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ForewoORD

Every worldview eventually tells a story, but the biblical worldview begins
with a story. The first words of the Bible set the stage for everything that
follows: “In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen.
1:1). This is where the story of the Bible begins, and it is necessary to the
entire story that follows. Christianity stands or falls on certain essential
truth claims, and the perfect truthfulness and eternal authority of the
Word of God both reveal and establish those truth claims. Every truth
revealed in Holy Scripture after the opening chapters of the book of Gen-
esis is accountable to and intelligible through the lens of those opening
chapters, specifically Genesis 1-3.

In this new book, Vern Poythress offers a distinctly theological con-
sideration of those three chapters of the Bible. At the same time, it is a
display of biblical theology, exegesis, and pastoral application. He rightly
begins with a study of “the earliest events in the history of the world.” As
he explains, “Those events lay the foundation for everything that comes
afterward—the whole rest of history, including not only the coming of
Christ on earth, but his second coming and the coming of the new heaven
and the new earth.”

Thus, the importance of this work is underlined by the specific task
and scope that the author has outlined. We must start our consideration
of history here. We must commence our understanding of the universe
here. We must learn the meaning of life here, right down to the meaning

1. Poythress, Making Sense of Creation and Fall, 4.
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Foreword

of time and the purpose of life. We must establish our understanding of
human dignity here, in these opening chapters of Genesis. We find the
origin of marriage, the meaning of male and female, the goodness of life,
the mandate of human reproduction, and the duality of labor and rest,
right here. The view of these things that we derive from Genesis 1-3
determines our understanding of everything else, including both the
meaning of the cosmos and the truth of our own lives. Furthermore, as
Dr. Poythress affirms from the start, every word points ultimately to Jesus
Christ, the Son of God, the Author and Finisher of our faith—the Alpha
and the Omega, the Beginning and the End.

In his 1890 presentation of the inaugural Kerr Lectures at the Uni-
versity of Glasgow, James Orr asserted as his “fundamental assumption”
that “the central point in the Christian view of God and the world is the
acknowledgment of Jesus Christ as a truly divine person—the Son of God
made flesh” Orr went on to confess, “I do not conceal from myself that
the issues involved are very stupendous.”

The issues involved are stupendous indeed—even very stupendous, as
Orr suggested. So how do they relate to this book and its purpose? Early in
the volume, Dr. Poythress states this: “Appreciating what Christ has done
for us includes appreciating the themes that relate his work backward to
the creation of the world and the fall into sin*

That sentence is crucial for our understanding of Genesis and for
understanding this new book. Christians rightly learn to think Christo-
logically, with every thought brought captive to Christ. At the same time,
even as believers learn to read the Bible forward, from creation to the fall,
from the fall to redemption, and from redemption to new creation, we also
have to learn how to read the Scriptures backward, aiming for a genuinely
Christian and Christ-centered knowledge of all things, all the way back
to the opening texts of Genesis. We must learn to be as faithful in reading
the Bible backward as we are faithful in reading the Bible forward.

Why must this point be stressed? For far too many Christians, the

2.James Orr, A Christian View of God and the World (Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1908), 42.
3. Orr, Christian View of God and the World, 42.
4. Poythress, Making Sense of Creation and Fall, 4.
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entire Old Testament is a puzzle. Most believers know that Jesus was fore-
seen and foretold by the prophets, but fewer have any notion of how to
read Genesis through Christian eyes. If nothing else, this underlines the
peril of a church starving for biblical theology and wandering in a textual
wilderness. In this volume, we are guided through the first three chapters
of Genesis and taken through an introduction to biblical theology. Truths
are connected, history is revealed, and pastoral applications are made.

We must also recognize that everything covered in this book is con-
tested—as the entirety of the Christian faith is now contested. As Dr. Poy-
thress concisely observes, “What the Bible says about creation is radically
different from modern secularism.”® That clarification is fundamental to
any Christian consideration in these times. Modern philosophical mate-
rialism is indeed the dominant worldview in the academy and, in both
more and less sophisticated forms, throughout much of the rest of modern
society. The materialist worldview is dominant among the intellectual
classes and is taken as absolute and unquestionable.

This materialist commitment explains the pervasive confusion in
the public mind over issues ranging from abortion to climate change
and an entire constellation of other public controversies that reveal the
deep antagonism between the Christian worldview and modern secular-
ism. In one short sentence, Dr. Poythress states the truth: “God created
everything”® At the same time, everything has a significance beyond
itself. Readers should look for considerations of what Dr. Poythress calls
the “multidimensional” meaning of all creation—including the lilies of
the field and the trees. Of the latter, he writes: “By bearing the curse for
us on a tree, Christ became the source of eternal life for all those who are
united to him. He is thus the fulfillment of the tree of life.””

The modern secularist worldview seeks to learn few lessons from the
cosmos and its history. In his massive television series Cosmos, released
to much acclaim a generation ago, astronomer Carl Sagan concluded that
the only lessons taught by the entire cosmological reality are that humans

5. Poythress, Making Sense of Creation and Fall, 11.
6. Poythress, Making Sense of Creation and Fall, 11.
7. Poythress, Making Sense of Creation and Fall, 156.
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Foreword

are very small accidents and that the environment is worth preserving.
His worldview—very representative of the scientific community both
then and now—attempted to frame some dignity for human beings but
failed. The smallness of our individual and corporate lives set against the
vastness of the cosmos supposedly told us that as a species, we are just a
blip on the evolutionary timetable, or what another scientist described
as a “fortuitous accident”

Professor Poythress is committed to a very different way of under-
standing the cosmos and everything in it, and to a very different way of
understanding humanity, both before and after the fall. Those who have
studied under Dr. Poythress in the classroom will recognize his argument
and applications immediately, as will the many readers who have already
gained so much by reading this professor’s many other published works.
In his own unique manner, he walks the reader through these three crucial
opening chapters of the Bible with keen insight and deep faithfulness. He
affirms the truthfulness of every word, the integrity of the biblical text,
and the meaning of every verse. More than that, he demonstrates what
he affirms, a reading of the biblical text both forward and backward, with
Christ preeminent and the gospel clear.

This author also addresses sin and the fall with candor and Christian
conviction. Humans cannot possibly understand our world or ourselves
without an honest and bracing consideration of sin and the evil and
corruption it unleashes. Dr. Poythress presents an honest and critically
important understanding of the fall and its consequences. As he observes,
we find in Genesis 3 “the vicious cycle that repeats itself again and again
throughout history. Desire, sin, death. Desire, sin, death. Human beings
are stuck in the rut created by the pattern of Adam and Eve” And yet,
remember that we are reading these chapters backward from Christ and
his gospel. Thanks be to God, and to God alone be the glory.

This is the work of a mature scholar, a man trained in both science
and theology, skilled in both the interpretation and application of Holy
Scripture. Teaching the reader how to read Genesis backward from the
gospel, Dr. Poythress explains: “Redemption does not undermine creation,
which is good. Rather, it undermines sin, which is bad; sin is an intrusion

XVi
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into an originally good creation. . .. Christ is not only our one Redeemer,
but the one Creator—together with the Father and the Spirit, one God”

The reader must read the whole book in order to gain the most from
those words. The entire book is both edifying and doxological. So get ready
to enter Dr. Poythress’s exhilarating classroom, page after page, verse after
verse, and truth after truth.

R. Albert Mohler Jr., President
Centennial Professor of Theology
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary
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PRrREFACE

This volume constitutes another book in a series from P&R Publishing
on “Making Sense.”

o Making Sense of the World: How the Trinity Helps to Explain Reality

o Making Sense of Man: Using Biblical Perspectives to Develop a The-
ology of Humanity

o Making Sense of God: Using Biblical Perspectives to Develop the
Doctrine of God

Each book uses multiple biblically based perspectives in order to
enhance our understanding of God and his purposes. Like the other
volumes, this book continues to use John Frame’s triad of themes for
lordship—authority, control, and presence. It also continues to use the
ten perspectives of lex Christi (to be discussed below). What is different
about this one is the focus on the specific themes that Genesis 1-3 dis-
plays. These themes illumine the meaning of the world and the meaning
of Christ’s redemption.

Xix



ParT 1

INTRODUCING BIBLICAL-
THEOLOGICAL THEMES

This book focuses on biblical-theological themes in Genesis 1-3, in order
to enhance our understanding of God’s entire plan for us. This focus on
themes complements other works that focus on the reality of the events in
Genesis 1-3 (Genesis 1-3 is nonfiction) and on the use of literary artistry
in the first chapters of Genesis.



INTRODUCTION: STUDYING

TaEMES oF GENEsIs 1-3

This book studies theological themes in Genesis 1-3, in order to enhance
our understanding of God’s entire plan for the world.

Themes

The themes in Genesis 1-3 include the theme of creation itself, the
theme of God’s speaking (Gen. 1:3), the theme of light (1:3), the theme of
separation (separating the light from the darkness, 1:4), the theme of God’s
working (2:2-3), the theme of life, the theme of fruitfulness, the theme
of the unique status of humanity (1:26-30), and other themes. Genesis 3
introduces the theme of sin. We may call these themes biblical-theological
themes." They are biblical themes—they receive explicit attention in the
Bible itself. And they are theological themes, in the sense that they intro-
duce topics that are important when Christians attempt to summarize the
teaching of the Bible as a whole.

The Value of Studying Themes

Why do such a study? There is more than one reason.
First, Genesis 1-3 is a key portion within the Bible as a whole. It

1. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (repr., Wipf & Stock,
2003), uses the term biblical theology in a more specialized way to describe a study of the
unfolding of God’s revelation over time. That is also an interest in this book.



Introducing Biblical-Theological Themes

describes the earliest events in the history of the world. Those events lay
the foundation for everything that comes afterward—the whole rest of
history, including not only the coming of Christ on earth, but his second
coming and the coming of the new heaven and the new earth (Rev. 21:1).
These events are also foundational for you. You have a distinct place in the
entire plan of God, which unfolds from Genesis 1 onward.

Second, the themes introduced in Genesis 1-3 do not disappear in the
rest of history. They appear again and again. For example, the fall into sin,
as described in Genesis 3, affects the whole rest of history. It explains why
sin and its effects have existed ever since. It explains why human beings
repeatedly reject God’s voice and follow their own self-centered desires. It
explains why you sin. Moreover, the first sin is a fall away from the original
created situation in Genesis 1-2. So it results in breaking and distorting
what already existed. For example, God promised life in the symbolism
of the tree of life (Gen. 2:9; 3:22). But now there is death (3:19). Adam
and Eve are barred from the tree of life (vv. 23-24). Life does continue
because of the grace of God (v. 20), but it is beset by difficulties (vv. 16-19).

The preparatory acts of redemption in the Old Testament take up the
themes introduced in Genesis 1-3. The climactic acts of redemption in
Christ’s earthly life display the same themes. For example, Christ’s speech
is the speech of God, continuing the theme of God’s speaking from Genesis
1:3. Christ is the Light of the World (John 8:12), continuing the theme of
light introduced in Genesis 1:3. The theme that Christ accomplishes the
work of the Father is a continuation of the theme of God’s doing work in
Genesis 1.

Appreciating what Christ has done for us includes appreciating the
themes that relate his work backward to the creation of the world and
the fall into sin. And this appreciation has practical results. We learn
more about God, more about God’s world, more about the depth of the
redemption that Christ has accomplished for us. We learn that Christ, as
the eternal Word of God (John 1:1), is Creator as well as Redeemer. So it
changes our attitude toward the world around us. We learn more about
what God is now working in us as we are progressively conformed to the
image of Christ:
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And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory of the Lord, are
being transformed into the same image from one degree of glory to
another. (2 Cor. 3:18)

For example, not only is Christ the Light of the World in the definitive
sense (John 8:12), but he also tells his disciples to be the light of the world:

You [plural] are the light of the world. (Matt. 5:14)

Every disciple of Christ has to take to heart the theme of light in the
Bible because it has something to say about how disciples are supposed
to live. Likewise, the theme of work is relevant. The fact that God worked
to structure and fill the world in Genesis 1 gives meaning to all the work
that he calls people to do (Eph. 2:10; Col. 3:17, 22-25).

The Meaning of the World

Understanding the themes in Genesis 1-3 also broadens and deepens
our understanding of God and his purposes. When God created the world,
he gave it meanings and had purposes in mind. Ever since, the world has
displayed what he is like:

The heavens declare the glory of God,
and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours out speech,
and night to night reveals knowledge. (Ps. 19:1-2)

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the
world, in the things that have been made. (Rom. 1:20)

The created world displays the glory of God. It shows us who God
is and what he is like—if we have eyes to see and hearts to understand.
Because sin has blinded us, we need God to restore us in order to appreciate
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him and his purposes. This book, then, is for people who have received
forgiveness for their sins and restoration of their sight through Christ and
his work. Christ healed the man born blind (John 9) and gave him spiri-
tual sight as well as physical sight (vv. 7, 15, 38-39). One of the symbolic
implications of John 9 is that Christ has to heal us to give us spiritual sight
in order to see who he is, to trust in him, and then also to see how we fit
into the world that God created.

God knew the end from the beginning. So from the beginning, he
made a world that had things in it that would serve thematically to illus-
trate his salvation. For example, as already observed, God made physical
light in Genesis 1:3:

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.

This creational background is in place when Jesus comes into the
world and proclaims that he is the Light of the World, in the context of
being the Redeemer (John 8:12). Every time that we appreciate the physical
light of the world, we can also think of how it is designed by God so that it
can remind us of Jesus as our redeeming light. But there is more, because
God declares in 1 John 1:5 that God himself is light: “God is light, and in
him is no darkness at all” The physical light that God created in Genesis
1:3 displays who God always is. It also displays what he does when Jesus
brings the light of salvation.

Physical light is creaturely; it is not the Creator. Genesis 1 contains
a firm distinction between the Creator and the creatures. At the same
time, physical light displays the Creator. The meaning of light includes
this display. It is not “merely” light, as though the physical aspect could be
detached from God’s purposes or his presence or his display of himself.

Focus on Themes, Complementing Other Kinds of Study

How does this focus on themes differ from that of other books?
Many books about the Bible consider some of its themes. This book
looks at the themes in one main passage, namely, Genesis 1-3. Themes
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in later parts of the Bible often have a background in the creation of the
world and the fall into sin. This background needs to be appreciated in
order to understand the later parts of the Bible more deeply.

Some books about Genesis 1-3 focus on the general teaching that
God created the world and that Adam and Eve subsequently rebelled.
As we have already observed, those teachings are vastly important as the
background for the historical development in the rest of the Bible. But
this book primarily explores the more detailed themes that occur, passage
by passage, in the first three chapters of Genesis.

So let us turn to Genesis 1-3.

Key Terms

attribute light
biblical-theological theme redemption
creation sin
fall theme
Genesis theology
history Word
life

Study Questions

1. What are some themes in Genesis 1-3, and why are they important
in understanding the Bible?

2. What theological connections are there between Genesis 1-3 and
the Bible’s story of redemption?

3. How does our knowledge of God affect thinking about modern
science?

For Further Reading

Poythress, Vern S. Interpreting Eden: A Guide to Faithfully Reading and
Understanding Genesis 1-3. Crossway, 2019. Chaps. 1-4, 6.
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Poythress, Vern S. Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach. Cross-
way, 2006. Chap. 3.

Prayer

Thank you, our God, for giving us Genesis. Please help us to under-
stand in depth how it fits in with your purposes for the whole world and
for all of history. Enable us to live in the light of your instruction.



1

GENESIS 1-3 AND THEOLOGY

Consider the relation of Genesis 1-3 to theology as a whole. Genesis 1-3
is important theologically because it lays the foundation for the whole
rest of history found in the Bible.

Creation and Later Works of God

In particular, God and his work of creation are the background for
his later works of providence and of redemption. Creation is a distinct
work of God, described in Genesis 1-2. It is not the same as providence
or redemption. Providence is God’s continual governing of the world, day
by day. Redemption is God’s distinct work in rescuing his people from their
condition of sin and rebellion against him. Both are later works of God,
in distinction from his initial work described in Genesis 1-2.

But there are numerous thematic connections between creation and
the later works of God. For example, God created the plants on the third
day of the creation week (Gen. 1:11-13). He continues to sustain the
plants every day. On the third day God set in place a general pattern, that
the plants reproduce according to their kinds (vv. 11-12). This reproduc-
tion, which continues today, occurs through God’s providential control.
So providence continues patterns that God set in place in creation. It
is worthwhile to take a careful look at the numerous relations between
creation and providence.

Appreciating creation is of practical value in Christian living because
every day we enjoy the benefits of a completed creation order that
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surrounds us. The example of plants is illustrative. We all enjoy the ben-
efits of food deriving from plants:

Yet he [God] did not leave himself without witness, for he did good
by giving you rains from heaven and fruitful seasons, satisfying
your hearts with food and gladness. (Acts 14:17)

Light is another illustration of God’s bounty. We enjoy the benefits of light.
We can see what is around us.

This created order includes not only what is around us but what is in
us—because we are creatures. We are morally responsible to God, with a
sense of conscience. When we are redeemed, we also have a distinct task
given by God. When Jesus says, “You are the light of the world” (Matt.
5:14), he comments on us, and on our role. It is helpful to appreciate more
deeply the meaning of God’s gifts to us as Genesis 1 describes them.

Philosophical Materialism and Secularism

The appreciation of biblical-theological themes in Genesis 1-3 con-
trasts with much of the thinking in modern Western cultures. In particular,
philosophical materialism influences the Western world. What is philo-
sophical materialism? It is a philosophy that says that the world consists in
matter, and nothing more. More cautious versions of philosophical mate-
rialism might say that the world’s most basic constituent is matter. These
cautious versions can then allow that complex combinations of matter may
sometimes lead to additional structures with some surprising properties.
A human body is one instance of a complex structure. But philosophical
materialism claims that in the end, the complex structures—including
all of human thinking and moral evaluations—arise wholly from matter.
There is no divine spark. God is banished from the world.

Philosophical materialism claims natural science for its support. But
that claim involves confusion. Natural sciences study various aspects of
the material world. The human decision by a scientist to focus on matter
can never demonstrate that matter is the only dimension of the world

10
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that really counts. Moreover, the human decisions to study the material
aspect of the world have no meaning if the decisions are not real. And
they cannot be real if human decisions themselves are not real because,
allegedly, they are reduced to the chemistry of firing neurons.

Philosophical materialism has an influence far broader than its core.
The West as a whole is in “a secular age,” to use Charles Taylor’s expres-
sion.! People grow up to think of the world about them as a world where
God is absent and where there is no transcendence. They suppress the
testimony of created things to their Creator (Rom. 1:18-23). This approach
is secularism.

What the Bible says about creation is radically different from mod-
ern secularism. God created everything. Created things on earth have a
material aspect, as one aspect. But he also created us, human beings, to
have all the rich potentials and personalities that belong to us. Human
beings are social, intellectual, political, and religious creatures, not simply
collections of molecules. Even the lilies of the field are full of multidimen-
sional meanings because God has purposes for them:

And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the
field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even
Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God
so clothes the grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow
is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you
of little faith? Therefore do not be anxious, saying, “What shall
we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or “What shall we wear?” For
the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your heavenly Father
knows that you need them all. But seek first the kingdom of God
and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you.
(Matt. 6:28-33)

Not least of these purposes is to display his glory to human beings, and
to angelic creatures as well:

1. Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Harvard University Press, 2018).

11
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The heavens declare the glory of God,
and the sky above proclaims his handiwork.
Day to day pours out speech,
and night to night reveals knowledge. (Ps. 19:1-2)

For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine
nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the
world, in the things that have been made. (Rom. 1:20)

Consider again the example of light. God created physical light (Gen.
1:3-4). He created light in such a way that it has built into it features enabling
it to symbolize good versus evil. By contrast, darkness symbolizes evil:

And this is the judgment: the light has come into the world, and
people loved the darkness rather than the light because their works
were evil. For everyone who does wicked things hates the light
and does not come to the light, lest his works should be exposed.
But whoever does what is true comes to the light, so that it may
be clearly seen that his works have been carried out in God. (John
3:19-21)

Light can also symbolize guidance, rather than confusion:

Your word is a lamp to my feet
and a light to my path. (Ps. 119:105)

Such meanings are derived from God. They are not “merely” human
inventions (though we who are human may have more or less sensitivity
to them).

It is important for Christians and non-Christians alike to wake up to
the rich meanings of the world. The world contains atoms in motion; it
contains a physical dimension. But the world is more than atoms in motion.
Light is more than electromagnetic radiation as described by physics. It
is also a created display and reflection of God, who is the original light:

12
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This is the message we have heard from him and proclaim to you,
that God is light, and in him is no darkness at all. If we say we have
fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not
practice the truth. But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light,
we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus his

Son cleanses us from all sin. (1 John 1:5-7)

In other words, God is the archetype with respect to light. An arche-
type is an original, a pattern that serves as a model for derivative instances
or images, which may be called ectypes. God is the archetypal light, while
physical light is ectypal light. (See fig. 1.1.)

God archetype
Is Light (original)

<UO'1DBJBJ

Created ectype
Light (derivative copy)

S

Fig. 1.1. God as Archetype for Light

So created light has more dimensions of meaning than what physical
analysis inspects. The description in physics is not wrong. In fact, it is
beautiful, reflecting the beauty and harmony of God.? But the physical
analysis explores only one dimension, one aspect out of many aspects of
God’s meaning. We who are human beings are meant to appreciate and

2. Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Crossway, 2006),
chaps. 20-21.
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enjoy the world and praise God for all its aspects, not just those on which
natural sciences focus. We are supposed to see that the light of the sky is
beautiful, and it illuminates the beauties of trees and flowers and butter-
flies. It reflects the beauty of God himself (Ps. 27:4).

Key Terms

archetype philosophical materialism
biblical-theological theme providence
creation redemption
ectype science
Genesis secularism
history theology
light

Study Questions

1. Whatis philosophical materialism, and in what way is it destructive?

2. What difference does it make in our attitude toward the meaning
of the world to know that God made it?

3. How does a full-orbed attention to God’s purposes help to com-
plement the focus of modern scientific analyses of the world?

For Further Reading

Poythress, Vern S. Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach. Crossway,
2006. Chap. 3.

Prayer

Thank you, Lord of lords and King of kings, for ruling history with
wisdom and artistry, and for providing us with your instruction in a way
that reveals you as well as your purposes for time and history. Enable us
to live in the light of your instruction in Genesis.
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