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Genesis 2:4b-25 
November 8, 2020 

 
1) Introduction – Beginning with 2:4b the Genesis story shows a dramatic 

difference in its language, style, sequence, and date of authorship. With these 
verses we begin a 2nd creation story penned by a different group of writers, 
using the term Yahweh for God, and designated by J, from the German spelling 
for Jahweh. The NRSV translation of Yahweh is “Lord.” The context for these 
writers was the earliest of the Pentateuch authors, and they were living in 
Jerusalem about 950 BC, during the time of the united monarchy. In this 
version of creation, man is created from the dust of the earth before plants or 
animals, while the creation of woman is the last act of creation, being formed 
from the man’s rib. Referring to the 2nd and 3rd chapters of Genesis, Walter 
Brueggemann commented: “No text in Genesis (or likely in the entire Bible) 
has been more used, interpreted, and misunderstood than this text.” It is worthy 
of our careful study. 
 

2) Genesis 2:4b-9 – The Creation of Man 
 

a) The story begins with a difficult and intricate sentence. The syntax controls 
its interpretation. The sentence begins with 2 subordinate clauses referring to 
time: “In the day…” followed by “when no plant…” Next, in verses 5b-6, 
comes a parenthetical remark set off by dashes in the NRSV. In these 
preliminary phrases we are told there was no rain upon the earth but only 
moisture rising from waters under the earth. Unlike the priestly writers of 
chapter 1, the J authors have little interest in cosmology or the creation of 
the earth itself. As Von Rad notes, “This narrative is concerned with man, 
his creation, and the care God devoted to him.” Finally, in verse 7 we reach 
the main clause, “then the Lord God formed man (Hebrew: adam) from the 
dust of the ground (Hebrew: adamah).” In contrast to chapter 1, the creation 
of adam is the 1st and not the last act of creation. Man becomes a living 
creature only when filled with the divine breath of life. 
 

b) Formed from the earth itself, adam will find that the earth will provide 
nourishment for humankind, and conversely adam is given the task of caring 
for the earth. In verse 15 man is given the task of tilling and keeping the 
earth, as if the garden of Eden could not attain its most bountiful and 
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beautiful status without the stewardship of man. Persons were created with a 
vocation of tending the garden. The close kinship of the words for man and 
earth demonstrates their symbiotic character. Each is needed for the best 
functioning of the other. Yahweh is understood as the owner of the garden 
which is regarded as a holy region where God is present. The word “Eden” 
could be translated as “bliss,” and is almost a synonym for paradise. Many 
Near Eastern myths speak of a tree of life whose fruits promise immortality. 
The tree of knowledge, whose fruits promise omniscience, is not mentioned 
anywhere else in the Old Testament. 
 

3) Genesis 2:10-14 – 4 Rivers 
 
a) The Tigris and Euphrates rivers refer to well-known Mesopotamian rivers 

but the location of the Pison and Gihon is a mystery. The reference to the 
lands of Havilah and Cush may mean that the rivers encircle all the known 
world. 
 

b) The commentaries generally regard these verses as an intrusion into the text 
that interrupts the flow of the story. In Sibley Towner’s translation of 
Genesis 2, he omits these verses altogether. Their interpretation is 
unknowable, and they are clearly not a part of the original text. Von Rad 
concludes, “This passage has no significance for the unfolding action, nor 
are its elements mentioned elsewhere.” 
 

4) Genesis 2:15-17 – A Biblical Anthropology 
  
a) Vocation – In verse 15 man is given the vocation to till and keep the garden 

of Eden. Adam was not given the garden to simply sit around and enjoy. At 
the point of creation Adam is appointed as a steward and given a mission. In 
man’s original state he was charged with the work of guarding and 
nourishing the garden. It is good to remember in this stewardship season at 
River Road that the 1st job given to humankind is to be a good steward. (So, 
turn in your pledge card!) 
 

b) Permission – In verse 16 man is given permission to eat the fruit of every 
tree in the garden except one. All the other trees were unreservedly declared 
free for the use of man. In agreement with Genesis chapter 1, the authors of 
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chapter 2 affirm the goodness of creation and its benefit for people. This is a 
world affirming creation story. 
 

c) Prohibition – In verse 17 man is prohibited from eating the fruit of the tree 
of the knowledge of good and evil. That prohibition is accompanied with an 
ominous threat: “in the day that you eat of it you shall die.” Along with the 
tree of life, the tree of the knowledge of good and evil is planted in the very 
center of the garden of Eden. The tree at the very center of God’s creation 
serves as a warning – there are limits placed upon human freedom that we 
cannot transgress without experiencing the consequences. Many 
commentators have sought to determine the reason for the divine 
prohibition, but I’m not convinced by any of their efforts though it raises an 
interesting question. At a minimum we are told that the responsible duties of 
humankind carry with them serious consequences for good and ill. 
 

5) Genesis 2:18-25 – The Creation of Woman 
 
a) Unlike the centrality of sexuality in the creation myths of other Near Eastern 

cultures, the story provided by the J writers focuses on the centrality of 
community. For the J writers solitude is not good; man is created as a social 
creature and is helpless without human relationships. Sibley Towner writes, 
“The long-awaited division of adam into man and woman is about to take 
place. God takes the decision to move this way neither in the interest of 
sexuality nor in the interest of progeny, but in the interest of community.” 
God says in verse 18, “It is not good that man should be alone.” Unlike all 
the animals created by God and named by man, it is only the woman who 
“fits,” and this is not an anatomical comment but a profound truth 
concerning the human condition – we are meant to be with others. We are 
created with the capability for deep and intimate relationships. The terms 
that are used, “helper and partner,” imply that man and woman are a perfect 
pair, one completing the other. 
 

b) The creation story as told by the J writers establishes 3 crucial theological 
statements: 1) Persons are created by God; we receive our lives as a divine 
gift. 2) Persons find meaning in life only in relationship to others; human life 
is communal at its very core. 3) We are responsible for how we live serving 
as stewards of God; we are called to care for the world and for persons. 
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c) When the woman is called a helper and partner in verse 18, it means that she 

also has a vocation and something to do beyond herself. This need not be 
understood as a subsidiary role, for God at several points in Scripture is also 
called a helper. The cultivation of the garden of Eden is a function of both 
male and female and it elevates all persons above the realm of the animals. 
People are called into a covenant with nature, to care, cultivate, and nurture. 
 

d) In verses 19-20 the Lord creates other earthly creatures and brings them to 
man to be named. This is a demonstration of persons participating with God 
in the process of creation. Or, as we said in our last lesson, persons are 
called to join with God in “an eighth day of creation” and to be “co-creators 
with God.” As seen often in the Old Testament, to name a thing is to have 
sovereignty and control. For humankind that great power over the rest of 
creation is seeing in terms of godly stewardship. This is what the Priestly 
writer of Genesis 1 referred to as “dominion.” 
 

e) Verse 21 admits there is nothing in the animal kingdom that will provide a 
“partner and helper” for Adam. So, God causes a “deep sleep” to come upon 
adam enabling God to perform anesthetized surgery. This same form of deep 
sleep is found in several other Old Testament accounts and is often 
translated as a trance or ecstasy. For example, Abraham falls into a deep 
sleep in Genesis 15:12 before hearing of God’s promise to him, and David 
falls into a deep sleep in 1st Samuel 26:12, which guides him to escape from 
Saul. Similar experiences occur to Job and Daniel. 
 

f) In verses 22-23 we read how the Lord fabricates the woman from the rib of 
man. The woman is immediately recognized by the man as his true partner. 
She is both “bone of my bone,” meaning she is made of the same strong 
stuff, and also “flesh of my flash,” meaning she is also made of the warm 
and softer stuff. She is a true partner and helpmate. The new creation will be 
called woman, which in Hebrew is “issa,” while the man is called “is.” 
Luckily, the English forms of the words man and woman, male and female, 
are also similar, making the point that they both come from the same stock 
and belong together. 
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g) Verse 24 is not a continuation of the man’s speech, but a summarizing and 
concluding word of the narrator proclaiming that a man “leaves his father 
and his mother and clings to his wife.” This phrase is used to establish the 
custom of marriage. In a patriarchal culture this statement of leaving the 
father’s house is surprising and was not always followed. The term for 
“cling” is the Hebrew word for glue. Sibley Towner suggests that the term 
“embrace” might be a more appropriate translation. 
 

h) The description of the man and woman in verse 25 as naked and unashamed 
describes their original state as naturally innocent. This theme of a blessed 
original state for humanity is found in many nonbiblical creation myths. Von 
Rad makes the interesting comment, “Shame is one of the most puzzling 
phenomena of our humanity. … an unsurmountable contradiction at the 
basis of our existence.” The issue of shame, defilement, and guilt is the 
central focus of Genesis chapter 3. 
 

 
Questions for Reflection: 
 
In comparing the 2 creation stories in Genesis 1 and 2 there are many differences. 
Name as many as you can and then ask yourself: does this diminish the truth or 
importance of each account? 
 
Which account of creation do you prefer, or does it help having both stories 
together in the first two chapters of Genesis? 
 
Why do you think God prohibited adam eating from the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil? What do you think the tree of knowledge symbolizes? 
 
Woman is described as a helper and partner for man. Do you find that an 
acceptable title? Do you think it is a demeaning title? Do you think that is an 
appropriate title? 
 
For you, what are the most important lessons for persons to draw from the creation 
story of Genesis 2. 

 


