
Science and Genesis 2: 4 - 25 

Introduction 

An account of the first man and the first woman and their relationship with God constitutes 

the bulk of the second and third chapters of the book of Genesis. What are we to make of this 

account? What can be learnt from it? What does it look like from a modern scientific 

perspective? 

The first man was made from the soil.  The first woman was made from the first man.  

Animals and birds were also made from the soil.  There was an extraordinary garden with 

two extraordinary trees. There was a “snake” who could talk.  God had an extended 

conversation with both the man and the woman.  Once having left the garden, entrance back 

into the garden was blocked by a “flaming sword”.  What is going on here? 

Whatever we think could or did happen in our world, we need to try and determine what the 

text is saying without forcing its meaning to conform to some modern understanding of our 

world.  The text should be able to stand in its own right whatever our views about the origins 

of mankind.  If we perceive areas of conflict we will then have to face that issue.  

Genesis 2: 4 - These are the generations (This is the account) of the heavens and the 

earth ... 

Verse 4 of chapter 2 is where we begin.  And it is not easy to discern what is being said here.  

To what does the word, “these” refer and what is meant by “the generations of” (Hebrew: 

toledoth)?  Toledoth occurs 11 times in Genesis and there has been considerable debate about 

whether, when it occurs, a reference is being made to what has been written before or 

afterwards.  In what follows some in depth discussion will centre on the significance of 

“toledoth”.  This is because such discussion is considered potentially helpful in understanding 

the verses that follow and also suggestive of how Genesis might have been written. 

The occurrences of “toledoth” 

Apart from its occurrence in 2: 4 all instances in Genesis refer to a man‟s name and seem to 

be associated with developments that follow on from that person.  Indeed Walton in Genesis, 

(The NIV Application Commentary Series, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, MI, 2001; the 

commentary referred to in this blog series as Walton) suggests that it refers to, “developments 

that arise out of” (p. 40).  There are however some interesting features to its usage in Genesis. 

Sometimes what follows either immediately or soon afterwards is mainly genealogical but on 

other occasions what follows is mainly narrative.  In 5: 1 there is a reference to the “book of 

the toledoth”.  There are two references to the toledoth of Esau (36: 1, 9).  There is a 

reference to the toledoth of Shem, Ham and Japheth (10:1) but what follows is limited to 

Ham and Japheth.  Shem‟s toledoth actually occurs in 11: 10 ff.  Though there are references 

to the toledoth of Ishmael (25: 12), Isaac (25: 19) and Jacob (37: 2) as well as Esau, as 

already noted, there is no toledoth of Abraham.  Instead there is a toledoth of Terah (11: 27), 

Abraham‟s father.  There is a toledoth of Noah (6: 9) but not of Abraham! 



The coverage of a “toledoth”  

Walton sees the coverage of each toledoth as extending to the next toledoth (or to the end of 

Genesis in the case of the toledoth of 37: 2) (Walton, p. 40).  For example, the toledoth of 

Terah is considered to cover the text from 11: 27 to 25: 11 – material mainly associated with 

Abraham. What then is the toledoth of 2: 4 intended to cover? According to Walton its 

coverage would take us from 2: 4 to 4: 26 and extend beyond the Garden of Eden account to 

material associated with Cain and Abel.  This makes some sense since 5: 1 which refers to the 

toledoth of Adam, is followed by Seth and his descendants without any reference to Cain and 

Abel.  Walton further suggests that the use of toledoth in association with the heavens and the 

earth may have a polemical purpose created through irony.  Given that toledoth often 

introduces a genealogical account and recognising that the cosmologies of surrounding 

cultures often refer to the gods producing other gods, the writer may be saying that to the 

contrary, the heavens and the earth bring forth “the provision of God for the people he 

created and the plan of God in history” (Walton, p. 163). However what is still noteworthy is 

that unlike the toledoth of all other occurrences, the toledoth of 2: 4 does not refer to a 

person‟s name; rather it refers to “the heavens and the earth”. This identical phrase occurs in 

2: 1 and an almost identical phrase in 1: 1.  One can understand why there has been a debate 

about whether a toledoth refers to what comes before or after. 

The coverage of the “toledoth” of 2: 4 

McCabe [in “A Critique of the Framework Interpretation of the Creation Account (Part 2 of 

2)” in the Detroit Baptist Seminary Journal, 11, 2006, 63-133]
1
, pointing to the existence 

of a chiastic structure in verse 4: “These are the generations of the heavens and the earth 

when they were created, in the day that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens”  

suggests that verse 4 is a heading which introduces what follows.  The argument is that 

“heavens and earth”, having changed to “earth and heavens”, focuses attention on the earth 

(Hebrew: eretz), that is the unfolding account of first man and first woman on the earth, 

noting also that the “earth” (eretz) is mentioned three times in the next two verses. This is an 

appealing argument. However one can appreciate an alternative argument that queries how 

the toledoth of 2: 4 can be termed a development of “the heavens and the earth” – strictly, the 

toledoth is attached to that phrase, not the inverted one. What follows in subsequent verses 

does relate to some aspects of creation – but in a far more limited way than the prior creation 

account.  These considerations might suggest that the toledoth of 2: 4 is a reference to what 

has occurred before, although this would seem to leave 2: 5 - 4: 26 without a toledoth.   

It is noteworthy that no toledoth introduces the creation account. Perhaps it would detract 

from the majesty of that account.  Besides it has its own introduction.  Recognising this 

                                                           
1
 McCabe in this article and in its companion article [(Part1 of 2) found in the Detroit Baptist Seminary 

Journal, 2005, 19-67] argues against those who hold to a non temporal sequential and topical account of Days 1 

to 7 of the creation account.  He argues that each Day is meant to be taken literally and corresponds to an 

ordinary 24 hour day – a view shared by this writer.  However, while there is much in his articles with which 

this writer agrees, McCabe has an entirely different understanding of the nature of Scripture, the potential 

relevance of the beliefs of surrounding cultures for understanding the creation account and the role that modern 

science can play in assisting our understanding of certain features of our universe. 



absence from the creation account, and acknowledging the unusual character of the toledoth 

of 2: 4 – that unlike the others it does not relate to a person, while further acknowledging that 

it is the first toledoth encountered in the document, a third alternative suggests itself. It could 

be that the toledoth of 2: 4 refers back to the creation account as well as forward to what is 

encountered in 2: 5 ff.  The toledoth has a reference to one matter - the heavens and the earth 

– mentioned twice previously but also, through the chiastic structure, to a second matter – the 

earth and the heavens – with perhaps the emphasis on the earth, the earth being mentioned 

three times in the following two verses.  The phrase “earth and heavens” may have been 

understood as a neat turn of phrase taking its literary cue, as it were, from the phrase to which 

the toledoth is primarily associated – “heavens and the earth”.   The reference to the earth and 

the heavens being made might not only bring a focus to bear upon the earth but also upon 

certain entities on the earth being made – that is, first man and woman, animals and birds, and 

the garden being planted. In a future blog I will try to develop something akin to this notion. 

An implication of the use of the “toledoth” 

One last thing before leaving the toledoth discussion – with apologies for its length, is that its 

numerous, “interesting features” might better be understood as “oddities”.  Recognising that 

one of these oddities is the reference to “the book of the toledoth”, perhaps an indication of 

an external written source used by the author, and taking account of all the other “oddities”, 

the toledoth “introductions” might indicate that a number of sources have been used with the 

author not being prepared to smooth out the “oddities” as he combined the material to form 

the whole.  

The reference to the “Lord God” 

Indeed another very noteworthy “oddity” that is found in 2: 4ff is the repeated reference to 

God as the “Lord God” (strictly: “Yahweh Elohim”).  These “heavens and earth” were 

created – “the earth and the heavens” were made by Yahweh Elohim.  Without at all 

subscribing to a source theory that strictly assigns various sections of Genesis and following 

to discreet authors the reference to “Yahweh Elohim”, some 20 times in chapters 2 and 3, 

without any prior reference being made, is striking.  Its use seems to bring the personhood of 

God, together with his majesty to the fore in the events of these chapters, as well as perhaps 

suggesting some different source material used by the author.  Whatever we make of this 

extraordinary feature, we cannot escape the very personal encounters between God and 

mankind as described in 2: 4 - 3: 24. 

The word “day” in 2: 4 

Finally, what should be understood by the use of the word, “day” (Hebrew: yom) in the 

phrase, “in the day that Yahweh Elohim made the earth and the heavens?”  One could 

maintain that here is a reference to God having created the world in one day.  However given 

that this meaning would create a stark contrast between the six day account of creation and 

what follows one could argue that here “day” is more likely to have the meaning of  

something like “occasion”.  Alternatively if what follows comes from a different source then 



the editor might have been content to leave it as it is even if a 24 hour day was intended.  I 

think the first alternative is more likely but who could be sure? 

Genesis 2: 5-7 - Setting the Scene 

“And no shrub of the field had yet appeared on the earth and no plant of the field had yet 

sprung up, for the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) had not sent rain on the earth and there was no 

man to work the ground, but streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface 

of the ground - the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) formed the man from the dust of the ground 

and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being.” (NIV) 

A number of interesting questions immediately suggest themselves. What is the connection 

between this account (and the making of man in particular) and the creation of man on Day 6 

in chapter 1?  Does this account indicate that rain was not in existence until after at least Day 

5?  When did rain first appear? What is meant by “streams coming up from the earth? What 

are we to make of man being formed from the dust of the ground and God breathing into his 

nostrils? 

The connection between Day 6 and 2: 4-25 

McCabe (2006) is of the firm view that 2: 4-25 is an account that indicates more of what 

happened on Day 6.  He also believes that what is being described in the reference to the “no 

shrub of the field”, “no plant of the field” and no rain having been sent on earth but streams 

watering the ground, is a description of a locality, not that of the world at large.  This 

interpretation neatly avoids any idea that there is some conflict between this account of 

creation and the creation account of Days 1 to 6.  (As part of his perspective McCabe 

understands the reference in 2: 19 to the beasts of the field and the birds of the air having 

been formed to have a pluperfect sense – they had been formed previously.) 

However, it can be argued that the toledoth of 2: 4, however it is to be understood, suggests 

that a new phase of the text follows rather than an expansion of the account of Day 6.  Indeed 

the writer makes no obvious tight connection between 2: 4 ff and what has occurred on Day 

6.  There is an “and” (Hebrew: waw) following immediately upon the words, “earth and 

heavens” but it could be understood as a way of beginning a new account – a new 

perspective.  Translating it as “Now” with the sentence beginning, “Now no shrub of the field 

...” (e.g. New American Standard Bible) allows for this type of understanding.  Furthermore, 

it doesn‟t strike me that the references in 2: 5, 6 relate to a local scene, at least not one of 

quite limited area. 

To begin with, the two references to “earth” in v. 5 following closely upon the reference to 

“earth and heavens” seem to me more suggestive of the whole earth than a small area of land.  

At the same time however, by comparison with a modern understanding of the dimensions of 

the earth, the writer may have envisaged something much smaller than what we view as the 

whole earth, something of the size of the ancient Near East or less. Futato (See Futato, M.D., 

“Because it had rained: A study of Gen 2: 5-7 With Implications for Gen 2: 4-25 and Gen 

1:1-2:3, Westminster Theological Journal, 60, 1998, 1-21, referred to in this blog series as, 



Futato)
2
 sees the scene as reflective in part of the dry season in Canaan. If “earth” is 

understood to refer to something like Canaan and lands adjacent to and East of Canaan then 

the phenomenon of “no rain” is something of considerable significance. The reference in v. 8 

to a garden being planted towards the East and the description of the four rivers in later vv. 

suggests that the area under consideration corresponds to Canaan or thereabouts and the 

Mesopotamian world. It may be considered to be a local area but it is not so local that the 

absence of rain would not have been seen as insignificant.  

The “shrub of the field” and the “plant of the field” 

Futato argues that “shrub of the field” is a reference to wild vegetation “that grows 

spontaneously after the onset of the rainy season” and that “plant of the field” refers to 

cultivated grains. Walton (pp. 163, 164) has a similar view. This suggests that verse 5 is 

fundamentally indicating that in that “world” there are two deficiencies – wild plants and 

cultivated plants are not in existence.  (There is a view that both types of plant life are of the 

cultivated variety.)  Furthermore the text gives the reason for these deficiencies and it is two-

fold - Yahweh Elohim has not sent rain on that earth and there is no man to till the ground. 

Futato then sees vv. 6, 7 as God dealing with the deficiencies. He causes rain to fall and he 

forms man. 

The “streams”, “mist” or “rain cloud” 

Now the text doesn‟t actually say that God caused rain to fall.  The text says, “So ed (the 

Hebrew word) rose up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground (Hebrew: 

adamah). The word, “ed” is normally translated “mist” or “streams”.  It only occurs once 

elsewhere in the Old Testament (Job 36: 27).  Rendering “ed” as “streams”, enables one to 

understand “streams came up from the earth” as a reference to subterranean waters making 

their way to the surface and then spreading out upon the earth – particularly obvious in the 

wet season when rivers flooded.  These waters were believed to underlie the earth. Rendering 

“ed” as “mist”, means that no explanation is required that appeals to a subterranean source.   

Yet, given the general character of verses 5 - 7, one might well expect there to be an explicit 

reference to rain in v. 6. There are two explicit references to man in vv. 5 - 7; why not two 

explicit references to rain? However the next time that the Hebrew word for “rain” makes its 

appearance is in Gen 7: 4 where God announces to Noah the forty days and forty nights of the 

great flood.  Understandably there is an argument that this is the time when rain first fell and 

that the rainbow of Gen 9: 13 is the first rainbow.  If this is what the account intends to 

convey then indeed according to the account no rain fell for thousands of years. 

Futato makes a case for “ed” to be understood as “rain cloud”.  He thinks that is the sense of 

Job 36: 27 – in his view a reference to the “water cycle”.  In our terms, water evaporates, 

forms rain clouds and then the clouds precipitate rain upon the ground (and elsewhere) where 

the water evaporates again.  Futato envisages the rain cloud as coming up from the earth in 
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 The main concern of Futato is to argue that Genesis 2: 4-25 and 1: 1-2:3 are topically rather than 

chronologically arranged.  While not supporting his main thesis I think Futato has much to offer in his 

understanding of 2: 4-25.  



the sense of its being seen on the horizon in contact with the earth (then drifting towards the 

viewer with the potential for rain falling and watering all the surface of the ground).  As part 

of his argument he mentions that the ancient Targums consistently render “ed” with the 

Aramaic for “cloud”. He also points out that if ed is understood as “streams” then the creation 

of streams by themselves does not result in the appearance of cultivated plants.  In that part of 

the world, that he envisages is relevant, it was the construction of canals utilising streams that 

enabled the growth of crops.  He also maintains that those of the ancient world knew by 

simple observation that rain added water to streams. It is difficult to believe that the ancients 

were not aware that when it rained, even if that were far away, then the rivers even, if 

understood to have been fed from the underground sea, became swollen.  When there was no 

rain, the rivers could become a trickle.  Though Genesis verses 10 to 14 will focus on rivers, 

that in itself does not to automatically suggest that “ed” refers to “streams”. The rivers are the 

force they are substantially because of rain. 

For me Futato‟s point of view is very persuasive.  There were two problems – no wild 

vegetation and no cultivated plants.  There were two reasons – no rain and no man. The first 

solution – rain comes! 

The “rain cloud” polemic 

Futato also claims that understanding “ed” as a reference to “rain cloud” enables one to see it 

as a polemic against Canaanite religion.  For the Canaanites, Baal is “„the rider on the storm 

clouds‟ the storm god whose rain is considered absolutely necessary for the growth of crops 

and hence for life itself”. The worship of Baal was a source of great sinfulness for the people 

of God throughout the bulk of their history.  For the writer of this text, Baal does not bring 

rain, Yahweh Elohim does – as Elijah was to demonstrate so powerfully as recorded in 1 

Kings 18. 

The man made from the soil 

The second solution to the “problems” was the formation of man.  Here the text is fairly 

unambiguous. Yahweh Elohim formed man from the dust of the ground (Hebrew: adamah) 

and breathed into his nostrils what was required for life and man became a living creature.  

Walton refers to Akkadian texts which “speak of people being made out of clay, sometimes 

mixed with blood and the spittle of the gods”, and further comments,  “This concoction is 

believed to approximate to appearance of the placenta, which Babylonians considered the 

leftover raw materials after a baby was made in the womb.” He adds,  “In Egyptian texts 

Khnum, or alternatively Ptah, the craftsman deity, fashions people out of potter‟s clay.” 

(p.165). That the Hebrew text does not refer to clay, but rather to the “dust of the ground” or 

“soil”, may well be significant.  The text could have referred to clay and made the obvious 

point that Yahweh Elohim made man not some pagan god.  Yet on the other hand by 

avoiding the word for “clay, the writer may have been making an even stronger point that 

Yahweh is not at all to be confused with the pagan gods although employing some similar 

method of formation.  It may be that in this part of the text there is a reference to the soil that 

man becomes upon death but at this point in the narrative there is no mention of “death”.  



Perhaps the writer is making the reference to soil in anticipation of “death” becoming a 

feature of the drama later on. 

The breath of life 

What of the “breath of life”?  Walton comments that “this concept is found in Egyptian texts 

but not in Mesopotamian. In the Instructions of Merikare, the god Re „made the breath of life 

for their nostrils.‟” (p. 166).  While the Egyptian text links the action of Re with the idea of 

man being made in the divine image, the reference in Gen 7: 22 to animals having the breath 

of life in their nostrils, tends to negate that idea as being an idea underlying Gen 2: 7.  As an 

alternative, the close association of Gen 2: 7 with the image of God texts in 1: 26, 27 may 

have been purposeful at this point in the account.  Certainly Gen 2: 7 makes it clear that it 

was Yahweh Elohim who made man a living being. 

The “toledoth” of 2: 4 again 

Is there an explicit connection between the toledoth of 2: 4 and the events of 2: 6, 7?  What 

did the heavens and the earth, when they were created, bring forth – remembering that the 

“heavens and the earth” phrase was followed by the “earth and the heavens” phrase?  It was 

argued above that these phrases taken together could indicate that the toledoth has both a 

looking back and a looking forward aspect.  Let us now consider the looking forward aspect 

afresh. Let us assume that 2: 6, by implication, does indeed state that Yahweh Elohim caused 

the rain cloud (that is ultimately rain) to come into existence, the rain cloud that “comes up 

from” the earth and waters the whole surface of the ground.  This statement is then followed 

by the claim of 2: 7 that Yahweh Elohim formed man from the dust of the ground.   

The basic structure is:    Yahweh Elohim - rain - ground 

      Yahweh Elohim - man - ground 

Do we not have then in 2: 6, 7 an explanation of what comes forth from the heavens and the 

earth – the earth and the heavens, particularly if “heavens” is taken as suggestive of “Yahweh 

Elohim” and “earth” is taken as suggestive of “ground” (in the case of the rain it is expressly 

linked).  The heavens and the earth (Yahweh Elohim and the ground) bring forth rain and 

man.  Just a thought! 

After rain and man comes garden and woman. Following man and woman, that is Adam and 

Eve, we find Cain and Abel.  The “generations” that follow from 2: 4 take us to the end of 

chapter four and then the next toledoth, found at the beginning of chapter 5, takes over.  This 

second toledoth, the toledoth of Adam, has a different perspective on Adam‟s line than that 

conveyed in 2: 7 – 4: 26, just as there are two explicitly different perspectives on Esau‟s line 

later in Genesis. 

What did the writer really believe? 

What did the writer actually believe about the formation of man?  Did he believe that it was 

just as it literally says?  In the light of some similarity between 2: 7 and beliefs of nearby 



cultures, the correct though imprecise answer may well be, “Probably so, at least to some 

extent.”  The writer is talking about first man and such a unique situation may require a 

unique description – despite the general reference in, e.g. Gen 7: 22 to all who have the 

breath of life in their nostrils.  Perhaps we are also meant to recognise that life, not only for 

first man, but also for all living creatures, is God‟s gift.  Life is God‟s gift whenever it comes 

about.  Although the words for “breath of God” can be translated “spirit of God”,  and indeed 

sometimes are (see Job 33: 4, 34: 14), their association here with “nostrils” suggests that 

“breath of God” is a preferable translation.  However, how did the writer conceptualise this 

“breath” and Yahweh Elohim breathing into the man‟s nostrils?  Perhaps we are asking an 

inappropriate question.  It could be that we are not meant to try and visualise the activity.  

Perhaps we are simply meant to see its considerable significance. 

How did the writer know? 

We now ask the question first raised in the first blog series relating to early Genesis.  How 

come the writer or editor knew about these things?  The answer given here is similar to the 

one given there.  I don‟t know.  I don‟t know how Yahweh Elohim gave him a correct 

understanding of  his (God‟s) nature and the relationship between himself and mankind and 

his provision for mankind.  However working with the truth about these essential matters the 

writer may well have made it up using some concepts from surrounding cultures but making 

sure that his hearers/readers would not be lead astray by the false theological beliefs 

emanating from those cultures.  Thanks be to God! 

The relationship between 2: 5 ff and the six day creation account  

Are we reading the beginning to a second account of creation and one which contradicts at 

certain points the six day creation account? I think the question presupposes too much. It 

suggests that one cannot have two different perspectives which certainly overlap at certain 

points but which fundamentally have different purposes in mind. The idea that the accounts 

conflict and taken together are simply to be seen as confused is to posit that an author/editor 

cannot have two different ways of parading two generally different sets of truths and abut 

them one against the other.  We do not claim that an artist cannot produce two portraits that 

tell a different though related story and then hang them side by side.  In Genesis 1: 1 – 2: 3 

the writer has outlined the grand account of God the creator of all things including mankind, 

his special creation. In Genesis 2: 4 – 3: 24 the focus is on first man and first woman, God‟s 

provision for them, the relationships between them and God and how these relationships 

drastically deteriorate.   

My suggestion is that Moses, or whoever put the two accounts together, would have had no 

problem with their different perspectives, but would have seen each of them as necessary and 

complimentary.  True, they overlap a little – they have to.  Each of the accounts both touch 

on the creation of mankind, plants and animals. The second account, the second perspective 

on the nature of things, is introduced by a reference to the generations of the heavens and the 

earth when they were created (looking backwards) and then to the earth and the heavens 

when they made by Yahweh Elohim (looking forwards).  With respect to the earth the 



situation to begin with was one where there was no vegetation – wild or cultivated (or 

perhaps two different types of cultivated plants) because Yahweh Elohim had not brought 

about rain and there was no man to till the ground. But he brought the rain cloud into 

existence and making man from the soil he formed him into a living being and in an intimate 

manner gave him life.  The scene is now set for the planting of a garden, the making of a 

woman, the portrayal of wonderful possibilities for both and the unfolding drama of an 

almost indescribable collapse of relationships. 

Modern science and Genesis 2: 5-7 

Is there not a conflict between what a modern scientific understanding might be of the origins 

of mankind and of rain and when these first appeared and the account given in these few 

verses? The answer is surely, “Yes”.  Is that a problem?  I propose that the answer is surely, 

“No”.  If the writer has “made up” this account, albeit with a true account of the theological 

issues involved, one would not expect it necessarily to conform to some modern 

understandings. It is an ancient work set in ancient times and quite possibly created in part to 

deal with false pagan beliefs that formed the backdrop to living in that ancient world.  It 

would do this anyway, particularly as the rest of the account unfolds, simply because its 

concern is to teach the truth about God and us, where humanity has always in its own 

deliberations got it wrong.  Does it really matter in God‟s great scheme of things how, from a 

scientific point of view, mankind came to be or how and when rain began to fall?  Surely not.  

What really matters is having a correct understanding of the truth about God and man, man 

whom God has placed in this world. 

Genesis 2: 8, 9 – the garden  

 “The Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) planted a garden toward the east, in Eden; and there He 

placed the man whom He had formed.  Out of the ground the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) 

caused to grow every tree that is pleasing to the sight and good for food; the tree of life also 

in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  (New American 

Standard Bible) 

By way of explanation, the matter of the placing of man in the garden will be considered later 

when the account resumes at verse 15 making again that statement. 

Where and what is “Eden”?  We know it is east of some point of reference that the author 

adopts.  It was suggested earlier that perhaps the reference point is Canaan or thereabouts, 

given the mention of the Euphrates and the Tigris rivers and their being east of Canaan. 

There is a reference to the “Eden” of Genesis 2: 8, 9 twice more in Genesis 2, two times 

again in Genesis 3, a further time in Genesis 4 and another ten or so times in the rest of the 

Old Testament – featuring seven times in Ezekiel.  Outside of Genesis 2 and 3 it is mentioned 

in association with the garden, or the trees of the garden, seven times.  Although Eden 

appears to be a locality of greater area than the garden, the locality itself may have been 

considered luxurious, just as the garden was.  Genesis 2: 8 refers to “the garden in Eden”, but 

the phrase, “the garden of Eden” appears in Genesis 2: 15, 3: 23 and 24 and Ezekiel 36: 35.  



Ezekiel 31: 16, 18 (2x) refers to simply the trees of Eden though earlier in that chapter 

Ezekiel had referred to “the trees of Eden that were in the garden”.  The difference between 

“of” and “in” may not be significant. 

One of the striking references to the garden of Eden outside of Genesis is the last text 

mentioned – Ezekiel 31: 9 where the reference is to “all the trees of Eden that were in the 

garden of God (Elohim)”.  That is, among other things, the text is indicating that it is God‟s 

garden.  And Gen 2: 8 states that  Yahweh Elohim planted it.  If God were like an earthly 

monarch he would not have planted it himself.  He would have had others do that for him but 

in Genesis it is clear that it is God himself who plants it.  It is his both by virtue of his own 

activity and by right of ownership. 

What sort of a garden was it?  It had beautiful trees and trees that were good for food and of 

course two extraordinary trees. Only God could create such a collection of trees.   As the 

account unfolds there is a suggestion that a great variety of animals roam the grounds of the 

garden.  This is not a garden as we tend to envisage a garden. This is a garden that is very 

reminiscent (except for the two extraordinary trees) of the great gardens that great rulers of 

the ancient world had created for themselves.  Walton (pp. 166, 167) refers to a work by 

Gleason which gives details of such gardens, mentioning rulers such as the Assyrians Tiglath-

pileser I, Ashurnasirpal II and Sennacherib and the Babylonian ruler Merodach-Baladan II. 

Their gardens “were planted with fruit trees and shade trees and generally contained 

watercourses, pools and paths. Their arboretums contained many exotic trees and plants and 

sometimes included animals.” (Walton, p. 166)  Understandably they could be enclosed by 

walls or other types of enclosures.  

However, that God planted the garden and that it contained the two extraordinary trees sets 

the Garden of Eden quite apart from the special gardens of these monarchs.  It is reminiscent 

of these gardens but different. We will look at these extraordinary trees later. 

Genesis 2: 10-14 – the rivers 

“Now a river flowed out of Eden to water the garden; and from there it divided and became 

four rivers.  The name of the first is Pishon; it flows around the whole land of Havilah, where 

there is gold.  The gold of that land is good; the bdellium and onyx stone are there.  The name 

of the second river is Gihon; it flows around the whole land of Cush.  The name of the third 

river is Tigris; it flows east of Assyria. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.” (New 

American Standard Bible). 

As mentioned above, the gardens of the ancient Assyrian and Babylonian rulers were 

generally supplied with watercourses.  Understandably such gardens could only be sustained 

by water being made readily available. To ensure adequate water supplies, for example, a 

portion of a river could be diverted or canals could be created. Walton believes that the 

picture we have in Genesis 2 is that of “a mighty spring that gushes out from Eden and is 

channelled through the garden for irrigation purposes.” (p. 168).  Additionally he is 

persuaded that “In the same way ... that a garden of a palace adjoins the palace, Eden is the 

source of the waters and the residence of God, and the garden adjoins God‟s residence.” The 



idea that this garden is not only for man but also for God himself receives some support later 

in the account where there is a reference to God walking in the garden in the “cool of the 

day”.  (The Hebrew behind the last phrase may be understood differently.)  Walton also 

points out that “Temple complexes ... sometimes featured gardens that symbolized the 

fertility provided for by the deity” (p. 167) and believes that the text of Genesis “describes a 

situation that was well known in the ancient world: a sacred spot featuring a spring with an 

adjoining well-watered park, stocked with specimens of trees and animals.” (p. 168) 

What is the geographical relationship between the river, the four rivers, the garden and Eden?  

Or, is asking a geographical question mistaken?  Commonly, the translations give the 

impression that there is a river in Eden that flows to the garden and after leaving the garden 

splits into four rivers, two of which we are familiar with.  Today these two rivers, having as 

their headwaters an area in eastern Turkey and travelling in a south easterly direction, join 

and then flow into the Persian Gulf.  If we are to look for a geographical picture, the 

unknown rivers should be understood as arising in a similar area. If we follow the sense of 

the usual translation, then Eden is to be placed somewhere in an area to the north east of the 

Canaanite territory.  That is, on this understanding, within Eden, a river flows to the garden 

and then divides into four rivers two of which we know flow towards the Persian Gulf.  There 

is at least one problem. Would the writer picture what is some distance away and somewhat 

to the north of Canaan as east?  Would he not perhaps describe it as north of the reference 

point if the reference point is Canaan?  Perhaps Canaan is not the reference point. 

It would be interesting if we could identify the Pishon and Gihon rivers but to do so with any 

certainty at the moment is not possible.  What is interesting is that writer assumes that such a 

difficulty arises even for his readership.  Though their mention is intended as an aid, it is not 

certain what, “bdellium” or “onyx” really refers to and so as clues they are not all that 

helpful. He gives some other identifying features and it is possible that he is referring to river 

systems that are now dried up river beds.  Walton refers to an old river bed running North 

East through Saudi Arabia to the Persian Gulf, thought to have gone dry 3,500 to 2,000 BC 

which he thinks might be the Pishon River (p. 169). This identification, correct though it may 

be, strains our understanding of the geography being described.  Walton believes that in fact 

we are mistaken to conjure up a picture of the geography, and that what is being described is 

more in the nature of a symbolic cosmic description.  The great waterways of, what may have 

been understood as substantially, the world, are being portrayed as having their origin in the 

garden.  The overall picture then is one where God‟s garden is watered by one great river, 

specially supplied by God, which after watering the garden then becomes a river system 

which waters the world.  The garden is then understood to be the source of blessing to the 

world.  This theological proposal is attractive and has a number of adherents. 

Kidner, recognising that the Tigris, east of the Euphrates, is mentioned before the Euphrates, 

suggests that the naming of the four rivers should be understood as proceeding in the order 

from east to west (Kidner, D., Genesis, Tyndale Press, London, 1967, p. 64). For him this 

raises the possibility, among other things that “Cush” is to be identified as Kassite territory, 

east of the Tigris. Kidner believes that the relationship between the rivers and the garden in 

Eden could be understood in a way that is somewhat the reverse of that envisaged by Walton 



and others.  He suggests that rather than the text indicating that one river became four, the 

account might be describing four rivers that became one. On this understanding, the Tigris 

and Euphrates, together with two other substantial rivers flowed into the one region, the 

Persian Gulf, an ancient name for the Gulf, being the “bitter river”.  “The „four heads‟ would 

then be the four mouths from which the respective rivers are traced here, explorer fashion, 

upstream.” He also appeals to P. Buringh who refers to the tidal flow of the gulf being very 

fitting for the  growth of vegetation and fruit trees, even in ancient times (p. 64).  This 

understanding would indicate that a much smaller region is being portrayed than is 

commonly assumed.  Geographically speaking, this proposal is more appealing than the one 

outlined above.  Eden is clearly to the East of Canaan. The complex river system of the 

Euphrates and the Tigris and tributaries, in the vicinity of the Gulf, could have been 

understood in ancient times as a system of four rivers. And the delta system that resulted 

(perhaps in ancient times somewhat more to the south east than now) could have been viewed 

as one vast “river”.  With this understanding, it is clear that the garden and the “river” are 

intimately connected.  We are not then dealing with a single river, having an independent 

existence that after some distance arrives at the garden.  

What of the significance of this understanding, theologically?  The water of the garden 

coming from four rivers could be interpreted as an obvious indication of how blessed the 

garden is – that the focus of God‟s blessing is the garden, not the world. The idea that the 

four rivers is seen to be an indication of God‟s blessing to the world is a little strange since 

the world outside of the garden turns out, one way or another, not to be as pleasant as the 

world inside the garden.  It is also a little odd if the world is understood to be a reference to 

the peoples or nations of the world, when such have in no way yet been referred to in the 

account.  

One cannot fail to be struck by the attempts of the writer/narrator to portray the four rivers as 

real rivers.  However, they seem to have little part to play in the overall account.  Why go to 

such attempts to identify the two “unknown” ones?  Even our identification of the Tigris 

seems to require a little help. To convince us of their reality and their actual locality the 

writer/narrator makes references to “gold”, bdellium”, “onyx”, “Havilah” and “Cush”. Could 

it be that the effort put into identifying these rivers and outlining the relationship between the 

one river, the four rivers and the garden is the writer‟s/narrator‟s attempt to state something 

significantly theological? If the association of the four rivers with the garden is intended to 

convey the idea that the garden is, at least in principle, the source of God‟s blessing to the 

world, then that would be the theological point. But the broader context is one in which the 

garden is central, not the world.  And the garden is central if the four rivers flow into it. The 

garden is then seen to be the focus of God‟s blessing and this understanding has considerable 

significance for what is about to unfold.  It is a wonderfully fruitful garden, a garden ready to 

receive first man and first woman. I think that Kidner‟s proposal is not unlikely. Besides, 

geographically, it makes sense. 

No monarch of the ancient world had a garden the size of God‟s garden.  No monarch of the 

ancient world had a garden so liberally supplied with water as God‟s garden did. No monarch 

of the ancient world had such extraordinary trees like those two special trees in God‟s garden.  



The existence of rulers in the ancient world does not warrant mentioning until much later in 

Genesis.  There really is only one great king and that king is God – Yahweh Elohim.  His 

people had to remember that and live with that knowledge constantly in mind. 

Genesis 2: 15 - 17 – the man in the garden, the trees and the commandment of God 

“The Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it 

and take care of it.  And the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) commanded the man, “You are free 

to eat from any tree in the garden, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die.” (NIV) 

There is no need to think that author/editor of the first half of chapter 2 of Genesis is 

confused, careless or unwilling to correct an anomaly when in v. 8 he refers to God placing 

the man in a garden and then states again that God placed a man in a garden in v . 15.  As 

McCabe (2006) argues, the writer simply returns to the matter he raised earlier, the “and” 

(Hebrew: waw) with which v. 15 begins being appropriately translated as “and”, rather than 

“then” (as in The New American Standard Bible), the “waw” being classified as a 

“resumptive waw”.  The text then reads, “And the Lord God ...”.  In fact, it could be argued 

that having stated earlier that the Lord God placed the man in the garden, in v. 15 the writer is 

conveying for what purpose God had placed him there.   

But why insert vv. 9-14 – a description of rivers which seems to interrupt the flow of the 

account?  If the understanding of the relationship between the river, the garden and the four 

rivers, as favoured above, is correct (or even if the more traditional view is held to be correct) 

then it is understandable that before the writer tells of man‟s role in the garden he decides to 

focus on just how special this garden is – the existence of the extraordinary trees and the 

blessed agricultural state of the garden (or in accordance with the traditional view, the 

prospective blessing of the garden for the world)..   

The man’s role in the garden 

Understandably Walton contends that the object of the verbs, “work” and “take care of” is the 

garden. However he points out that the Hebrew verbs behind these translations, Hebrew 

words of unusual morphology (a feminine suffix attached to a masculine noun), “are most 

frequently encountered in discussions of human service to God rather than descriptions of 

agricultural tasks.”   Furthermore he points out that when “work” is associated with service or 

worship, the object of “work” is an indirect object and is usually “what or whom is being 

worshipped.” One works for God.  The object is not a direct object like “garden”.  

Additionally, he points out that the Hebrew for “take care of” “is used in the contexts of the 

Levitical responsibility of guarding sacred space, as well as for observing religious 

commands and responsibilities.” (pp. 172, 173).  

In concluding his deliberations on understanding the man‟s role in the garden Walton 

believes that “it is most likely that the tasks given to Adam are of a priestly nature – that is 

caring for sacred space.” (p. 173) and furthermore argues that in the ancient world one of the 



responsibilities of gods and men was to keep from deterioration and collapse the world that 

had originally been created as a world of order (p. 173). 

Let‟s put all these ideas together. Given the unusual morphology of the two words and the 

possibilities exhibited by their usage elsewhere, it is quite possible that writer intends that the 

role of man in the garden was both to tend the garden in an agricultural sense and also to 

serve God in so doing but with the understanding that this was a “sacred” place.  The idea 

might be that it needed to be kept in good order, preserving it from any deterioration, given 

that the world outside the garden was or could become, a “wild” place, a place, for example, 

of thorns and thistles (Gen 3: 17, 18), a place which typified disorder.  But additionally, 

recognising that this is God‟s garden – he especially planted it, the man‟s role in tending the 

garden was living within it in a way that treated it as a sacred place – in fact in a way that 

treated the God who owned the garden, appropriately, worshipping him appropriately, obey 

him in all matters. The subject of obedience is raised in the very next verse! 

The trees of the garden 

The tree of life is first mentioned in Gen 2: 9 and then again in Gen 3: 22 and 24.  The notion 

of a tree of life is found in Proverbs (3: 18, 11:30, 13:12 and 15:4) and the Genesis reference 

is again taken up in the New Testament in Revelation 2: 7 and 22: 2 and 14. The references in 

Proverbs relate to how people live with wisdom, righteousness, the longing of a person being 

satisfied and the use helpful words, forming the subject matter.  The references in Revelation 

seem to be more directly associated with the tree of life of Genesis.  

The notion of food that would allow one to live “forever” is not an uncommon one in the 

literature of the ancient Near East (Walton, pp. 28, 29).  In the “Tale of Adapa”, Adapa, a 

priest of Ea, misses out on the opportunity to gain immortality because he obeys the 

instruction of Ea not to eat food available at the abode of the god of the heavens who has 

summoned him there. He is later informed that the food was the “food of life”.  In the 

Gilgamesh Epic, Gilgamesh searches for “eternal life” and is finally lead to a plant that will 

satisfy his desire. The plant grows at the bottom of the sea but it is eaten by a serpent before 

he can partake of it. Behind both these accounts lies a “tree of life” idea.  However the 

relationship between the Genesis account and these accounts is not substantial. 

It is clear from Gen 3: 22 and 24 that the fruit of the tree of life was able to sustain life.  God 

declares that man “must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take ... from the tree of life 

and eat and live forever” (NIV). Walton, commenting on the word “forever” states that, 

“Careful study of the term ... has demonstrated that it is not an abstract term suggesting 

infinity or eternity per se, but characterises something being open-ended with no anticipated 

ending built in.” (p. 170).  Furthermore, given that living in the garden would seem to involve 

eating of the fruit of the trees on a ongoing basis it would be odd if, with respect to the tree of 

life, one only ate once of its fruit.  That is, the idea seems to be that man was expected to eat 

fruit from the tree of life from time to time and that the fruit would continue to sustain his 

life.  Walton suggests that it would counteract aging.  If this were the case, then one could 

reasonably postulate that the man (and later the woman) in the garden are quite young adults - 



to use a modern term, “adolescents” - perhaps adolescents that were approaching sexual 

maturity.  This notion will be taken up later.  What is not assumed by this writer is that one 

bite of the fruit ensured immortality.  That notion seems to be contrary to how the garden 

functioned. 

What type of tree was the “tree of the knowledge of good and evil”?  It is obvious that eating 

the fruit would result in the acquisition of knowledge and Gen 3: 20 makes this clear – man 

having eaten of the fruit now knows “good and evil”.  Even the serpent informs the woman 

that upon eating it her eyes will be opened ... knowing good and evil.” (Gen 3: 5) However 

what is meant by the term, “good and evil”? 

References to “good” in conjunction with “evil” in the Old Testament are numerous.  They 

go together often as alternatives, with the idea of there being no other possibilities.  The 

precise Hebrew of Gen 2: 9, 17 and 3: 5, 22 is repeated in Deut 1: 39 while 2 Sam 14: 17 

speaks of “the good and the evil” and 2 Sam 19: 35 and 1 Kings 3: 9 refer to distinguishing 

“between good and evil”.  Perhaps the Deuteronomy reference is quite pertinent since it 

relates to children who have no knowledge of “good and evil”.  Walton, by way of a 

summary, mentions the passage in Deuteronomy and writes that when “good” and “evil” are 

used with the verb “to speak”, it suggests that the speaker is passing judgment on an issue; 

with the verb “to hear” it refers to listening with discernment; with the verb “to know” or 

similar, together with prepositions it is a reference to the capability of discerning (p. 171). 

On this basis, to state the obvious, “knowledge of good and evil” in Genesis 2 and 3 could be 

understood to entail knowledge that involved the awareness of matters that otherwise would 

not have been noticed.  This seems to be the situation in Gen 3: 7 when both man and woman 

realised they were naked. It seems to this writer that "knowing good and evil" does not have 

as its prime reference knowledge of what is morally good or evil.  

We should note that the text indicates that the tree of life was in the middle of the garden and 

so too was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. Their positioning and their proximity 

are not unimportant. 

The command of Yahweh Elohim 

The context in which the explicit commandment of Yahweh Elohim is couched is that man is 

free to eat from any tree of the garden. It adds clarity to what is entailed by the command.  

The man is meant to understand what is allowed and what is not allowed. 

The warning, associated with the command, amounting to a disastrous outcome for the man 

should he disobey, should provide adequate motivation, for obeying the command.  If he 

disobeys God then “on that day” (NIV “when”) he shall “surely die”. The Hebrew is literally, 

“dying he shall die”.  Using a verb in this way is an idiomatic device apparently designed to 

express the sense of certainty.  Other verbs are used in a similar manner, e.g. elsewhere in 

Genesis, in 32: 12, 46: 4, and 50: 24 and 25.  God‟s warning indicates that the outcome 

following upon failure to obey is absolutely inevitable. 



Unless God changed his mind, the sense is not that death would immediately be his 

experience, but that his death would one day, inevitably, come about.  Upon his being 

disobedient he is cast out of the garden so that he would have no further access to the tree of 

life (Gen 3: 22-24).  While we may speculate about ideas such as “spiritual death” and that 

indeed the man‟s relationship with God was permanently damaged as a consequence of his 

disobedience, the situation that is being portrayed is that the man will inevitably die 

physically upon disobeying the command.  He will not be allowed to “live forever”.  Physical 

death will become a cold hard certainty.  Death will be imbedded in his very being.  Dying 

will be the man‟s lot in the near future and that state will come to finality in his death.  His 

being disallowed access to the tree seals his fate.  He will age - grow old, (as we know old 

age, his functions will deteriorate)  and eventually he will die. 

The man was especially blessed.  He had been made! He existed! But more to the point, he 

was a living being!  And his world was one of abundance and of enormous significance.  He 

was to serve the one and only Creator of all things.  He was given access to the tree of life – 

to have his life sustained.  Such a life could be ongoing.  He may take of the fruit of any tree 

– but one.  Was this tree there as a test of obedience?  It turned out that way.  Was its fruit 

always going to be forbidden?  Perhaps this is a silly question though we might explore it 

later. 

Genesis 2: 18 - 25 – the man, the animals and birds and the woman 

“The Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) said, “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a 

helper suitable for him.” Now the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) had formed out of the ground 

all the beasts of the field and all the birds of the air.  He brought them to the man to see what 

he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So 

the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds of the air and all the beasts of the field.  But 

for Adam no suitable helper was found.  So the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) caused the man 

to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man‟s ribs and closed 

up the place with flesh.  Then the Lord God (Yahweh Elohim) made a woman from the rib he 

had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man.  The man said, “This is now bone of 

my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called woman, for she was taken out of man.” 

For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife and they will 

become one flesh.  The man and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.” (NIV) 

The creatures 

The reference to the birds of the air (heavens) is fairly clear, similar phrases occurring in Gen 

1: 28 and 30. However while Gen 1: 25 refers to God making the beasts of the earth the 

reference in Gen 2: 19 is to the beasts of the field.  Then in 2: 20 in addition to the beasts of 

the field reference is made to cattle, a term used in Gen 1: 24, which Walton suggests is to be 

understood as “domesticated animals” (p. 127).  It is not clear how the terms, “field” or 

“earth” in these contexts relate though it may be the case, as McCabe (2006) states, that 

“field” can refer to open fields, where wild animals and plants reside as well as to cultivated 

fields.  Perhaps what is being suggested in this part of the text is that the animals brought to 



the man are both domesticated and wild – the wild animals however are those that are 

manageable. They are not those wild animals who range beyond the “fields”.  The term 

“beasts of the field” could cover “livestock” but additionally have a more limited reference – 

wild beasts that are manageable. 

Just as man had been formed out of the ground (using the “dust”) so the animals and birds are 

also formed from the ground.  It would appear that the writer wants to point out some 

similarities between both man on the one hand and animals and birds on the other.   Certainly 

they both return to the ground upon death but there is no reference to death at this point in the 

text.  Perhaps the similarity that we should recognise is that they are all living creatures (2: 7 

[man]; 2: 19 [the animals and the birds]).  Certainly both are formed by that personal 

sovereign God – Yahweh Elohim. 

One could read the text as in the NIV which uses the pluperfect tense to mean that God had 

made these animals and birds in the past.  However the sense could be that God formed them 

at this point in time. For instance, the New American Standard Bible simply states, “Out of 

the ground the Lord God formed every beast ...” If it is argued that 2: 5 ff is providing 

additional information on what happened on Day 6, then “had formed” would be a better 

translation.  If the position adopted is that in 2: 5 ff we have a different though 

complementary perspective to the six day creation account then “formed” would be 

considered the appropriate translation.  This writer, as already indicated, opts for the latter 

understanding.  However in partial agreement with McCabe (2006), I think that the reference 

to the creation of the animals and the birds in 2: 19, 20 is with the man in the garden in Eden 

in mind.  Thus the writer does not have to refer to the creation of all living creatures and so 

makes no reference, for example, to water creatures or (if the suggestion above is correct) 

wild animals that are unmanageable. 

The giving of names to the creatures could be understood as signifying a number of things.  

God was giving the man freedom to name. They were being identified as different one from 

the other. That he named them and not the other way around indicated that some sense of 

priority applied - he was more significant and in some sense superior - he had authority over 

them, he ruled over them. (It might be worth noting at this point that the syntax and 

vocabulary used in the man referring to the woman being called “woman” in Gen 2: 23 is not 

the same as that used here.)   

Whatever we might think of some of these suggestions, and the last may be the most 

important, the naming of the creatures is introduced within the context of God declaring that 

it was not good for man to be alone.  Fundamentally, they are mentioned in this passage in 

this context and in no other.  Consequently in the naming of them, in the man‟s authority 

being exercised over them, and it being declared that no “suitable helper” for the man was 

found from among them, we are probably being informed that the man recognised that none 

of the creatures, birds of the heavens, beasts of the field or livestock were suitable helpers. 

Though in the ancient world, the naming of an object could be conceived of as giving it its 

role, perhaps in this case there is a focus on the awareness that no creature has a role suitable 

for satisfying the aloneness of the man.   The text could be understood as indicating that the 



man himself recognised this.  If this is the case, the picture as it unfolds becomes one of God 

setting up a situation in which the man recognises his need and that it cannot be satisfied by 

any of the creatures God brought before him.  God was his teacher and upon the man learning 

what he was required to learn God graciously provided what was needed. 

The Genesis account of the relationship between the man and other creatures is vaguely 

parallel with a Mesopotamian text.  In the Gilgamesh Epic, Enkidu keeps the company of 

animals but presumably this is so because he is half animal himself.  Later however he is 

seduced by a prostitute (Walton, p. 175).  Though the Genesis text might be judged to be a 

type of reflection of the Mesopotamian account it is an extremely pale reflection at the best.  

One further point – the man in this part of the Genesis record is relative passive – certainly no 

words escape his lips.  It is Yahweh who is the active one – he knows it is not good for man 

to be alone and he initiates proceedings to deal with the issue.  

The man and the woman 

None of the creatures were found to be a “suitable helper”.  Walton comments that neither the 

combination of two Hebrew words translated, “suitable helper”, nor the second word is to be 

found elsewhere in the Old Testament (p. 176). The second word is a compound word made 

up of two prepositions.  Apparently, the first part of the second word relates to the idea of 

“comparison” and the second part of the second word relates to the notion of “opposite”.  

Opposites by their nature belong to the same category.  “Day time” and “night time” belong 

to the category of periods of a 24 hour day and together they make up a complete 24 hour 

day.  “Up” and “down” are opposites lying at opposite ends of the spectrum of vertical 

direction. The “helper” being described in the text is one who by comparison belongs to the 

same category as the man – both are of mankind. (Gen 1: 26, 27 and 5: 5 use “a man” 

generically, and referring to both male and female, “a man” in these verses is a reference to 

“mankind”).  But the helper being looked for is not just different from the man but opposite 

to the man – each at the other end of the bi-polar parameter of mankind.  Walton thinks that 

the two words taken together could be translated “partner” or “counterpart”, the former 

emphasises the helper notion, while the latter reflects the compound word.  He would opt for 

the word, “counterpartner” if it existed (p. 177).  I opt for, “helper-counterpart” or 

“counterpart-helper”... 

Yahweh Elohim now acts again.  He causes the man to fall into a deep sleep, presumably so 

that he does not feel the pain of what he is about to do, removes some piece of him, closes up 

the area affected and then fashions what he has taken from the man into a woman.  He then 

presents the woman to the man.  In part, what God does has the character of an operation 

carried out on the patient. While the man is unconscious, God removes a part of his body and 

concludes the operation with the closing of the wound.  Unlike any modern medical 

procedure however, Yahweh Elohim then moulds what he has taken from the man into 

another human being, but a different human being, one that is at the other end of the human 

dimension from the man – a woman. 



What is meant by “one of the man‟s ribs”? Walton comments that the Hebrew word 

translated “rib” is not used elsewhere in the Old Testament anatomically but rather it refers to 

the sides of some object, such as a building or a room.  He notes that there is an Akkadian 

cognate with a similar semantic range that is used anatomically but it refers not only to bone 

but to flesh and muscle as well (p. 177).  The suggestion here then is that what God removes 

from the man is a decent sized chunk and having done so, he closes up the flesh.  Perhaps the 

picture being conveyed is that, being made from a large portion of the man, she is like the 

man, she shares his humanity.  There is probably no intention that we should imagine that the 

man is now however substantially changed. 

How does God “create” the woman?  Walton points out some oddities (p. 177).  The Hebrew 

word involved is one that refers to something being built and any direct object of the word 

refers to what is being built.  Thus the Hebrew here could be read to indicate that the chunk 

from man is being built, rather than the woman. He further points out that a preposition 

precedes the word for woman and so she becomes the indirect object.  With this 

understanding the text reads, God built the “chunk” for the woman. Walton suggests that the 

sense of the text could be - “Then the Lord God built up the side he had taken from the man 

for (the purpose of making) a woman” (p. 178).  And just as the creatures were brought to the 

man so now the woman is brought to the man. 

Whereas with respect to the creatures the man gives no sign that a “helper-counterpart” has 

been found”, he now exclaims, “Ah, now, here I have what is needed, bone and flesh from 

my bone and flesh (something just like me?)” but recognising the woman to be different and 

in a play on words, he further states, “For (this reason?), this shall be called woman (Hebrew: 

ishah) because this has been taken out of man (ish)”.  She will be a helper because she is like 

me.  But she is not the same as me, so she needs to be thought of differently – she is a 

counterpart to me. The text does not say that what he called her was her name (as was the 

case when the creatures were brought before him). His reference to her being called woman is 

probably to be thought of as an indication of his way of thinking about her, rather than his 

giving her a name. 

The term, “man” – an aside 

Some comment needs to be made at this point about the word translated “man” or Adam”.  

The word “Adam” is a transliteration of the Hebrew word (adam) meaning “man” and bears 

an unmistakable resemblance to the word “adamah” (meaning “ground” from the dust of 

which the man was made). In Genesis 2 and 3, the Hebrew word, “adam” is found about 23 

times.  (The word “ish” translated “man” first makes its appearance in Gen 1: 23, reappears in 

2: 24 and Eve uses it to refer to Cain in 4: 1).  In almost all instances in Genesis 1 to 3 the 

word “adam” appears together with the definite article.  For that reason this writer has so far 

preferred to refer to “the man” rather than “Adam”.  The first time in Genesis that it would 

seem appropriate to refer to “Adam” is in 4: 25 followed by 5: 1, 3, 4 and 5.  The definite 

article is not attached to “adam” in these verses. A suggestion here is that at the junction of 

the appearance of the second toledoth the reader is being presented with a different 



perspective where the man now clearly takes on the identity of a person with a name, the 

name, “Adam”. 

In Genesis 2 to 3 there a few instances where adam does not have the definite article.  In Gen 

1: 26 and 2: 5 adam is used generically to refer to “mankind” but in 2: 20 and 3: 21 “for the 

man” seems to be the sense of the compound word used, though it could be argued that the 

reference in 2: 20 is generic. A generic use also appears in the midst of the references to 

“Adam” in Gen 5, in v. 2 

The comment about man and woman 

This section of the Genesis account, as it is about to conclude, has a comment by the narrator 

- something which could strike us as a little odd. 

In Israel normally a wife joined her husband‟s family and became a member of his tribe 

though she often remained with her family in the early stages of the marriage with her 

husband making conjugal visits to her in her family home during that period (Walton, 178).  

Presumably this is what the narrator is alluding to in making the comment about a man (ish) 

leaving his father and mother.  I suspect that with respect to this matter, the author/editor is 

not giving his hearers/readers any information with which they are not already familiar. 

Probably the term, “for this reason” or “therefore”, while arising out of what the narrator has 

just recorded, should be understood to refer to why a man leaves his father and his mother.  

He does so because he wishes to be joined to his wife, to become one flesh with her.  

Undoubtedly sexual union is in mind.  However it is not clear that the author/editor intends 

for there to be any emphasis on pleasurable sex or sex leading to conception no matter how 

significant these matters might be in reality. It is also true that “the being joined together” and 

“the one flesh” notions have significant connotations that will be referred to later in Scripture, 

but in this narrative, I think the recognition that man and woman come together in a sexual 

act is predominantly in mind. 

However, why does the author/editor make the comment at all and having made the comment 

returns then to the narrative? Making the reference to the man (adam) and his wife both being 

naked and yet not being ashamed and having reminded the hearers/readers of the social 

setting with which he and they are familiar, in which there is a type of embarrassment 

associated with a man and a woman being joined together, would seem to be a way of 

drawing attention to a certain innocence about this man and this woman at this point in time. 

The author/editor by referring to what occurs in his world at his time is reminding his 

hearers/readers of a custom that highlights the social sensitivity that surrounds the sexual act 

performed between a man and a woman.  By comparison he is then able to indicate that with 

the man and the woman in his narrative account, such sensitivity does not exist.  He has set 

the scene for the events of chapter 3 in which the situation will change. In a few words, the 

narrator has prepared the hearer/reader to recognise the sharp contrast between the world that 

they know and the world of this man and this woman. 



An alternative to the understanding these concluding verses of chapter 2 as outlined above 

was brought to my attention by Martin Shields in some comments he made on the blog post.  

He is of the view that covenantal language is largely in view – that “in entering into marriage, 

the man „forsakes‟ the prior primary covenantal family relationship with his parents to 

establish a new covenantal relationship with his wife.  In doing this a new family is 

established (i.e. „they become one flesh‟).  This language can apply to patrilocal marriages 

because it is about allegiance not geography.”  Concerning the woman and the man being 

naked and feeling no shame he quotes, Hauser, “Their vulnerability causes no anxiety, and 

their intimacy is complete.  This sets the stage for ch. 3, where the intimacy is disrupted, as 

expressed in part through the urgent need of man and woman to cover up their nakedness.”   

What did the author/editor really believe? 

This question is asked from time to time in the blog series on the early chapters of Genesis 

because our understanding of things seems to differ from the understanding being given here.  

The account moves smoothly from “no rain” and “no man” to “rain clouds” and a “man” that 

is made from the soil. Wild and domesticated plants can then develop.  To begin with, the 

man, who appears on stage already fully developed, is on his own. There has not yet been a 

woman. He is provided with a large number of creatures, animals and birds and recognises 

that they cannot satisfy his aloneness.  God then performs “an operation” on the man and, 

using what he removes from the man, he makes a woman.   

Did the original writer or narrator of the account really believe that it all happened just this 

way?  We can‟t really tell. However it is not impossible that, as with the earlier material, 

someone made it up.  The person would have been in contact with cultures that had various 

accounts about the creation of man and woman and their relationship to the world of other 

creatures.  However this writer/narrator wanted to remove from such accounts any indication 

that the creation of humanity was independent of the one and only true God – Yahweh 

Elohim and in any way contrary to his character and his purposes.   

In this scenario, under the good hand of God who is sovereign over all, the writing of this 

account of man and woman gives Yahweh Elohim his due – an account that portrays him as 

he should be portrayed.  We read the narrative and see him in control, bringing to pass 

whatever he purposes.  And man is absolutely dependent on this God for all things including 

that great necessity - a helper-counterpart.  This God cares for his creation and has a special 

care for mankind and they have a special relationship with him. He has made man and 

woman - their differences and their similarities presumably for the benefit of both.  And this 

author/editor will soon indicate how man and woman are in the mess they are in because of 

what in fact they are.  But at this point of the narrative he sets the scene that will enable him 

to best demonstrate how awful is the actual situation in which mankind finds himself and 

why it is so appalling.  Yet it will not be a situation without hope.  But I have already 

encroached upon the next stage of the drama. 

 


