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Introduction

 
The early chapters of Genesis play a particularly important role in the development of all theological and etiological ideas within the Bible.  Especially important is the pattern of transgression within Genesis 1-11.  This pattern, which pertains to God’s treatment of those who transgress against him, is evident in the three accounts focused on here.  The accounts are first sin and punishment (Gen. 3:1-24), Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:1-16), and the great flood (Gen. 6-9).  These three accounts together offer us a view of a God who punishes sinners with a hand of justice and compassion.  


The pattern of transgression contains four separate stages.  First is the transgression, second is the confrontation, third is chastisement or justice, and fourth is mitigation with compassion.  Each stage contains a particular message about God that the author is conveying.  These messages are of great importance for they set a theological stage throughout the rest of the text.  

Transgression


Webster’s Dictionary defines transgression as an “infringement or violation of a law, command, or duty.”  What is left out of the definition is that it is also a willful act, and can be a violation against another person as well.  This fact will play an important role later in the stories. 

The first incident of transgression is the story of first sin (Gen. 3:1-24).  Adam and Eve have both been commanded not to eat from the Tree of Life on penalty of death.  Yet, the serpent tricks Eve into taking the fruit, eating of it, then gives it to Adam.  When God confronts them, both Adam and Eve deny that they had any responsibility in the situation.  Adam blames it on Eve, Eve blames it on the serpent, and the serpent is left to himself.  There are two separate transgressions in this account, the most obvious is that they had eaten the fruit the Lord had commanded them not to. The second transgression is the fact that neither Adam nor Eve accepted responsibility for their actions, when they both knew of the command God had given them.  The serpent’s transgression is that it had tricked Eve into taking the fruit, meaning the serpent transgressed against God’s command.  

There is a major similarity between the transgressions in the story of Adam and Eve, and the story of Cain and Abel (Gen. 4:1-16).  In Cain and Abel, the brothers give burnt offerings to the Lord, yet only Abel’s is taken.  Cain becomes jealous and envious, then plots to kill his brother which he does.  When the Lord confronts Cain about where his brother is, Cain replies, “am I my brother’s keeper?”  There are many transgressions here, one is how Cain became jealous and envious, another being the premeditated murder of his brother.  Then when confronted by God, Cain evades God’s question.  The most important point is the similarity between the transgressions in the first sin, and Cain and Abel. In both stories when they are confronted they have tried to evade the Lord’s knowledge unsuccessfully.  This shows the author’s stress on the point, be truthful with God at all times.

In the story of flood (Gen. 6-9), the transgression is not against God, but against other humans.  “The Lord saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually (Gen. 6:5).”  The Lord saw that humans were treating each other badly, killing, lying, cheating, stealing, etc.  This was as if they had transgressed against God, because these were God’s beings, and God became very sad, “and it grieved it to his heart (Gen. 6:6).”  The message of the author at this point is that a transgression against another person is the same as against God.

Confrontation


In each story that follows the transgression pattern, God comes to the offending party to confront them about what they did, almost as a way to ‘get their side of the story.’  The confrontation is always the turning point in the account.  It is where the relationship between the transgressor(s) and God changes.  The relationship is not gone, but different than what it used to be.


In the story of first sin, and the story of Cain and Abel, God comes to both to ask them what they had done, as if he didn’t know.  Of course, God knew that Eve had taken of the Tree of Life and that Cain had killed his brother out of jealousy.  The best possible explanation is that God was testing them, to see if they would be faithful and honest to him.  Maybe God believed that you could only be completely honest with one you love.  Therefore, because they lied he didn’t believe they loved him as much as before.  These are possible explanations why God confronted Adam and Cain.  The author of the story may have also been trying to convey the same message here, always be truthful with God, because he knows all.


When God confronts Cain, Cain combats God’s charge with, “am I my brother’s keeper?”  These are strong words to speak to your Lord and creator.  It is only because the relationship is so strong and the love is so genuine that Cain can speak to God in that way, and know that God will still love him.  


In the story of the flood, the confrontation is more of a directive from the Lord to Noah to build an ark.  God tells Noah he is going to flood the world, because it is filled with evil.  Noah understands and does as God tells him to do.  The author is stressing that if God comes to you, be obedient and do as he says because he has a good reason.  

Chastisement


The chastisement of the transgressor is the portion of the pattern in which God punishes a being for sins against God or other humans.  The chastisement always comes after a brief dialogue with God in the confrontation.  The chastisement is the portion in which we get a view of a vengeful God yet later it will be shown that God still loves and shows compassion with the justice he dispenses.  


After the confrontation with Adam and Eve, God makes a decision concerning every party involved.  To Eve He gives “increased pang in childbearing (Gen. 3:16),” yet she will continue to desire Adam to give her children.  To Adam, He commands a life of hard labor in the field, growing food for Eve and himself.  To the serpent, He passes a sentence that it will now go on its belly and eat dust; it will also be cursed among all animals and God puts fear between the serpent, Eve and her children.  


It is also in the chastisement of Adam and Eve that etiology is beginning to be introduced.  Because Adam and Eve transgressed against God, he punished them with hard work and painful childbearing. Another underlying etiology is that the author is also trying to explain passion in the line, “yet your desire shall be for your husband (Gen. 3:16).”  This is why humankind today works hard, has painful births, and a strong sexual passion, because we are descendants of Adam and Eve. 


When God deals with Cain, He decides to exile him from the area surrounding Eden.  He does this as punishment for lying, and killing his brother Abel.  Why is God’s punishment the same for both Adam and Cain?  Is Adam’s sin as great as Cain’s is?  Yes, they both lied to God, yet Cain killed another human.  Is the author saying that lying to God is the worst offense possible?  It is possible that, yes, Adam and Cain sinned in the same way.  Both tried to deceive God, and both violated God’s commands.  If you were to break down the sins in that manner, the punishments would therefore be consistent with the crimes. 


 The etiology in the Cain and Abel story is the author explaining reasons for murder and sibling rivalry.  The author explains them as coming from our jealousy and our envy.  This etiology is shown again in the story of Joseph and his brothers (Gen. 37:1-24) later in Genesis.  


In the flood account, when God ‘looks down’ and sees all the bad things in the world, and that humankind is now filled with evil, he decided that he would wash away all living things.  He can then start new with humans he has chosen as good, Noah and his family.  This is how He will cleanse the world of His mistake to allow humankind to continue.


The etiology of the flood account shows God in a bit more of a malevolent role.  The author of the story is tying the phenomena of natural disasters to God’s anger.  If there is a flood, or earthquake, or any other type of natural occurrence that harms humankind, the author wants the reader to believe that it is due to God’s anger with that community.  

Mitigation



While God is dispensing his punishments, he always shows great compassion, this is His mitigation.  Even in the worst of situations, He loves the transgressor.  This is where, after He must lay down the law, He acts to help the transgressor and to repair any rips in the relationship between them.


God loved Adam and Eve so much, that when he threw them out of the Garden of Eden, he not only restrained Himself from killing them as he had threatened, he also made them clothes to wear since they were naked.  This is God showing his love and compassion to his children.  Although they did badly and he had to punish them, he still loved them, looked over them, and cared for them.  


The same compassion is shown to Cain, after he complains that when God exiles him, he will be killed, “ I shall be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth, and anyone who meets me may kill me (Gen. 4:14).”  God understands Cain’s worry, so He shows compassion to Cain in the way of giving him a mark so that people will know who he is and not go near him.  Even after he killed his brother in jealousy, God still loves Cain enough to keep him from harm.


In the story of the flood, where God dispenses the greatest punishment possible, we would not expect to see much compassion.  On the contrary, God shows the greatest compassion He can.  When God is about to kill off every living thing on earth, He chooses a family to carry one couple of each type of animal with them to reproduce on the earth, hoping they will have learned their lesson.  This is the greatest type of compassion, God is sad that he must kill everything off, but he sees a family he loves and decides to allow them, and therefore all of human and animal-kind, to live.  

Conclusion


It has been shown how the pattern of transgression fits within the early chapters of Genesis. The four stages of the pattern allow us to view each portion of the story separately and see the connections between the accounts.  This pattern and the connections help us to identify and explore the theological and etiological ideas of the stories. 

The most important of these theological points found within this pattern is that God loves and cares for humankind even when they commit the worst grievances and crimes.  God is shown by the authors to deal with sin in a severe, yet just way, as well as with a strong sense of compassion and love.  It is easy to see that these ideas and connections hold great implications for the biblical interpretations of an entire theology throughout the ages, and help humankind to discover whom their god is. 

