
IN THE BEGINNING
GENESIS 1–3 AND ITS SIGNIFICANCE  

TO THE LATTER-DAY SAINTS

D A N I E L  L .  B E L N A P

—  1  —

This volume begins with the same event the Bible itself does—the Cre-
ation. The Creation narrative and the Garden of Eden narrative that 
immediately follows have been the subject of much study throughout the 
years. Over the past century, particular attention has been given to the 
similarities between it and other ancient Near Eastern Creation narra-
tives. For Latter-day Saints, the Creation and Garden of Eden narratives 
play central roles in their worship practices, the narratives themselves 
laying down the plan of salvation God ordained for all his children. In 
this first chapter, Dan Belnap describes what creation meant to those of 
the ancient Near East and how that understanding continues to provide 
a template of salvation for God’s family. —DB & AS
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reflects another important differentiation, this time of Adam and Eve 
as separate, unique individuals who may act according to their own will. 
Like the naming of the animals revealed to Adam what was lacking in the 
nascent cosmos—namely, a partner—so it is now that Adam acknowledges 
that the partner is something other than himself but complementary, that 
possesses her own ideas and approaches which are also creative, cosmic, 
and divine in scope. Whereas before Eve was “woman” and “helpmeet,” 
now she is an actualized individual named Eve. Though subtler than other 
differentiations, this one is just as important in the creation of the social 
cosmos as society is made up of individuals bound together, yet it could 
not have occurred until Eve had exercised her own agency, thus its place-
ment so late in the narrative.

The final event before their expulsion is the investiture of Adam and 
Eve in clothing made by God. The investiture of Adam and Eve with cloth-
ing that God himself made is highly significant when viewed through 
the earlier lens concerning the social function of clothing. If the earlier 
construction and wearing of clothing represented Adam and Eve’s defi-
nition of self and a recognition of the perceived changes in social status, 
it suggested that these definitions and recognitions were their own, inde-
pendent of God’s consideration. In other words, while the clothing has 
functioned properly, the definitions themselves are faulty because Adam 
and Eve made the clothing under the assumption that God is disappointed, 
angry, vengeful, and so forth. These are faulty assumptions and may reflect 
some of the deception of the adversary, who, by suggesting that God was 
hiding truth from Adam and Eve, had set up an antagonistic relationship 
between the couple and God. Thus their clothing reflects their belief, not 
necessarily God’s perspective. God’s investiture resets the relationship. Yes, 
they are to experience the consequences of eating the fruit, but the antag-
onistic relationship they assumed was in place, because of the adversary’s 
words, was not correct. Importantly, the clothing represented God’s defi-
nition as to where they stood in his esteem while his actual investing them 
in the clothing suggested that they were indeed worthy to be a part of the 
divine community, even if they were to be physically separated for a time.48 

48.	 Jung Hoon Kim, The Significance of Clothing Imagery in the Pauline Corpus 
(London: Clark International, 2004), 17: “The garment of skin also connotes 
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The act itself is also reminiscent of other divine investitures, namely of the 
priests, as well as the righteous at judgment, and reflects the eschatological 
nature of the creation.49 As for the new identity specifically, while no new 
designation is given, it is telling that it is only after the second investiture 
that God now declared that “man is now become as one of us.” 

Thus, Adam and Eve have now become like the Gods and can now 
create cosmos. Their expulsion is not so much a punishment, but the 
opportunity to put the creative cosmos-making skills, inherent as the 
same type of being as God and given to them in their interaction with 
the same, to use. That the book of Genesis ends with the creation of Israel 
suggests that to the writers or redactors, the creation process was under-
stood as continuing still through the presence of Israel as God’s chosen 
people. Like their forebears, who themselves reflected priestly, even divine, 
responsibilities, Israel was chosen to bless all nations of the earth, becom-
ing a kingdom of priests themselves.

Yet, for all of the significant insights into the very nature and relation-
ship of God and man, and their apparent reflection in the later purposes 
of Israel, it is not until the New Testament that the Creation narra-
tives of Genesis 1–3 are explicitly alluded to in the biblical text. But the 

reconciliation with God. While Adam wore his own fig-leaves apron, he was 
afraid of God, but when he was clothed in a garment of skin provided by God, 
he did not panic before him. In short, the clothing image in Gen. 3:21 signifies 
that Adam’s restoration to his original life and glory, to peace with God, and to 
kingship over the other creatures has started.” It is possible that the clothing 
also reflected another important aspect of the creation narrative, the necessity 
of the Atonement. While the Fall was necessary for exaltation, Adam and Eve 
needed to learn that this was not going to be possible on their own, thus the 
investitures and divestitures present in the narrative become the mechanism by 
which this knowledge is gained. 

49.	 See 2 Nephi 9:14; Doctrine and Covenants 29:13. Though he references Genesis 
1 specifically, Anderson also notes the eschatological nature of the creation nar-
ratives: “It is significant that the Priestly creation story is articulated in the time 
sequence of a week. The week is governed not by an abstract principle of Time 
but by the will of God, which gives each day its meaningful content. In Israel’s 
faith time does not move in a circle; it moves toward the culmination of the 
Creator’s intention, just as the week of creation moves toward the Sabbath rest. 
Thus the creation faith is eschatological. The affirmation “in the beginning” is 
incomplete without the related affirmation “in the end.” From Creation, 16.
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prominence of these narratives in the Book of Mormon suggests that the 
narratives continued to have meaning to ancient Israel. We have already 
seen the value of 2 Nephi 2 in understanding the incomplete nature of the 
Garden of Eden. In fact, the entire chapter appears to be structured on the 
principle of differentiation, demonstrating its vital function in the fulfill-
ing of universal salvation. 

Noting that there must be opposition in all things, Lehi points out that 
such a state provides for the presence of choice, a factor that is necessary 
to “bring about [God’s] eternal purposes in the end of man” (2 Nephi 2:15). 
Lack of agency, or the ability to act on or create differentiation, keeps an 
object or entity as “one body, . . . having no life neither death, nor corrup-
tion nor incorruption, happiness nor misery, neither sense nor sensibility. 
Wherefore it must needs have been created for a thing of naught; where-
fore there would have been no purpose in the end of its creation” (verses 
11–12). It is this state of nonexperience that Lehi later intimates was the 
Garden of Eden: “And now . . . if Adam had not transgressed, . . . he would 
have remained in the garden of Eden. And all things which were created 
must have remained in the same state in which they were after they were 
created . . . they would have remained in a state of innocence . . . doing 
no good, for they knew no sin” (verses 22–23). Thus the Fall of Adam 
and Eve, in which the primordial couple chose so that humankind “might 
have joy” (verse 25), or the ability to differentiate or act on differentiation, 
becomes fundamental to the continuing progression and salvation of all. 
That differentiation continues to play this role throughout an individual’s 
existence is noted by Lehi as he tied the creative principle of differentia-
tion to one’s eschatological state: Humankind has “become free forever, 
knowing good from evil; to act for themselves. . . . And they are free to 
choose liberty and eternal life . . . or to choose captivity and death” (verses 
26–27).50 

50.	 Five hundred years later, Alma uses the garden narrative to highlight the fun-
damental nature of the law of justice and its relationship to the law of mercy. In 
two instances, once before the people of Ammonihah and once in a personal 
conversation with his son Corianton, Alma follows the perspective of God and 
his agency, noting that if God had let Adam and Eve experience the negative 
consequences of death and expulsion following their disobedience, then “the 
plan of redemption would have been frustrated, and the word of God would 
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Besides the application of the Creation principles to existences at 
every stage, the Creation narratives appear to have been used as models 
for Book of Mormon experiences. For instance, the account of Lehi’s 
seminal dream in 1 Nephi 8 may best be understood as a Creation nar-
rative similar to the ones found in Genesis 1–3. Like the undifferentiated 
precosmos, Lehi begins his dream in a “dark and dreary” waste, until the 
appearance of a being dressed in a white robe who provides a contrast to 
the dark and dreary state. His appearance gives Lehi a meaningful direc-
tion and a choice to either follow or remain in the state now defined in 
opposition to the being. Choosing to follow, Lehi eventually encounters a 
field characterized by a tree whose fruit was so white it exceeded “all the 
whiteness that [he] had ever seen” (1 Nephi 8:11), of which he partakes. 
Though he is not expelled from the environment of the tree for doing so, 
he does take on the role of the guide by leading others to the tree, a role 
that is intimated to only be possible after eating the fruit.

Nephi, Lehi’s son, will later see this highly symbolic narrative through 
a very historical lens by which the future of his people is viewed through 
the prism of Lehi’s creation narrative. Indeed, the culminating event of 
the Book of Mormon, the appearance and ministry of Christ to Lehi’s and 
Nephi’s descendants approximately six hundred years later, may be prof-
itably be read as the physical analogue of the dream and thus as another 
creation narrative. According to the text in 3 Nephi, with the death of 
Christ in the Old World, the New World experienced three days of physi-
cal upheaval that completely reconfigured the local geography and which 
included “a mist of darkness” that no light could penetrate (1 Nephi 
12:4), characteristics that are similar to the precosmic state described in 
Genesis 1.51 That Christ came as a glorious, light-filled being to the temple 
in the land of Bountiful is almost expected when the event is viewed 

have been void,” (Alma 12:26) leading to a situation in which “God would cease 
to be God” (Alma 42:13).

51.	 For more on the relationship between the creation narratives, Lehi’s Dream, 
Nephi’s Vision, and the physical ministry of Christ in the New World, see Daniel 
Belnap, “‘There Arose a Mist of Darkness’: The Narrative of Lehi’s Dream in 
Christ’s Theophany,” in Third Nephi: An Incomparable Scripture, ed. Andrew C. 
Skinner, Gaye Strathearn (Salt Lake City: Neal A. Maxwell Institute and Deseret 
Book, 2012), 75–106. 
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through the Creation narrative; that he then empowers the present con-
gregation who go out among the greater population reflects the expulsion 
and the true purpose of Adam and Eve. 

CONCLUSION

For millennia, the creation narratives of Genesis 1–3 have informed com-
munities on the principles of differentiation, reflecting humankind’s, and 
Israel’s in particular, responsibility to continue the process of cosmos con-
struction.52 Thanks to these narratives, the reader could recognize that the 
work of Adam and Eve was no different from their own responsibility to 
be holy and establish holiness. This is no less true for the Latter-day Saints, 
who also recognize that the narratives highlight the ontological similarities 
that lie at the heart of our salvation. As such, the creative narratives hold a 
special place in Latter-day Saint religious experience, being the narrative 
to the temple endowment. There members experience these narratives as 
if they were actually present and through the process realize their own role 
in the continuation and further work necessary to the social cosmos with 
Zion and exaltation as the culmination of the Creation. Thus, the Cre-
ation narratives are much more than simple tales, but are rich, complex 
accounts that have as much meaning today as they did when first crafted 
thousands of years ago. And this meaning is what provides one of its more 
important lessons: that the Bible overall still has a message for us. 

52.	 Jon D. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of 
Divine Omnipotence (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1988), 119: 

“Genesis 1:1–2:3, the priestly cosmogony, presents creation as an event ordered 
toward the rest of God, with which it closes, a rest that signifies an act of 
redemption and social reform and an opportunity for human participation in 
the sublime quietude of the unopposed creator God.” Anderson, From Creation, 
6–7: “The redemptive word, by which Israel was created as the people of God, is 
none other than the creative word, by which the heavens were made. The point 
bears reemphasis that in the Bible creation is not an independent doctrine but 
is inseparably related to the basic story of the people in which Yahweh is pre-
sented as the actor and redeemer. Salvation and creation belong together.”


