imposed; both struck at the heart of a 
woman’s roles in life. More than would have 
been the case had sin not entered creation, 
bearing children would add to the sum of pain-

ful eff ort in the universe (God said he would 
intensify, not originate, woman’s labor pains). 
Marriage would also be marred; though the 
woman’s desire would be for her husband, sin 
would mar God’s plan for marriage and create 
tormenting inequality and subjugation. The 
latter is a description of the ravaging eff ect 
of sin on a husband-wife relationship, not a 
prescription for abusing one’s wife. The NT 
teaches that marriage should reflect the rela-
tionship of Christ with the church (Eph 5:24-25) 
and be characterized by a husband’s under-
standing of and respect for his wife (1Pt 3:7).
3:17 Because Adam listened to and obeyed 
his wife in preference to what God command-
ed (2:17), a curse would strike at the heart of 
a fundamental relationship in his life as well. 
Adam’s relationship with the ground would 
now be damaged by sin. All the days of his 
life he would experience painful labor (cp. 
the woman’s labor pains, v. 16) as he worked 
to bring forth the fruit of the earth. Because of 
sin, all creation is cursed and longs for its day 
of deliverance (Rm 8:19-22).
3:18 Prior to the first couple’s sins God is only 
recorded as having put trees in the garden 
(2:8-9); now there would also be thorns and 
thistles. Prior to sin, humanity had only to 
reach up to get food; now they would have to 
bend their backs to gather plants of the field.
3:19 The simple plucking of fruit in order to 
eat food (lit “bread”) would now be replaced 
by back breaking labor and the sweat of the 
brow. Working daily in the soil, Adam would 
be continually reminded that he was dust and 
that he would return to dust.
3:20 The new name Adam gave his wife em-
phasizes the woman’s life-giving role that 

counteracts the curse of sin, which is death. 
Yet the divine order calls for a reciprocity 
exhibited in male servant leadership and fe-
male submission, both of which are modeled 
in Jesus himself.
3:21 By making clothing from skins, the LORD 
God graciously provided for humanity’s need 
in a way superior to what Adam and Eve had 
done with fig leaves. The use of animal skins 
anticipates the OT system of animal sacrifices 
(Lv 1; 3–7; Nm 15:1-31). In the NT, the apostle 
Paul spoke of a day when God would clothe 
his people with immortality (1Co 15:53-54; 
2Co 5:4), thus providing the complete undo-
ing of the curse of humanity’s sin.
3:22 Because of sin, people now knew good 
and evil experientially. Since the gift  of life 
was directly tied to obedience, man’s sin 
meant that the penalty of death must be en-
forced. Expulsion was at the same time an act 
of mercy. Banning the humans from the tree 
of life allowed for their redemption rather 
than for them to live a life of perpetual sin in 
an unredeemed condition.
3:23 As the Hebrew text ironically expresses 
it, the LORD God sent Adam from the garden 
so that he would not send forth (“reach out”; 
v. 22) his hand for the garden’s fruit.
3:24 Following their sin, the first couple went 
east, a direction associated with departure 
from God in numerous biblical examples. Oth-
er instances of eastward movement in Gene-
sis include Cain’s journeys after judgment 
(4:16), humanity’s migration toward Babylon 
(11:2), and the migration of Keturah’s sons 
(25:6). Cherubim are used as an artistic motif 
in the tabernacle (Ex 25:18-22; 26:1) and are 
also mentioned in Ezk 10 and 11. The i ronies 
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CAIN MURDERS ABEL

4 
 The  man  was in ti mate  with  his  wife  Eve,  and 
 she con ceived  and  gave  birth  to  Cain.  She 

 said, “ I  have  had  a  male  child  with  the  L ORD’ s 
 help.” A ²  She  also  gave  birth  to  his broth er  Abel. 
 Now  Abel be came  a shep herd  of  fl ocks,  but 
 Cain  worked  the  ground. ³  In  the  course  of  time 
 Cain pre sent ed  some  of  the  land’s pro duce  as 
 an off  er ing  to  the  L ORD. a ⁴  And  Abel  also pre-
sent ed  an off  er ing  —   some  of  the fi rst born 
 of  his  fl ock  and  their  fat por tions. b  The  L ORD 
 had re gard  for  Abel  and  his off  er ing, c ⁵  but  he 
 did  not  have re gard  for  Cain  and  his off  er ing. 
 Cain  was fu ri ous,  and  he  looked de spon dent. B

⁶  Then  the  L ORD  said  to  Cain, “ Why  are  you 
fu ri ous? d  And  why  do  you  look de spon dent? C 
⁷  If  you  do  what  is  right,  won’t  you  be ac cept-
ed?  But  if  you  do  not  do  what  is  right,  sin  is 
crouch ing  at  the  door.  Its de sire  is  for  you, 
 but  you  must  rule  over  it.” e

⁸  Cain  said  to  his broth er  Abel, “ Let’s  go  out 
 to  the  fi eld.” D  And  while  they  were  in  the  fi eld, 
 Cain at tacked  his broth er  Abel  and  killed  him. f

⁹  Then  the  L ORD  said  to  Cain, “ Where  is  your 
broth er  Abel? ”

“ I  don’t  know,”  he re plied. “ Am  I  my broth-
er’s guard ian? ”

¹⁰  Then  he  said, “ What  have  you  done?  Your 
broth er’s  blood  cries  out  to  me  from  the 
 ground! g ¹¹  So  now  you  are  cursed, alien at ed 
 from  the  ground  that  opened  its  mouth  to 
re ceive  your broth er’s  blood  you  have  shed. E 
¹²  If  you  work  the  ground,  it  will nev er  again 
 give  you  its  yield.  You  will  be  a rest less wan-
der er  on  the  earth.” h

¹³  But  Cain an swered  the  L ORD, “ My pun-
ish ment F  is  too  great  to  bear! ¹⁴  Since  you  are 
banishing  me to day  from  the  face  of  the  earth, 
 and  I  must  hide  from  your pres ence  and be-
come  a rest less wan der er  on  the  earth, who-
ev er  fi nds  me  will  kill  me.” i

¹⁵  Then  the  L ORD re plied  to  him, “ In  that 
 case, G who ev er  kills  Cain  will suff  er ven-
geance sev en  times  over.” H  And  he  placed  a 
 mark j  on  Cain  so  that who ev er  found  him 
 would  not  kill  him. ¹⁶  Then  Cain  went  out  from 
 the  L ORD’ s pres ence  and  lived  in  the  land  of 
 Nod,  east  of  Eden.

THE LINE OF CAIN

¹⁷  Cain  was in ti mate  with  his  wife,  and  she 
con ceived  and  gave  birth  to  Enoch.  Then  Cain 
be came  the build er  of  a  city,  and  he  named 
 the  city  Enoch af ter  his  son. ¹⁸  Irad  was  born 

a 4 3 Ex 23 19  34 26  
Neh 10 35

b 4 4 Ex 13 12  Nm 18 
17  Pr 3 9

c Heb 11 4
d 4 6 Jnh 4 4
e 4 7 Gn 3 16
f 4 8 Mt 23 35  Lk 11 
51  1Jn 3 12-15  Jd 11

g 4 10 Nm 35 33  Dt 
21 1-9  Heb 12 24  Rv 
6 9-10

h 4 12 Dt 28 16-18  
Is 26 21

i 4 14 Nm 35 26-27
j 4 15 Ex 9 4  Ezk 9 4 6  
Rv 13 16-17

A 4:1 Lit the LORD   B 4:5 Lit and his face fell   C 4:6 Lit why has your face fallen   D 4:8 Sam, LXX, Syr, Vg; MT omits “Let’s go out to the fi eld.”   E 4:11 Lit blood 
from your hand   F 4:13 Or sin   G 4:15 LXX, Syr, Vg read “Not so!”   H 4:15 Or suffer severely

 continue as the man who was once com-
manded to “watch over” the garden (Gn 2:15) 
is now banned from the garden.
4:1 Adam and Eve now begin to fulfill God’s 
original command to them, to “be fruitful” 
and “multiply” (1:28). Eve, whose name 
means “life,” now becomes the life-giver. Eve 
knew that the child was more than the result 
of her and her husband’s love; he came into 
being with the LORD’s help. A wordplay in the 
Hebrew suggests that the name Cain (qayin) 
came from the verb had (qaniti) in Eve’s com-
ment, I have had a male child.
4:2 The name Abel means “breath”; the term 
is used elsewhere in the OT to refer to that 
which passes away quickly and is insubstan-
tial (Ps 62:10; Ec 1:2).
4:3 Cain’s sacrifice marks the first mention 
of an off ering to the LORD in the Bible. The 
Hebrew term used here suggests a freewill gift  
given to an authority.
4:4-5 Ironically, the first recorded off ering 
given to God was also the first one rejected 
by him. Since grain offerings were autho-
rized in the law of Moses, the fact that Cain’s 
off ering was of vegetation rather than an 
animal is not why God did not have regard 
for it. Cain’s furious reaction  suggests that 
the off ering was rejected because of sin in 
his heart, not the nature of his off ering. See 
note at vv. 6-7.
4:6-7 The Bible makes it clear that God had 
rejected Cain’s offering because of Cain’s 
wicked lifestyle (1Jn 3:12). The animal-like de-
scription of sin as crouching is reused in 49:9 
to describe a lion. The parallel use of desire in 

this verse and 3:16 suggests that sin wishes to 
be as intimate with humanity as a woman is 
with her husband. The only way to avoid this 
is to be its master, not its companion.
4:8 In a move that demonstrates premedita-
tion, Cain led Abel to the field and attacked 
him in a place where there were no human 
witnesses. Though the blood of animals had 
been shed prior to this (v. 4), Cain’s killing 
of his brother brought about the first death 
of a human. The curse of human death pro-
nounced against Adam (2:17; 3:19) had now 
been realized.
4:9 God’s use of questions with guilty sinners 
continues here (v. 6; cp. 3:9-13). By claiming 
he did not know where his brother was, Cain 
added lying to his sin of murder. God once 
made Adam a guardian (Hb shamar) of the 
garden (2:15). Cain now asked if he was to 
be his brother’s guardian (Hb shamar). The 
Bible’s answer to Cain’s question is yes (Lv 
19:18; Mt 22:39; Gl 5:14).
4:10 Unlike his father Adam (3:12), Cain never 
confessed his guilt, even though God directly 
confronted him with his sin. Though Abel nev-
er spoke in the preceding narrative, his blood 
now cried out from the ground.
4:11 God’s judgment began with a curse 
whose wording in the Hebrew parallels the 
curse placed on the snake. This is particularly 
fitting since both were liars and murderers 
(Jn 8:44). It is possible to translate God’s 
statement here as “You are more cursed than 
the ground.” The curse against a murderer is 
repeated in the law of Moses (Dt 27:24).
4:12 Cain’s punishment destroyed his live-

lihood as a farmer and turned him into a rest-
less wanderer.
4:13 Cain’s response has several possible 
English renderings. The CSB—which reflects 
the unrepentant attitude Cain showed earli-
er—expresses Cain’s anguish, but no remorse. 
The Septuagint and Martin Luther translated 
it as, “My sin is too great to be forgiven,” while 
early rabbis took it as a question: “Is my sin 
too great to forgive?” In view of Cain’s previ-
ous and later actions, the CSB’s translation 
seems best.
4:14 Just as his father Adam had been driven 
out (Hb garash) of the garden, Cain noted that 
God was banishing (Hb garash) him from the 
face of the earth. Since he would hide (or 
possibly, “be hidden”) from God’s protective 
presence, he feared that other descendants of 
Adam and Eve (5:4) would kill him to avenge 
Abel’s murder.
4:15 True to his compassionate and forgiving 
nature (Ex 34:6-7), God made two provisions 
for Cain to protect him despite his sin.
4:16 Cain’s departure from the LORD’s pres-
ence was both physical and spiritual (Jnh 
1:3,10). Nod means “wandering.” The land 
of Nod is never mentioned again in the Bible. 
Perhaps the phrase simply referred to any 
location in which Cain resided. The notation 
that Cain departed to live east of Eden iden-
tifies him with other sinners who also moved 
east (see note at 3:24).
4:17 The parallel tracks of Adam’s and Cain’s 
lives—sin, judgment by God, banishment, and 
eastward movement—continue with the nota-
tion that aft er these things Cain was intimate 
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INTRODUCTION TO
MATTHEW

Saint Matthew by Camillo Rusconi (1658–1728) at Arch Basilica, St. John Lateran, Rome

This Gospel was written from a strong Jewish 

perspective to show that Jesus is the Messiah 

promised in the Old Testament.



INTRODUCTION TO MATTHEW 1494

CIRCUMSTANCES OF WRITING

author: The author did not identify himself in the text. 

However, the title that ascribes this Gospel to Matthew 

appears in the earliest manuscripts and is possibly orig-

inal. Titles became necessary to distinguish one Gospel 

from another when the four Gospels began to circulate 

as a single collection. Many early church fathers (Papias, 

Irenaeus, Pantaenus, and Origen) acknowledged Mat-

thew as the author. Papias also contended that Matthew 

first wrote in Hebrew, implying that this Gospel was later 

translated into Greek.

Many modern scholars dispute these traditional 

claims. For instance, against Papias they argue that 

this Gospel was not originally written in Hebrew since 

the Greek of Matthew does not appear to be a trans-

lation. They further argue that if the early church, fol-

lowing Papias’s opinion, was wrong about the original 

language, they were likely incorrect about the author 

as well. However, the excellent Greek of Matthew 

could have been produced by a skilled translator of 

an original Hebrew text. Furthermore, there are many 

hints of Hebraic influence in this Gospel (see notes at 

1:17,21; 2:22-23). Finally, since Hebrew quickly ceased 

to be the dominant language of early Christians as 

the church expanded into Gentile territories, requir-

ing the Gospel to circulate in a Greek translation, the 

absence of ancient Hebrew texts of Matthew is not 

surprising. 

Even if Papias was wrong about the original language 

of the Gospel of Matthew, this does not imply that he 

and other early church leaders were wrong to identify 

Matthew as the author of this Gospel. In fact the early 

church unanimously aff irmed that the Gospel of Mat-

thew was authored by the apostle Matthew. It would 

require impressive evidence to overturn this early con-

sensus. 

Clues from the Gospel itself support its ascription 

to Matthew. First, both Mark 2:14 and Luke 5:27 identi-

fy the tax collector whom Jesus called to be his disci-

ple as “Levi.” This Gospel, however, identifies Levi as 

“Matthew.” Matthew, a Hebrew name meaning “gift  of 

God,” appears to be the apostolic name that Jesus gave 

to Levi aft er he chose to follow Christ, much as Simon 

was named “Peter” by Jesus aft er his confession of faith 

(16:18). The use of “Matthew” in this Gospel may be Mat-

thew’s personal touch, a self-reference that gives us a 

clue about authorship. 

background: Determining the date of composition of 

Matthew’s Gospel depends largely on the relationship of 

the Gospels to one another. Most scholars believe that 

Matthew utilized Mark’s Gospel in writing his own gospel. 

If this is correct, Matthew’s Gospel must postdate Mark’s. 

However, the date of Mark’s Gospel is also shrouded in 

mystery. Irenaeus (ca AD 180) seems to claim that Mark 

wrote his Gospel aft er Peter’s death in the mid-60s. How-

ever, Clement of Alexandria, who wrote only twenty 

years aft er Irenaeus, claimed that Mark wrote his Gospel 

while Peter was still alive. Given the ambiguity of the 

historical evidence, a decision must be based on other 

factors.

The date of composition for Mark is best inferred 

from the date of Luke and Acts. The abrupt ending of 

Acts which left  Paul under house arrest in Rome implies 

that Acts was written before Paul’s release. Since one of 

the major themes of Acts is the legality of Christianity 

in the Roman Empire, one would have expected Luke 

to mention Paul’s release by the emperor if it had al-

ready occurred. This evidence dates Acts to the early 

60s. Luke and Acts were two volumes of a single work, 

as the prologues to these books demonstrate. Luke was 

written before Acts. Given the amount of research that 

Luke invested in the book and the travel that eyewit-

ness interviews probably required, a date in the late 

50s is reasonable. If Luke used Mark in writing his own 

Gospel, as seems likely, by implication Mark was writ-

ten some time before the late 50s, perhaps the early to 

mid-50s. Thus, despite Matthew’s dependence on Mark, 

Matthew may have been written any time beginning 

in the mid-50s once Mark was completed. The earliest 

historical evidence is consistent with this opinion, since 

Irenaeus (ca AD 180) claimed that Matthew wrote his 

Gospel while Peter and Paul were preaching in Rome 

(early AD 60s).
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MESSAGE AND PURPOSE

Matthew probably wrote his Gospel in order to preserve 

written eyewitness testimony about the ministry of 

Jesus. Matthew’s Gospel emphasizes certain theological 

truths. First, Jesus is the Messiah, the long-awaited King 

of God’s people. Second, Jesus is the new Abraham, the 

founder of a new spiritual Israel consisting of all people 

who choose to follow him. This new Israel will consist of 

both Jews and Gentiles. Third, Jesus is the new Moses, 

the deliverer and instructor of God’s people. Fourth, 

Jesus is the Immanuel, the virgin-born Son of God who 

fulfills the promises of the OT.

CONTRIBUTION TO THE BIBLE

As the first book in the NT, the Gospel of Matthew serves 

as a gateway between the two testaments. Of the NT 

books, and certainly of the four Gospels, Matthew has 

the strongest connections to the OT. Matthew gave us 

God’s entire plan from Genesis to Revelation. Matthew 

looked back and referred to Hebrew prophecies about 

sixty times (“was fulfilled” and “so that what was spoken 

. . . might be fulfilled”)! He also looked forward by deal-

ing not only with Messiah’s coming and his ministry, but 

also his future plan for his church and kingdom. 

STRUCTURE

Matthew divided his Gospel into three major sections. 

He introduced new major sections with the words “from 

then on Jesus began to” (4:17; 16:21). These transitional 

statements divide the Gospel into the introduction (1:1–

4:16), body (4:17–16:20), and conclusion (16:21–28:20). 

Matthew also divided his Gospel into five major blocks 

of teaching, each of which concludes with a summary 

statement (8:1; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). Some scholars 

believe these five major discourses were meant to corre-

spond to the five books of Moses and to confirm Jesus’s 

identity as the new Moses.

OUTLINE

 I. Birth and Infancy of Jesus (1:1–2:23)

 A. Genealogy (1:1-17)

 B. Birth narratives (1:18–2:18)

 C. Settlement in Nazareth (2:19-23)

 II. Beginning of Jesus’s Ministry in Galilee (3:1–4:25)

 A. Ministry of John the Baptist (3:1-12)

 B. Baptism of Jesus (3:13-17)

 C. Temptation of Jesus (4:1-11)

 D. Summary of Galilean ministry (4:12-25)

 III. Discourse One: The Sermon on the Mount 

(5:1–7:29)

 A. The Beatitudes (5:1-12)

 B. Character of kingdom righteousness (5:13-48)

 C. Practice of kingdom righteousness (6:1–7:12)

 D. Choice of the kingdom (7:13-27)

 E. Manner of Jesus’s teaching (7:28-29)

 IV. Jesus’s First Miracles (8:1–9:38)

 A. A series of miracles (8:1–9:8)

 B. The kingdom and the old order (9:9-17)

 C. More miracles (9:18-38)

 V. Discourse Two: Ministry of Jesus’s Disciples (10:1-42)

 A. The preachers and their mission (10:1-15)

 B. The response to be expected (10:16-42)

 VI. Responses to Jesus’s Ministry (11:1–12:50)

 A. The kingdom and John the Baptist (11:1-15)

 B. Challenge to the present generation (11:16-30)

 C. Opposition to the kingdom (12:1-45)

 D. Fellowship in the kingdom (12:46-50)

 VII. Discourse Three: Parables about the Kingdom 

(13:1-58)

 A. Parable of the Sower (13:1-9)

 B. The parable method explained (13:10-23)

 C. Other parables (13:24-52)

 D. Response to Jesus’s parables (13:53-58)

 VIII. Close of Jesus’s Ministry in Galilee (14:1–17:27)

 A. Crisis of opposition (14:1–15:20)

 B. Withdrawal to the north (15:21-39)

 C. Further conflict (16:1-12)

 D. Crisis of faith (16:13-20)

 E. Preparation of Jesus’s disciples for his death 

(16:21–17:27)

 IX. Discourse Four: Character of Jesus’s Disciples 

(18:1-35)

 A. Humility (18:1-20)

 B. Forgiveness (18:21-35)

5 BC–AD 33586–63 BC

Babylonian Exile 586–538

Temple completed 515

Greeks thwart Persian expansion into Europe with victories 

at Plataea and Mycale. 479

Jerusalem’s walls completed 445

Alexander the Great invades Persia. 334

Greek control of Palestine 323–167

Years of Jewish independence 167–63

Roman dominance begins. 63

Jesus’s birth Winter 5 BC

Herod the Great’s death 4 BC

John the Baptist’s ministry begins AD 29

Jesus’s ministry begins AD 29

Jesus’s final week March 28–April 3, AD 33

Jesus’s resurrection April 5, AD 33

Jesus’s ascension May 14, AD 33

Feast of Pentecost May 24, AD 33

From the exile to the Messiah Messiah
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 X. Jesus’s Ministry on the Way to Jerusalem 

(19:1–20:34)

 A. Teachings on the way to Jerusalem 

(19:1–20:28)

 B. Healing at Jericho (20:29-34)

 XI. Jesus’s Ministry in Jerusalem (21:1–23:39)

 A. Events in Jerusalem (21:1-22)

 B. Controversies with the Jews (21:23–22:46)

 C. Denunciation of the scribes and Pharisees 

(23:1-39)

 XII. Discourse Five: Olivet Discourse (24:1–25:46)

 A. Prophecy of the coming of the kingdom 

(24:1-35)

 B. Exhortations to readiness (24:36–25:30)

 C. Judgment of the nations (25:31-46)

 XIII. Betrayal, Crucifixion, and Burial (26:1–27:66)

 A. The plot to betray Jesus (26:1-16)

 B. The Last Supper (26:17-30)

 C. Events in Gethsemane (26:31-56)

 D. The trials (26:57–27:26)

 E. Crucifixion and burial (27:27-66)

 XIV. Resurrection and Commission (28:1-20)

 A. Women and the angel at the tomb 

(28:1-10)

 B. False witness of the guards (28:11-15)

 C. Jesus’s Great Commission (28:16-20)



THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS CHRIST

1 
 An a ac count b  of  the ge ne al o gy  of  Jesus 
 Christ,  the  Son  of Da vid, c  the  Son  of Abra-

ham: d

FROM ABRAHAM TO DAVID

 ² Abraham fathered A Isaac,
  Isaac fathered Jacob,
  Jacob fathered Judah 

and his brothers, e
 ³ Judah fathered Perez and Zerah 

by Tamar,
  Perez fathered Hezron,
  Hezron fathered Aram, f
 ⁴ Aram fathered Amminadab,
  Amminadab fathered Nahshon,
  Nahshon fathered Salmon,
 ⁵ Salmon fathered Boaz by Rahab,
  Boaz fathered Obed by Ruth,
  Obed fathered Jesse, g
 ⁶ and Jesse fathered King David.

FROM DAVID TO THE BABYLONIAN EXILE

  David fathered Solomon B 
by Uriah’s wife, h

 ⁷ Solomon fathered Rehoboam,
  Rehoboam fathered Abijah,
  Abijah fathered Asa, C

 ⁸ Asa C fathered Jehoshaphat,
  Jehoshaphat fathered Joram, D

  Joram fathered Uzziah, i
 ⁹ Uzziah fathered Jotham,

  Jotham fathered Ahaz,
  Ahaz fathered Hezekiah,
 ¹⁰ Hezekiah fathered Manasseh,
  Manasseh fathered Amon, E

  Amon fathered Josiah, j
 ¹¹ and Josiah fathered Jeconiah 

and his brothers
  at the time of the exile to Babylon. k

FROM THE EXILE TO THE CHRIST

 ¹² After the exile to Babylon
  Jeconiah fathered Shealtiel,
  Shealtiel fathered Zerubbabel,
 ¹³ Zerubbabel fathered Abiud,
  Abiud fathered Eliakim,
  Eliakim fathered Azor, l
 ¹⁴ Azor fathered Zadok,
  Zadok fathered Achim,
  Achim fathered Eliud,
 ¹⁵ Eliud fathered Eleazar,
  Eleazar fathered Matthan,
  Matthan fathered Jacob,
 ¹⁶ and Jacob fathered Joseph the husband 

of Mary,
  who gave birth to Jesus who is called 

the Christ. m

¹⁷  So  all  the gen er a tions  from Abra ham  to 
Da vid  were four teen gen er a tions;  and  from 
Da vid un til  the ex ile  to Bab ylon, four teen gen-
er a tions;  and  from  the ex ile  to Bab ylon un til 
 the  Christ, four teen gen er a tions. n

A 1:2 In vv. 2-16 either a son, as here, or a later descendant, as in v. 8   B 1:6 Other mss add King   C 1:7,8 Other mss read Asaph   D 1:8 = Jehoram   E 1:10 Other mss 
read Amos

1:1 The title of this genealogy introduces 
several important themes in Matthew. Jesus 
is identified as the Christ, Messiah, the King 
anointed by God to rule over his people. This 
is reiterated by identifying Jesus as Son of 
David (v. 20; 2:2; 9:27; 12:3,23; 15:22; 20:30-
31; 21:9,15). OT prophecies like 2Sm 7:16 and 
Is 9:2-7 foretold that Messiah (the “anointed 
one”) would be a descendant of King David. 
Jesus’s Davidic lineage shows that he meets 
this qualification. Though the genealogy is 
otherwise arranged in chronological order, 
Matthew shift ed “Son of David” ahead of Son 
of Abraham to lay emphasis on the royal title.

The title “Son of Abraham” implies that just 
as Abraham was the father of national Israel, 
Jesus will be the founder of a new spiritual Is-
rael. The phrase an account of the genealogy 
of Jesus is unusual. OT genealogies are con-
sistently named aft er the earliest ancestor in 
the lineage because the Jews considered that 
person to be most significant since everyone 
else derived from them. That Matthew names 
his genealogy aft er Jesus, the final descen-
dant in the lineage, implies that Jesus is more 
important than anyone who preceded him.
1:2-6 Matthew mentioned four women in his 
genealogy, all of them Gentiles. Tamar was 
a Canaanite. Rahab was from Jericho. Ruth 

was a Moabitess. Uriah’s wife Bathsheba 
was probably a Hittite. The mention of these 
women signals God’s intention to include 
Gentiles and women in his redemptive plan. 
Several kings are named also, but only David 
is explicitly given the title King. This highlights 
that the Son of David (Jesus) will likewise be 
a kingly figure.
1:7-16 Matthew’s genealogy agrees with the 
genealogies of 1Ch 1–3 and Lk 3:23-38 from 
the generation of Abraham down to David. 
Aft er David, Matthew’s genealogy agrees with 
that of 1 Chronicles except for a few intention-
al gaps, but departs significantly from Luke’s. 
Some interpreters argue from this that one or 
both of the NT genealogies is inaccurate. How-
ever, Jews in David’s line carefully preserved 
their genealogies because they knew from the 
OT prophecies that one of their descendants 
would be the Messiah. David’s descendants 
also had the privilege of providing firewood 
for the altar in Jerusalem (m. Ta‘an. 4:5). Natu-
rally, they kept careful records to demonstrate 
their Davidic descent and preserve their priv-
ileges. Evidence in Josephus (Life 1) and rab-
binic texts suggests that genealogical archives 
were kept in public registers.

Scholars suggest several ways in which 
the genealogies of Matthew and Luke may be 

harmonized. First, one may preserve the ge-
nealogy of Jesus through Mary and the other 
through Joseph. Second, the custom of levi-
rate marriage resulted in a child having diff er-
ent biological and legal fathers. Perhaps one 
genealogy follows the biological line while 
the other follows the legal. Third, one geneal-
ogy may trace David’s legal descendants who 
would have reigned if the Davidic kingdom 
had continued, while the other lists descen-
dants in Joseph’s specific line. A combination 
of these approaches is also possible.

In English, it is diff icult to identify the an-
tecedent of the first occurrence of the pro-
noun who in v. 16. However, in Matthew’s 
Greek, the pronoun is feminine. Thus, al-
though the rest of the genealogy focuses on 
fathers and only rarely mentions mothers, 
Matthew identified a human mother but not a 
human father of Jesus, thus implying Jesus’s 
virginal conception.
1:17 Matthew’s arrangement of Jesus’s gene-
alogy into three sets of fourteen generations 
is probably an example of gematria, a system 
that assigns numerical value to letters of the 
alphabet (e.g., A = 1, B = 2, etc.) in order to 
communicate a subtle message. In Hebrew, 
the numerical value of the letters composing 
the name David is fourteen. Thus Matthew’s 

a 1:1-6 Ru 4:18-22; 
2Sm 7:12-16; 1Ch 
2:1-15; Lk 3:32-34

b 1:1 Mk 12:26; Lk 3:4; 
Ac 1:20; Php 4:3; 
Rv 3:5

c Ps 89:3; Is 9:6; Lk 
1:32,69

d Gn 22:18; Mt 9:7; 
Rm 1:3; Gl 3:16

e 1:2 Gn 29:35; Ps 
14:7; 105:9; Mt 8:11; 
22:32; Jms 2:21

f 1:3 Gn 38:29-30; 
46:12; Lk 3:33

g 1:5 Ru 1:4; 2:1; Lk 
3:32

h 1:6 1Sm 16:1; 17:12; 
2Sm 11:27; 12:24

i 1:7-8 1Kg 11:43; 
14:31; 15:8,24; 
22:50; 2Kg 14:21

j 1:9-10 2Kg 15:5,38; 
16:20; 20:21; 
21:18,24

k 1:11 2Kg 24:6,14; Is 
5:13; Jr 27:20; Ezk 
1:1; Mt 1:17

l 1:12-13 Gn 10:10; 
1Ch 3:17; Lk 3:27,30

m 1:16 Mt 27:17,22; 
Lk 2:11; Jn 1:45; 4:25

n 1:17 2Kg 24:14; Jr 
27:20; Dn 9:25-
26; Mk 8:29; Ac 
2:31,36,38
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THE NATIVITY OF THE CHRIST

¹⁸  The  birth  of  Jesus  Christ  came  about  this 
 way: Af ter  his moth er  Mary  had  been en-
gaged A  to Jo seph,  it  was dis cov ered be fore 
 they  came to geth er  that  she  was preg nant 
 from  the  Holy Spir it. a ¹⁹  So  her hus band Jo-
seph, be ing  a righ teous  man, b  and  not want ing 
 to dis grace  her pub lic ly, de cid ed  to di vorce 
 her se cret ly. c

²⁰  But af ter  he  had con sid ered  these  things, 
 an an gel  of  the  Lord ap peared  to  him  in  a 
 dream, say ing, “Jo seph,  son  of Da vid,  don’t 
 be  afraid  to  take  Mary  as  your  wife, be cause 
 what  has  been con ceived  in  her  is  from  the 
 Holy Spir it. d ²¹  She  will  give  birth  to  a  son,  and 
 you  are  to  name  him  Jesus, e be cause  he  will 
 save  his peo ple  from  their  sins.” f

²²  Now  all  this  took  place  to ful fi ll  what  was 
spo ken  by  the  Lord  through  the proph et:

 ²³ See, the virgin will become pregnant
  and give birth to a son,
  and they will name him Immanuel, B

 which  is trans lat ed “ God  is  with  us.” g

²⁴  When Jo seph  woke  up,  he  did  as  the  Lord’s 
an gel  had com mand ed  him.  He mar ried  her h 
²⁵  but  did  not  have sex u al re la tions  with  her 
un til  she  gave  birth  to  a  son. C  And  he  named 
 him  Jesus. i

WISE MEN VISIT THE KING

2 
Af ter  Jesus  was  born  in Beth le hem  of Ju-
dea  in  the  days  of  King Her od,  wise  men 

 from  the  east ar rived  in Je ru sa lem, j ² say ing, 
“ Where  is  he  who  has  been  born  king  of  the 
 Jews? k  For  we  saw  his  star  at  its ris ing l  and 
 have  come  to wor ship  him.” D

A 1:18 Or betrothed   B 1:23 Is 7:14   C 1:25 Other mss read to her fi rstborn son   D 2:2 Or to pay him homage

artistic arrangement probably highlights 
Jesus’s Davidic lineage. If Matthew did inten-
tionally use gematria, this supports the view 
that he originally wrote his Gospel in Hebrew, 
for the gematria functions in the Hebrew ver-
sion of the genealogy but not the Greek.
1:18 The words of Jesus Christ are in an 
emphatic position in the Greek text, imply-
ing that the circumstances of Jesus’s birth 
diff ered from those of everyone else in the 
genealogy. Although several of those peo-
ple were conceived by miracles, they all had 
a human father. Only Jesus was born of a 
virgin. Mary had been engaged to Joseph. 
However, ancient Jewish engagement was 
as legally binding as marriage. The couple 
did not live together or engage in sexual in-
tercourse. But the engagement could only be 
ended by divorce (thus, Joseph’s decision in 
1:19). Before they came together means that 
Joseph and Mary had not yet had intercourse. 
Joseph thus assumed that Mary 
had been unfaithful. Pregnant 
from the Holy Spirit means that 
Mary’s pregnancy was a miracle 
performed by the Spirit, not that 
God assumed material form and 
physically impregnated her. This 
makes Jesus’s conception dra-
matically different from Greek 
myths that speak of children 
born to gods who lay with wom-
en.
1:19 Joseph did not want to hu-
miliate Mary publicly because he 
was a righteous man. His peers 
most likely expected him to ex-
pose her apparent sin, but true 
righteousness is characterized 
by compassion and mercy, an im-
portant theme for Matthew (5:6-
7,21-26,38-48).
1:20  God spoke to Joseph 
through dreams, just as he did 
to his OT namesake (Gn 37:1-11). 
The title son of David reminded 
Joseph of his royal lineage and 

prepared him for the announcement of Mes-
siah’s birth. On conceived . . . from the Holy 
Spirit, see note at v. 18.
1:21 Jesus is the Greek form of the Hebrew 
name Joshua which means “Yahweh saves.” 
The angel explained that Jesus’s name re-
vealed his purpose: He would rescue sinners 
from the punishment they deserve. This sal-
vation would be experienced by his people, 
identified as those who follow Jesus.
1:22 Spoken by the Lord through the proph-
et implies that God was the ultimate author 
of the messages spoken and written by the 
prophets. The grammar that Matthew uses to 
introduce the quote from Is 7:14 (see Mt 1:23) 
suggests that the angel quoted this verse to 
Joseph during his announcement. Some in-
terpreters argue that Matthew mishandled 
Is 7:14, but he seems to have handled it just 
as the angel did, which means his usage is 
backed by angelic authority.

1:23 The name Immanuel (God with us) im-
plies Jesus’s deity. Mary’s virgin-born Son 
would be God himself living among his people. 
The Immanuel of Is 7:14 is to be identified with 
the person described in Is 9:2-7 and 11:1-9.
1:24-25 These verses emphasize Joseph’s ab-
solute obedience to the angel’s instructions, a 
prevalent theme in these early chapters (2:13-
15,19-21). Joseph is a model of the obedience 
that should characterize Jesus’s disciples 
(5:19-20). Did not have sexual relations with 
her confirms again that Jesus was the product 
of a virginal conception.
2:1 The wise men were magi. Eastern magi 
mixed Zoroastrianism with astrology and 
black magic. They are described in Dn 2:2,4-
5,10, where they are associated with divin-
er-priests, mediums, and sorcerers. The term 
magos (sg of magi) appears only once in 
the NT. It describes the sorcerer whom Paul 
portrayed as “full of all kinds of deceit and 

trickery” and a “son of the devil 
and enemy of all that is right” 
(Ac 13:6-10). The magus of whom 
Paul spoke would have held be-
liefs that were similar to those 
of the wise men. Thus, the sum-
mons of the magi to visit Jesus 
demonstrates God’s intention to 
save Gentiles from their futile re-
ligions. As an adult, Jesus cast out 
demons and broke Satan’s grip 
on beleaguered people. Here we 
see that even in his infancy, Christ 
plundered Satan’s kingdom and 
set captives free. The east may 
refer to Babylonia or Persia. King 
Herod was actually a client king 
ruling under Roman authority. 
Though he was Idumean and not 
a Jew, the Roman Senate named 
him king of Judea in 40 BC. He 
was an able ruler but brutal and 
suspicious.
2:2 The question posed by the 
wise men was an unintentional 
challenge to Herod’s reign. Jesus 

a 1:18 Mt 12:46; Lk 
1:27,35

b 1:19 Mt 13:17; Mk 
10:12; Lk 2:36; 1Co 
14:35; 2Co 11:2; 
Gl 4:27

c Dt 22:20-24; 24:1-
4; Mt 2:7; Lk 16:18; 
Jn 8:4-5

d 1:20 2Ch 1:1; Mt 
13:49; 27:19; Jn 6:20; 
Rm 1:3

e 1:21 Lk 1:31; 2:21; Jn 
10:25; 1Jn 2:12

f Lk 2:11; Jn 1:29; Ac 
4:12; 5:31; 13:23,38-
39

g 1:22-23 Is 7:14; Mt 
21:1-4; Lk 24:44; Rm 
1:2-4

h 1:24 Mt 1:6; 13:49; Lk 
1:1; 19:32; Jd 5

i 1:25 Gn 4:1,17; Ex 
13:2; Jdg 11:39; 1Sm 
1:19; Lk 2:7,21

j 2:1 Gn 25:6; 1Kg 
4:30; Lk 1:5; 2:4-7 k 2:2 Jr 23:5; 30:9; Zch 9:9; Mt 27:11; Lk 19:38; Jn 1:49   l Nm 24:17; Rv 22:16

magos
Greek pronunciation [MAH gahss]
CSB translation wise man
Uses in Matthew 4
Uses in the NT 6
Focus passage Matthew 2:1,7,16

In the Greek OT, magos occurs only in Dn 2:2,10 and describes 
a group of people possessing knowledge of Babylonian reli-
gious and magical arts, whom Nebuchadnezzar summoned 
to interpret his dream. In Mt 2:1,7,16, magos refers to those 
who have wisdom through investigation and interpretation 
of the movements of heavenly bodies (i.e., wise men/astrolo-
gers). It is likely (though not certain) these astrologers were 
from Babylon, since there they would have had contact with 
Jewish exiles and obtained an interest in the Jewish Messiah. 
The irony in the passage is diff icult to miss: King Herod in 
Jerusalem attempted to slaughter baby Jesus born in nearby 
Bethlehem, while pagan devotees of a foreign religion 
recognized Messiah’s star, traveled a great distance to find 
him, presented him with valuable gift s, and paid homage to 
him. Elsewhere in the NT, magos refers to Elymas the sorcerer 
(Ac 13:6,8).
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³  When  King Her od  heard  this,  he  was deep ly 
dis turbed,  and  all Je ru sa lem  with  him. ⁴  So  he 
as sem bled  all  the  chief  priests  and  scribes a  of 
 the peo ple  and  asked  them  where  the  Christ 
 would  be  born.

⁵ “ In Beth le hem  of Ju dea,”  they  told  him, “be-
cause  this  is  what  was writ ten  by  the proph et:
 ⁶ And you, Bethlehem, in the land 

of Judah,
  are by no means least 

among the rulers of Judah:
  Because out of you will come a ruler
  who will shepherd my people 

Israel.” A,b

⁷  Then Her od se cret ly sum moned  the  wise 
 men  and  asked  them  the ex act  time  the  star 
ap peared. ⁸  He  sent  them  to Beth le hem  and 
 said, “ Go  and  search care ful ly  for  the  child. 
 When  you  fi nd  him, re port  back  to  me  so  that 
 I  too  can  go  and wor ship  him.” B,c

⁹ Af ter hear ing  the  king,  they  went  on 
 their  way.  And  there  it  was  —   the  star  they 
 had  seen  at  its ris ing.  It  led  them un til  it  came 
 and  stopped  above  the  place  where  the  child 
 was. ¹⁰  When  they  saw  the  star,  they  were 

over whelmed  with  joy. ¹¹ En ter ing  the  house, 
 they  saw  the  child  with  Mary  his moth er,  and 
fall ing  to  their  knees,  they wor shiped  him. C 
 Then  they  opened  their trea sures  and pre-
sent ed  him  with  gifts:  gold, frank in cense,  and 
 myrrh. d ¹²  And be ing  warned e  in  a  dream  not 
 to  go  back  to Her od,  they re turned  to  their 
 own coun try  by an oth er  route.

THE FLIGHT INTO EGYPT

¹³ Af ter  they  were  gone,  an an gel  of  the  Lord 
ap peared  to Jo seph  in  a  dream, say ing, “ Get  up! 
 Take  the  child  and  his moth er,  fl ee  to  Egypt,  and 
 stay  there un til  I  tell  you.  For Her od  is  about 
 to  search  for  the  child  to  kill  him.” f ¹⁴  So  he 
 got  up,  took  the  child  and  his moth er dur ing 
 the  night,  and es caped  to  Egypt. ¹⁵  He  stayed 
 there un til Her od’s  death,  so  that  what  was 
spo ken  by  the  Lord  through  the proph et  might 
 be ful fi lled:  Out  of  Egypt  I  called  my  Son. D,g

THE MASSACRE OF THE INNOCENTS

¹⁶  Then Her od,  when  he re al ized  that  he  had 
 been out wit ted  by  the  wise  men,  fl ew  into  a 
 rage.  He  gave or ders  to mas sa cre  all  the  boys 
 in  and  around Beth le hem  who  were  two  years 

A 2:6 Mc 5:2   B 2:8 Or and pay him homage   C 2:11 Or they paid him homage   D 2:15 Hs 11:1

was born king in the sense that he was from 
David’s line and thus king by birthright. Herod, 
however, was neither a full Jew nor a descen-
dant of David and thus was not genuinely 
qualified to reign as king. The word translated 
star can indicate many diff erent astronomical 
phenomena, including comets, meteors, or 
planetary conjunctions. Matthew later (v.9) 
described the star as moving through the sky 
in order to point the magi to Jesus’s precise 
location. This indicates that it was no ordinary 
star. At its rising indicates that the star myste-
riously appeared in the eastern sky to signal 
Messiah’s birth. The interest of the magi in as-
trology, a practice condemned in the Bible (Is 
47:13-15), probably first directed their atten-
tion to the star. In another profound display 
of grace, God condescended to use the magi’s 
pagan superstitions to draw them to Jesus.
2:3 Herod was disturbed by reports of the 
birth of a legitimate claimant to his throne. 
The people of Jerusalem were equally dis-
turbed because they feared Herod’s paranoid 
and delusional rages. In the past he had killed 
even his favorite wife and sons in order to pro-
tect his rule.
2:4 Herod summoned expert scribes to learn 
where the OT said the Christ would be born. 
To this point the star had guided the wise 
men near to Jesus, but now the witness of the 
Scriptures was necessary before God caused 
the star to reappear and pinpoint the exact 
location. Thus the value of biblical revelation 
was upheld even as new revelations unfolded.
2:5-6 The “chief priests and scribes” (v. 
3) knew Scripture well enough to identify 
Bethlehem as Christ’s birthplace (Mc 5:2; Jn 
7:42), but nevertheless they later opposed 

his teachings. Knowledge of Scripture does 
not guarantee that your heart is right with 
God. The priestly opposition to Jesus is fore-
shadowed here by the fact that they made no 
eff ort to go visit him even as the magi under-
took the last leg of a long journey to do so. 
Micah 5:2 foretold that Bethlehem would be 
the birthplace of a king, a ruler who would 
shepherd . . . Israel. Although Micah said that 
the promised prince would “rule” over Isra-
el, Matthew’s translation says that Messiah 
will “shepherd” Israel. Matthew likely chose 
this word to reflect Micah’s use in 5:4 and 
thus show that the entirety of Mc 5 applies to 
Jesus. This indicates that Jesus is eternal 
since Micah says, “His origin is from antiquity, 
from ancient times” (v. 2). Micah’s prophecy 
also said that the shepherd’s “greatness will 
extend to the ends of the earth” (v. 4).
2:7-8 Herod questioned the magi about the 
exact time of the star’s appearance under 
the assumption that the star first appeared 
at the time of the child’s birth. On the basis 
of this date, he ordered the execution of all 
male children in Bethlehem two years of age 
and under (v. 16). This implies that the magi’s 
journey was lengthy and involved great sac-
rifice. Herod’s pretended desire to worship 
Messiah highlights his deceitfulness.
2:9-12 In contrast to the stable in which Jesus 
was born (Lk 2), Jesus’s family now lived in a 
house. This shows that the magi visited Jesus 
aft er the visit of the shepherds described by 
Luke. The magi worshiped Jesus openly, as 
did many other people during his lifetime 
(8:2; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 20:20; 28:9,17). Jesus’s 
reception of worship reinforces his identity 
as Immanuel, “God is with us” (1:23). Gold, 

frankincense, and myrrh were costly gift s. 
The latter two are aromatic resins. Frankin-
cense was used in making incense and per-
fume (see Ex 30:34-35). Myrrh was used as 
an ingredient in anointing oil (30:23-25), as a 
perfume (Ps 45:8), and in burial preparations 
(Jn 19:39).
2:13-14 Again an angel visited Joseph in a 
dream warning him of Herod’s intent. Herod 
was a cruel and paranoid ruler. See note at 2:3. 
So it is not surprising that he would commit 
treachery against children due to a perceived 
threat (v. 16). Joseph promptly obeyed when 
he was told to flee to Egypt. See note at 1:24-
25.
2:15 That what was spoken had to be fulfilled 
indicates that the Bible is inspired by God 
and authoritative over history. In its original 
context, the calling of the son out of Egypt in 
Hs 11 is a reference to Israel’s exodus from 
Egypt, not young Messiah’s trip back home. 
Matthew understood this, but under the Spir-
it’s direction he recognized Jesus as the new 
Moses who will lead a new and climactic exo-
dus. Just as Moses delivered his people from 
slavery to Pharaoh, Jesus will deliver people 
from slavery to Satan. Thus Matthew rightly 
regarded Hs 11:1 and other portions of the OT 
as foreshadows of Jesus and events in his life.
2:16 Skeptics deny that Herod ever slaugh-
tered the boys of Bethlehem since no extra-
biblical source documents this horrific event. 
However, the murders are consistent with his 
documented dealings, such as his murdering 
his own family. The Jewish historian Josephus 
reported that Herod arranged for many Jew-
ish nobles to be murdered upon his death in 
order to ensure that the land mourned his 

a 2:4 Mt 16:21; 20:18; 
21:15; 27:41; Lk 9:22

b 2:6 2Sm 5:2; Mc 5:2; 
Jn 7:42; 21:16

c 2:7-8 Mk 5:6; Lk 1:7; 
Ac 13:6; Rv 1:16

d 2:11 Ps 72:10; Is 
60:6; Mt 1:18; 12:46; 
Mk 5:6

e 2:12 Mt 27:19; Lk 
2:26; Ac 10:22; Heb 
8:5; 11:7

f 2:13 Mt 1:20; 13:49; 
Mk 11:18; Jms 4:7

g 2:15 Ex 4:22; Nm 
24:8; Hs 11:1
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DIFFERENCES IN THE GOSPELS
Robert H. Stein

S erious readers of the Gospels notice various 
diff erences between them. One diff erence 
involves geographical arrangement. In the 

Synoptic Gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke), Jesus 
visits Jerusalem only once during his entire ministry. 
For instance, all of the events in Mark 1:1–11:10 take 
place either in Galilee (1:1–8:21) or on the way to 
Jerusalem (8:22–11:10). Only from 11:11 forward is 
Jesus recorded as entering Jerusalem. The Gospel 
of John takes a diff erent approach. John records 
Jesus visiting Jerusalem several times throughout 
his ministry (2:13– 4:45; 5:1-47; 7:1–10:40; and 
12:12–20:31), including an early temple cleansing 
(John 2:13-22). The Synoptics say nothing about an 
early temple cleansing, and John in turn says nothing 
about the later cleansing that the Synoptics recount 
(Mt 21:12-13; Mk 11:15-18; Lk 19:45-48). It seems the 
authors chose diff erent ways of using geography as a 
tool for arranging their accounts of Jesus’s life. Mark, 
whose Gospel likely predated and infl uenced Matthew 
and Luke, chose not to discuss any of Jesus’s doings 
in Jerusalem until the climactic events beginning in 
11:11. This literary approach builds a steady tension 
that fi nally explodes with Jesus’s crucifi xion in the 
sacred city. John, writing years after the Synoptics, 
took a diff erent approach, sprinkling Jerusalem 
throughout his account.

Another literary consideration that helps account 
for diff erences among the Gospels is how the authors 
chose to group Jesus’s teachings. Matthew is organized 
around alternating blocks of Stories of Jesus and 
Teachings of Jesus. Here is the arrangement: chapters 
1–4 (S); 5–7 (T); 8–9 (S); 10 (T); 11–12 (S); 13 (T); 14–17 
(S); 18 (T); 19–22 (S); 23–25 (T); 26–28 (S). Luke, on 
the other hand, places the teachings of Jesus in two 
large sections: 6:20–8:3; and 9:51–18:14. Diff erent 
approaches such as this explain why the Gospel authors 
often place sayings of Jesus in diff erent contexts, as for 
instance when Matthew records the Lord’s Prayer early 
in Jesus’s ministry (6:9-13) while Luke places it later 
(11:1-4). The Gospel writers arranged much of their 
material on topical and logical grounds rather than 
chronological. The earliest reference to any Gospel 
was made by Papias, a church father who in the fi rst 
decade of the second century stated that Mark wrote 
accurately but not in chronological order the traditions 
he learned from Peter. Thus early readers noticed the 
diff erences between the Gospels, understood some 
of the basic causes of the diff erences, and did not 
regard them as problematic.

Another reason for differences involves the 
literary style of individual evangelists. In Matthew 

8:5-13 and Luke 7:1-10 we have two accounts of 
Jesus healing a centurion’s servant. In Luke the 
conversation takes place between Jesus and Jewish 
elders who speak on behalf of the centurion. In 
Matthew the conversation is directly between 
Jesus and the centurion. There is no conflict in 
these accounts when we realize that Matthew 
has abbreviated the story (103 words compared 
to 186 words in Luke). Matthew omitted material 
unessential to the story, and the elders (serving as 
go-betweens) are the least important element in the 
story. Thus, just as modern-day journalists report on 
meetings between heads of state without mentioning 
the go-betweens, Matthew makes no mention of 
the elders.

Furthermore, the evangelists understood 
themselves to be inspired interpreters, not mere 
stenographers of Jesus’s acts and teachings. They 
felt free to clarify and add explanatory comments 
to the traditions they were recording. For example, 
whereas Matthew in 7:11 records Jesus as saying God 
the Father gives “good things” to those who ask, Luke 
has Jesus saying God gives “the Holy Spirit.” In this 
case, Luke has done some interpretive extension: of 
all the good things God gives, the Holy Spirit is the 
best of them. Other examples of inspired editorial 
work include:

THE BAPTISM OF JESUS

• In Matthew 3:17 the voice from heaven states, 
“This is my beloved Son.”

• In Mark 1:11 and Luke 3:22 the voice states, “You 
are my beloved Son.”

• Explanation: In Mark and Luke, God’s voice 
addresses Jesus. Matthew shifts the audience 
to the bystanders in order to make clear to 
his readers that God would have them know 
that Jesus is his Son. The overall meaning is 
unchanged.

THE BEATITUDES

• In Matthew 5:3 the fi rst beatitude reads, “Blessed 
are the poor in spirit . . .”

• Luke 6:20 has, “Blessed are you who are poor . . .”
• Explanation: Matthew gives a “thought for 

thought” rather than “word for word” translation 
of the original. He adds “in spirit” to help his 
readers understand that in this context “poor” 
refers to spiritual humility. A similar usage of 
“poor” occurs in Psalm 86:1, where King David 
(who was fi nancially wealthy) speaks of being 
“poor and needy.”



 old  and un der,  in keep ing  with  the  time  he 
 had  learned  from  the  wise  men. a ¹⁷  Then  what 
 was spo ken  through Jer e mi ah  the proph et 
 was ful fi lled:
 ¹⁸ A voice was heard in Ramah,
  weeping, A and great mourning,
  Rachel weeping for her children;
  and she refused to be consoled,
  because they are no more. B,b

THE RETURN TO NAZARETH

¹⁹ Af ter Her od  died,  an an gel  of  the  Lord 
ap peared  in  a  dream  to Jo seph  in  Egypt, c

²⁰ say ing, “ Get  up,  take  the  child  and  his moth-
er,  and  go  to  the  land  of Is ra el, be cause  those 
 who in tend ed  to  kill  the  child  are  dead.” ²¹  So 
 he  got  up,  took  the  child  and  his moth er, 
 and en tered  the  land  of Is ra el. ²²  But  when 
 he  heard  that Ar che la us  was rul ing  over 
Ju dea  in  place  of  his fa ther Her od,  he  was 
 afraid  to  go  there.  And be ing  warned  in  a 
 dream,  he with drew  to  the re gion  of Gal i-
lee. d ²³  Then  he  went  and set tled  in  a  town 
 called Naz a reth  to ful fill  what  was spo ken 
 through  the proph ets,  that  he  would  be  called 
 a Naz a rene. e

HOUR OF THE CRUCIFIXION

• In Mark 15:25 Jesus is crucifi ed at “nine in the 
morning” (the third hour).

• In John 19:14 Jesus is crucifi ed at “about noon” 
(the sixth hour).

PETER’S DENIAL OF CHRIST

• Mark tells his readers of Peter’s denial in Mk 
14:53-54 and 14:66-72. Wedged between this 
two-part account is the story of Jesus’s trial.

• Luke completes the entire account of Peter’s 
denial before telling of Jesus’s trial.

• Explanation: Rather than a chronological 
discrepancy, these are two different ways 
of telling two separate stories. Mark follows 

one of his favored stylistic techniques and 
“sandwiches” Jesus’s trial between the two 
halves of the story of Peter’s denial. Luke chooses 
to treat them separately.

We have avoided terms such as “discrepancy” 
and “contradiction” when discussing diff erences 
among the Gospels. When we seek to understand 
what the Evangelists are doing as interpreters 
of Jesus’s life, we often fi nd that their diff erent 
approaches help clarify and draw out implications 
from Jesus’s acts and teachings. This often entails 
sharing the stories of Jesus’s life in a topical or 
logical order, not chronological. In this light, alleged 
“discrepancies” and “contradictions” are seen as mere 
“diff erences.”

A 2:18 Other mss read Ramah, lamentation, and weeping,   B 2:18 Jr 31:15

passing (Ant. 17.167-69). Herod’s behavior 
is reminiscent of Pharaoh’s around the time 
of Moses’s birth (Ex 1:15-22). This and other 
striking similarities to Moses’s birth narrative 
strengthen Matthew’s presentation of Jesus 
as the new Moses whom God promised in 
Dt 18:15-19. Ancient Jews thought of Moses 
as a deliverer (Ac 7:25,35). By highlighting 
parallels between Moses and Jesus, Matthew 
shows that Jesus was the promised deliver-
er who would save his people from their sins 
(see notes at Mt 1:7-16 and 2:20-21). Herod 
killed all boys two years old and under in 
and around Bethlehem because the star had 
appeared to the magi two years previously, 
presumably at the moment of Jesus’s birth.
2:17-18 Once again Matthew introduces a 
quotation in a way that implies that the OT 
author (Jeremiah in this case) was used by 
God to proclaim his message. This was the 
unquestioned view among religious Jews 
from the day of the prophets down to Jesus’s 
day. In v. 18 Matthew quotes Jr 31:15, which 
originally expressed the lament of mothers 
who grieved over sons who were sent into 

exile. Matthew’s application here implies 
that Israel was again in exile, estranged 
from God, and in need of redemption. Since 
Jr 31 includes the weeping and then climax-
es with the joyous promise that God would 
establish a new covenant with his people, 
one in which he would forgive their sins and 
write his law on their hearts, Matthew likely 
intends to call this to mind and apply it to 
the Bethlehem massacre and the coming of 
Jesus. Just as the weeping of mothers pre-
ceded the promise of the new covenant in Jr 
31, so now the weeping of mothers preced-
ed the establishment of the new covenant 
through Jesus (see note at 26:27-28).
2:19 Since Herod died in 4 BC and since Je-
sus was born roughly two years before Her-
od ordered the massacre of the Bethlehem 
boys, it seems that Jesus was born in 5 or 6 
BC. It also seems likely that the shameless 
Bethlehem massacre was one of Herod’s 
final acts.
2:20-21 The angel’s words are almost identi-
cal to the words the Lord spoke to Moses from 
the burning bush (Ex 4:19, LXX). This allusion 

to the Moses narrative again identifies Jesus 
as the new Moses (see notes at 2:15 and 2:16). 
Jesus, now perhaps three years old, returns 
from Egypt with his family.
2:22-23 Archelaus, son of Herod the Great, 
inherited his father’s violent traits. His rule 
over Judea signaled that the holy family 
should settle elsewhere, and so Joseph led 
his family to resettle in the obscure Galilean 
village of Nazareth, where Joseph and Mary 
had previously lived (Lk 1:26). Rather than a 
specific OT text, Matthew was probably re-
ferring to an OT theme, the prophecies that 
describe the Messiah as a “branch.” The term 
used for “branch” in Is 11:1 (netser) may be 
transliterated with the first three consonants 
(nzr) that compose the nouns “Nazareth” 
and “Nazarene.” This messianic prophecy is 
closely connected to others (Is 4:2; Jr 23:5; 
33:15) that told of a righteous descendant of 
David whose wise and just rule would be em-
powered by the Spirit and who would bring 
salvation to Judah. Matthew thus saw Jesus’s 
hometown as a subtle clue to his identity as 
Messiah.

a 2:16 Is 59:7; Mk 
10:34; Ac 13:6; 25:3; 
Rv 12:4

b 2:18 Gn 35:19; Jdg 
4:5; Jr 31:15; Ac 8:2; 
2Co 7:7

c 2:19 Mt 1:20; 13:49; 
Lk 1:11; Jd 5

d 2:22 Mt 17:22; Lk 
1:5; Ac 27:29; Col 
3:21; Heb 8:5

e 2:23 Mk 1:24; Lk 
1:26; Jn 1:45-46
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THE HERALD OF THE CHRIST

3 
 In  those  days  John  the Bap tist  came, a 
preach ing  in  the wil der ness  of Ju dea b 

²  and say ing, “Re pent, be cause  the king dom  
of heav en  has  come  near! ” c ³  For  he  is  the 
 one spo ken  of  through  the proph et Isa iah, 
 who  said:
  A voice of one crying out 

in the wilderness:
  Prepare the way for the Lord;
  make his paths straight! A,d

⁴  Now  John  had  a camel-hair gar ment  with 
 a leath er  belt  around  his  waist,  and  his  food 
 was lo custs  and  wild hon ey. ⁵  Then peo ple 
 from Je ru sa lem,  all Ju dea,  and  all  the vi cin i-
ty  of  the Jor dan  were go ing  out  to  him, ⁶  and 
 they  were bap tized  by  him  in  the Jor dan Riv-
er, con fess ing  their  sins. e

⁷  When  he  saw  many  of  the Phar i sees  and 
Sad du cees f com ing  to  his bap tism,  he  said 
 to  them, “ Brood  of vi pers!  Who  warned  you 
 to  fl ee  from  the com ing  wrath? g ⁸ There fore 
pro duce  fruit h consistent  with B re pen tance. 
⁹  And  don’t pre sume  to  say  to your selves, ‘ We 
 have Abra ham  as  our fa ther.’ i  For  I  tell  you  that 
 God  is  able  to  raise  up chil dren  for Abra ham 
 from  these  stones. ¹⁰  The  ax  is al ready  at  the 
 root  of  the  trees. There fore, ev ery  tree  that 
 doesn’t pro duce  good  fruit  will  be  cut  down 
 and  thrown  into  the  fi re. j

¹¹ “ I bap tize  you  with C wa ter  for re pen tance, k 
 but  the  one  who  is com ing af ter  me  is  more 
pow er ful  than  I.  I  am  not wor thy  to re move D  his 
san dals.  He him self  will bap tize  you  with  the 
 Holy Spir it  and  fi re. l ¹²  His win now ing shov el 

A 3:3 Is 40:3   B 3:8 Lit fruit worthy of   C 3:11 Or in   D 3:11 Or to carry

3:1 In those days means “during the time of 
Jesus’s residence in Nazareth” rather than 
“during the reign of Archelaus.” Aft er all, Ar-
chelaus reigned from 4 BC to AD 6, too early 
for John the Baptist to have begun his min-
istry since he would have been under age 
twelve. In OT usage, “in those days” oft en 
refers to a time of prophetic fulfillment 
(Is 10:20; Am 9:11; Zph 1:15; Zch 12:3-4). Mat-
thew probably used the phrase in conjunc-
tion with his references to fulfilled prophecy 
to emphasize that God’s promises were being 
fulfilled through Jesus and John the Baptist, 
herald and predecessor of Messiah. The loca-
tion of John’s ministry (wilderness of Judea) 
is reminiscent of the ministry of the prophet 
Elijah (1Kg 17:3; 19:3-18; 2Kg 2:1-12), whom 
many Jews believed would appear again to 
prepare the way for Messiah (Mt 17:10-13). 
Josephus described John’s ministry in a way 
that closely matches the Gospel accounts 
(Ant. 18.114-119).
3:2 John’s message focused on repentance 
and the coming kingdom of heaven. Jesus 
emphasized the same thing from the outset of 
his ministry (see note at 4:17). The kingdom is 
defined as the rule that God exercises through 
the person, work, and teachings of Jesus. The 
call to repent means we must abandon sinful 
lifestyles and express sorrow for sins.
3:3 Matthew’s application of Is 40:3 to John 
the Baptist tells us as much about Jesus as 
it does about John. Aft er all, in its original 
context the prophecy spoke of one who pre-
pared the way for the coming of the Lord, God 
himself. By using a text about the coming of 
the Lord to describe the coming of Jesus, Mat-
thew proclaims that Jesus is divine.
3:4 John’s garment was similar to Elijah’s 
(2Kg 1:8) and his ministry and lifestyle paral-
leled Elijah’s also, including his residence in 
the Judean wilderness, his austere diet, his 
call for Israel to repent, and his confronta-
tion with an evil king and his wife. Jesus ex-
plained the significance of these parallels in 
Mt 11:14; 17:12-13.

3:5-6   Although Jews required Gentiles to im-
merse themselves in water in order to convert 
from paganism to Judaism, John demanded 
that repentant Jews be baptized as well. This 
bold move implied that Jews did not belong 
to God merely by virtue of their descent from 
Abraham (see note at v v. 7-9). Like anyone 
else, ethnic Jews needed to repent in order to 
enter the coming kingdom. Unlike the repeti-
tive ritual washings of other religious groups, 
John’s baptism appears to have been a one-
time event associated with a permanent re-
pentance and a transformed life.
3:7-9 In Mt 2:4 the chief priests and scribes 
identified the place of Christ’s birth but made 
no eff ort to visit him. Their attention was on 
worldly power instead. That negative portray-
al is now followed by John’s charge that the 
leading priests of the Jews were a brood of 
vipers (see 12:34; 23:33) fleeing from God’s 
coming wrath. The Pharisees were the largest 
and most important Jewish religious group. 
They controlled the synagogues and exer-
cised great control over the population. The 
Sadducees were an aristocratic party of high 
priestly families. They had charge of the tem-
ple and accepted only the Pentateuch (first 
five books of the OT) as authoritative. John 
stressed that the coming kingdom would be 
accompanied by blessing for God’s people 
and by punishment for the unrepentant. 
John knew that the Pharisees and Saddu-
cees had no intention of confessing their sins 
because they presumed that descent from 
Abraham guaranteed that they would escape 
God’s wrath. This belief was reflected in the 
Mishnah, which stated: “All Israel will have a 
share in the world to come.” John’s statement 
about raising up children for Abraham from 
these stones involves a wordplay in Aramaic. 
The word “child” (ben ) sounds similar to the 
word “stone” (eben ). A stone has no intrinsic 
value, yet Almighty God can transform worth-
less rock into a person and include him in his 
covenant people if he so chooses (Is 51:1-2). 
Consequently, descent from Abraham gave 

the Jews no grounds for boasting. John’s 
warning foreshadows the incorporation of 
believing Gentiles into the people of God, an 
important theme in Matthew’s Gospel.
3:10 Just as the owner of an orchard laid the 
ax to barren trees, so too God will punish those 
who fail to produce “fruit consistent with re-
pentance” (v. 8). In the teachings of John and 
Jesus, fruit represents good works that result 
from a miraculous inner transformation (7:15-
20; 12:33; 13:23). Later, the cursing of the fig 
tree and the parable of the wicked tenants 
illustrated the consequences of failing to 
produce good fruits (21:18-22,33-43).
3:11 Removing the master’s sandals was a 
task so menial that Hebrew slave owners could 
not require it of Hebrew slaves. John, however, 
saw himself as unworthy to perform for Jesus 
the very task that slaves were spared from 
performing. John expressed this deep humil-
ity because Jesus was more powerful than 
he, and this greater power expressed itself 
through a new baptism that was vastly supe-
rior to John’s. John’s baptism was a public ex-
pression of repentance, but his baptism could 
not change a person’s heart. Jesus, however, 
baptized the repentant with the Holy Spirit, 
making them holy through inner transforma-
tion. Matthew’s quotation from Jr 31:15 in 
Mt 2:18 was probably intended to remind his 
readers of the promise of the new covenant 
(Jr 31:31-34). The reference to baptism with 
the Spirit recalls the related promise in Ezk 
36:27 in which God declared, “I will place my 
Spirit within you and cause you to follow my 
statutes and carefully observe my ordinances.” 
This work of the Spirit was highlighted again 
at Jesus’s baptism (3:16). Jesus would have 
the power to transform human character in 
a way that John could not. Jesus would also 
baptize people with fire, a reference to divine 
judgment against unrepentant sinners.
3:12 A winnowing shovel was used to toss 
grain into the air. The wind would blow the 
useless husks (called chaff ) aside, while the 
heavier grain kernels fell to the threshing 
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d 3:3 Is 40:3; Lk 
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23:15; Ac 4:1; 5:17; 
23:6

g Mt 12:34; 23:33; Rm 
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11:14

i 3:9 Lk 3:8; Jn 
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 is  in  his  hand,  and  he  will  clear  his thresh ing 
 fl oor  and gath er  his  wheat  into  the  barn.  But  the 
 chaff   he  will  burn  with  fi re  that nev er  goes  out.” a

THE BAPTISM OF JESUS

¹³  Then  Jesus  came  from Gal i lee  to  John  at  the 
Jor dan,  to  be bap tized  by  him. b ¹⁴  But  John  tried 
 to  stop  him, say ing, “ I  need  to  be bap tized  by 
 you,  and  yet  you  come  to  me? ”

¹⁵  Jesus an swered  him, “Al low  it  for  now, 
be cause  this  is  the  way  for  us  to ful fi ll  all 
righ teous ness.”  Then  John al lowed  him  to 
 be bap tized.

¹⁶  When  Jesus  was bap tized,  he  went  up im-
me di ate ly  from  the wa ter.  The heav ens c sud-
den ly  opened  for  him, A  and  he  saw  the Spir it 
 of  God de scend ing  like  a  dove  and com ing 
 down  on  him. d ¹⁷  And  a  voice  from heav en 
 said: “ This  is  my be loved  Son,  with  whom  I 
 am well-pleased.” e

THE TEMPTATION OF JESUS

4 
 Then f  Jesus  was  led  up  by  the Spir it  into 
 the wil der ness  to  be tempt ed  by  the dev-

il. g ² Af ter  he  had fast ed for ty  days  and for ty 
 nights, h  he  was hun gry. ³  Then  the tempt er 
ap proached  him  and  said, “ If  you  are  the  Son 
 of  God,  tell  these  stones  to be come  bread.” i

⁴  He an swered, “ It  is writ ten:  Man  must  not 
 live  on  bread  alone  but  on ev ery  word  that 
 comes  from  the  mouth  of  God.” j,B

⁵  Then  the dev il  took  him  to  the  holy  city, 
 had  him  stand  on  the pinnacle  of  the tem-
ple, k ⁶  and  said  to  him, “ If  you  are  the  Son  of 
 God,  throw your self  down.  For  it  is writ ten:
  He will give his angels l orders 

concerning you,
  and they will support you 

with their hands
  so that you will not strike
  your foot against a stone.” C,m

A 3:16 Other mss omit for him   B 4:4 Dt 8:3   C 4:6 Ps 91:11-12

floor. The chaff  would then be gathered up 
and burned. John’s parable thus described 
a coming divine judgment in which all peo-
ple are sift ed, with the result that Christ’s 
followers will be preserved by God, while the 
unrepentant are gathered for punishment. 
Though chaff  is highly flammable and burns 
away quickly, possibly giving the impression 
that divine judgment is only temporary, John 
made clear that the fire that awaits the unre-
pentant will never go out. God’s punishment 
against unrepentant sinners is eternal.
3:13 Apparently Jesus and his family still 
lived in Nazareth (in Galilee) at this time.
3:14 John tried to stop him because he rec-
ognized Jesus’s superiority. By his protest 
John further identified Jesus as the one who 
would come aft er him (v. 11). John knew that 
he needed Jesus’s baptism, the baptism of 
the Spirit, but he also understood that sin-
less Jesus did not seek water baptism as an 
expression of repentance.
3:15 Jesus explained that baptism was es-
sential to his perfection. Jesus wished to 
please his Father by obeying the commands 
of the prophets (John was the greatest of the 
prophets, 11:9-13) and by identifying with 
God’s righteous cause among the people. If 
he had refused to participate in John’s bap-
tism, Jesus would have seemed like a rebel 
rather than one who came to fulfill all righ-
teousness.
3:16 The opening of the heavens demon-
strates that both the voice and the descend-
ing Spirit came from heaven and were divine. 
First-century Jews associated the dove with 
the Spirit since Gn 1:2 describes the Spirit 
as hovering over the primeval waters. The 
Hebrew verb translated “hover” is the same 
word used to describe a bird rapidly flutter-
ing its wings. Consequently, both the Qumran 
Scrolls and the Talmud associated God’s Spir-
it in Gn 1:2 with the dove. The descent of the 
Spirit thus alludes to Gn 1 and identifies Jesus 
not only as one empowered by the Spirit but 

also as one who brings new creation (2Co 
5:17; Gl 6:15).
3:17 The Father speaks directly only twice in 
Matthew—here at Jesus’s baptism and later 
at the transfiguration. On both occasions he 
identified Jesus as his Son and expressed ap-
proval of him (see 17:5). The Father’s words at 
Jesus’s baptism blend together two important 
OT texts: Ps 2:7 and Is 42:1. Psalm 2 was a song 
sung at the crowning of Israel’s kings. The Fa-
ther’s application of this text to Jesus iden-
tified him as a divinely appointed King who 
would rule with divine authority and whose 
kingdom would extend to the ends of the earth 
(Ps 2:1-12). The allusion to Is 42 identified 
Jesus as the Servant, the messianic figure 
whom Is 53:5 promised would be “pierced be-
cause of our rebellion, crushed because of our 
iniquities.” Matthew 12:18-21 explicitly ap-
plies Is 42 to Jesus, and Mt 8:17 explicitly ap-
plies Is 53 to Jesus. With this OT background in 
mind, we see that the Father’s words identify 
Jesus as King and Savior.
4:1-2 The temptation of Christ highlights 
numerous parallels between Jesus and OT 
Israel. Deuteronomy 8:2-3 says that the Lord 
led Israel into the wilderness to be tested for 
forty years. Similarly, Jesus was led up by 
the Spirit into the wilderness to be tested 
for forty days. The three temptations Jesus 
faced parallel the tests Israel faced in the wil-
derness, and every Scripture that Jesus quot-
ed in response to his temptations was drawn 
from God’s message to the Israelites about 
their wilderness test (Dt 6–8). Israel failed 
its tests, but Jesus passed his and in doing 
so “fulfilled all righteousness” (see Mt 3:15). 
Thus he is qualified to create a new spiritual 
Israel. Several features of Matthew confirm 
Jesus’s intention to gather a new people for 
God. He chose twelve disciples to parallel Isra-
el’s twelve tribes. This was a conscious eff ort 
to identify his followers as the new Israel. The 
fact that Jesus was hungry shows that he was 
truly human as well as divine.

4:3 The stones that littered the wilderness 
floor resembled small round loaves of bread 
in shape, size, and color. Interpreters disagree 
as to why it would have been wrong for Jesus 
to transform and eat the stones. Most suggest 
that he was tempted to exercise supernatural 
power rather than depend on God’s provision. 
Clues in the text suggest that the Spirit, who 
led Jesus into the wilderness, commanded 
this fast. Thus, breaking the fast premature-
ly would have been an act of disobedience, 
preventing Jesus from fulfilling every act of 
righteousness (3:15). Jesus aimed to end his 
fast when the test was over and no sooner. 
God would signal the end by providing food. 
Matthew 4:11 shows that at fast’s end, angels 
came and “began to serve” Jesus. The verb 
serve means “to serve as a table-waiter” and 
implies that the angels fed Jesus. During their 
wilderness wanderings, Israel failed to trust 
God to provide food and water. Jesus, the 
embodiment of the new Israel, had unwav-
ering trust in God’s care. On Son of God, see 
note at 3:17.
4:4 Jesus quoted Dt 8:3. His reference to ev-
ery word that comes from the mouth of God 
recalls the OT theme that God’s words are 
not idle but are to be received as commands. 
Deuteronomy 8:1,6 emphasize the need to 
obey God’s commands, and Dt 8:1 teaches 
that man lives by following God’s command-
ments just as 8:3 says that man lives by what 
comes from God’s mouth (Dt 6:24). Thus the 
OT text that Jesus quoted teaches that obey-
ing God is more important than being well-
fed. Israel struggled to learn this truth (Ex 
16:3; Nm 11:4-5). In contrast, Jesus hungered 
for righteousness more than bread and thirst-
ed for obedience more than water. He urged 
his disciples to have the same priority (Mt 5:6).
4:5-7 Satan quoted Ps 91:11-12 out of context, 
trying to convince Jesus that the Father would 
supernaturally protect him even if he gambled 
with his life. Jesus responded by quoting Dt 
6:16 which refers to the time when Israel, an-
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⁷  Jesus  told  him, “ It  is  also writ ten:  Do  not 
 test  the  Lord  your  God.” A,a

⁸  Again,  the dev il  took  him  to  a  very  high 
moun tain  and  showed  him  all  the king doms 
 of  the  world  and  their splen dor. ⁹  And  he  said 
 to  him, “ I  will  give  you  all  these  things  if  you 
 will  fall  down  and wor ship  me.” B

¹⁰  Then  Jesus  told  him, “ Go  away, C Sa tan!  For 
 it  is writ ten: Wor ship  the  Lord  your  God, 
 and  serve  only  him.” D,b

¹¹  Then  the dev il  left  him,  and an gels  came 
 and be gan  to  serve  him. c

MINISTRY IN GALILEE

¹²  When  he  heard  that  John  had  been ar rest-
ed, d  he with drew  into Gal i lee. e ¹³  He  left Naz-
a reth  and  went  to  live  in Ca per na um f  by  the 
 sea,  in  the re gion  of Zeb u lun  and Naph ta li. 
¹⁴  This  was  to ful fi ll  what  was spo ken  through 
 the proph et Isa iah:
 ¹⁵ Land of Zebulun and land of Naphtali,
  along the road by the sea, 

beyond the Jordan,
  Galilee of the Gentiles.

 ¹⁶ The people who live in darkness
  have seen a great light,
  and for those living in the land 

of the shadow of death,
  a light has dawned. E, F,g

¹⁷  From  then  on  Jesus be gan  to  preach, “Re-
pent, be cause  the king dom  of heav en h  has 
 come  near.”

THE FIRST DISCIPLES

¹⁸  As i  he  was walk ing  along  the  Sea  of Gal-
i lee, j  he  saw  two broth ers, Si mon ( who  is 
 called Pe ter),  and  his broth er An drew.  They 
 were cast ing  a  net  into  the  sea  —   for  they 
 were fish er men. ¹⁹ “Fol low  me,”  he  told  them, 
“ and  I  will  make  you  fish  for G peo ple.” ²⁰ Im-
me di ate ly  they  left  their  nets  and fol lowed  
him.

²¹ Go ing  on  from  there,  he  saw  two oth er 
broth ers,  James  the  son  of Zeb e dee,  and  his 
broth er  John.  They  were  in  a  boat  with Zeb e-
dee  their fa ther, pre par ing  their  nets,  and  he 
 called  them. ²² Im me di ate ly  they  left  the  boat 
 and  their fa ther  and fol lowed  him.

A 4:7 Dt 6:16   B 4:9 Or and pay me homage   C 4:10 Other mss read “Get behind me   D 4:10 Dt 6:13   E 4:16 Lit dawned on them   F 4:15-16 Is 9:1-2   
G 4:19 Or you fi shers of

gry and thirsty, questioned God’s presence 
until he miraculously produced a stream of 
water from a rock: “They tested the LORD, say-
ing, ‘Is the LORD among us or not?’” (Ex 17:7). 
Had Jesus succumbed to Satan’s temptation, 
it would indicate that his faith was frail and de-
pended on God’s miraculous action. Jumping 
from the pinnacle of the temple would test 
God by attempting to force him to perform a 
miracle.

Satan implied that God is trustworthy only 
when he rescues us from suff ering and danger. 
Jesus knew better. God is trustworthy even 
when he allows us or even causes us to suf-
fer. True faith recognizes this and perseveres 
through hard times. When Jesus suff ered on 
the cross (27:41-44), those who tormented 
him used arguments similar to that of the 
devil: “If you are the Son of God, come down 
from the cross.” They even quoted Ps 22:8 
to argue that Jesus would be rescued if God 
really loved him, much as Satan quoted Ps 
91:11-12 to argue that God would rescue Je-
sus from a deadly fall if he were really God’s 
Son. Again, Jesus knew better. He trusted God 
even through a brutal scourging, even when 
nails were driven through his limbs, and even 
when God let him suff er a horrible death.
4:8-9 Although Satan exercises some au-
thority over the world (Lk 4:6; Jn 12:31), the 
kingdoms of the world belong to God, and 
he promised to give them to his Son (Ps 2:8).
4:10-11 Jesus responded to Satan by quoting 
from Dt 6:14 and 10:20. If Jesus had worshiped 
Satan in order to gain worldly power, it would 
have indicated that he valued creation more 
than the Creator and the kingdoms of the 
earth more than the kingdom of God. Jesus 
insisted that only God is worthy of worship. 

Aft er citing Dt 6:13, Jesus’s reception of wor-
ship later in this Gospel (8:2; 9:18; 14:33; 15:25; 
20:20; 28:9,17) without rebuking the worship-
er (cp. Ac 10:25-26; 14:11-15) strongly implies 
his deity. That the angels came to serve Jesus 
further implies his superior status.
4:12 John the Baptist had been arrested be-
cause he dared to say that Herod Antipas’s 
marriage to his brother’s wife was immoral. As 
tetrarch of Galilee and Perea (Lk 3:1), Herod 
did not have jurisdiction over Judea, the lo-
cale of Jesus’s baptism and wilderness temp-
tation. Thus Jesus fearlessly marched into 
the heart of Herod’s territory when he heard 
of John’s arrest. In Lk 13:31-33, the Pharisees 
urged Jesus to leave Galilee in order to es-
cape arrest by Herod. Jesus replied by calling 
Herod “that fox” and insisted that he would 
travel to Jerusalem only because it was nec-
essary for him to die there, not to flee Herod. 
Jesus caused kings to tremble (2:3; 14:1-2), 
but he himself feared no man.
4:13 At this point Jesus made an important 
strategic move by shift ing his headquarters 
from Nazareth to Capernaum. Nazareth was 
an obscure village, but Capernaum was a 
much larger fishing center on the shores of 
Lake Galilee. It boasted a tax collection station 
and a Roman garrison of at least a hundred 
soldiers. By the sea alludes to Isaiah’s prophe-
cies, which describe the area as “the way of the 
sea,” an ancient trade route stretching from 
Damascus down to Caesarea Maritima on the 
coast of the Mediterranean Sea. By the time 
of Christ, the Romans had built a stone road 
along the route, allowing caravans to travel 
from Syria and pass through Capernaum on 
the way to Caesarea. Since Capernaum was 
on the coast of the Sea of Galilee, it also pro-

vided easy access to every other city along the 
Galilean coast. Thus by choosing high-traff ic 
Capernaum as his headquarters, Jesus was 
able to reach many Jews and Gentiles.
4:14-16 Matthew’s quotation of Is 9:1-2 high-
lights the international focus of Jesus’s min-
istry by describing Galilee as Galilee of the 
Gentiles. Second Kings 15:29 and 17:24-27 
show that aft er the Jews were deported from 
the northern kingdom of Israel, foreigners 
flooded into Galilee. For instance, reports 
from the geographer Strabo and first-century 
Jewish historian Josephus show that Egyp-
tians, Arabians, Phoenicians, and Greeks 
lived in Galilee. The Apocrypha (1 Macc 5) 
says Galilee’s population was largely Gentile 
and heathen. Jesus’s move to Galilee and the 
strategically located city of Capernaum shows 
his intention to save Gentiles as well as Jews. 
Matthew’s application of Is 9 also shows that 
Jesus was the great King called “Mighty God” 
who would reign from David’s throne over a 
universal and eternal kingdom, liberate God’s 
people from spiritual slavery, and bring peace 
and joy to the world (Is 9:3-7).
4:17 On the significance of the words from 
then on Jesus began to, see “Structure” in 
the Introduction to Matthew. Jesus’s message 
was identical to the message proclaimed by 
John the Baptist before his arrest. This iden-
tifies Jesus as the one who came aft er John 
(3:11) whom John had identified as the Lord 
God himself (Is 40:3; see note at Mt 3:3).
4:18-22 Jesus’s command, Follow me, urged 
the disciples not just to accompany him on his 
travels but to follow his example and emulate 
his character. Following Jesus involved signifi-
cant sacrifice for Simon . . . Andrew . . . James, 
and John. They abandoned their careers as 
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