


�This is not the usual book on Genesis 1�3. It takes up many of the same problems 
other books do (such as the length of the creation days), but it expects you to think 
much harder about them than you were expecting to. Perhaps, for example, you 
might approach this book looking for arguments defending literal interpretation. 
Well, Poythress will tell you that the term literal has at least �ve meanings, so 
theses about literal versus �gurative interpretation generally need more careful 
formulation than we usually give them. But none of these careful distinctions has 
the aim of compromising the inerrancy of Scripture as God�s Word. Indeed, you 
will emerge from this book with a greater sense of how Genesis really is the Word 
of God. Indeed, you will learn much about how, as Poythress says, we should 
�read the Word of God in the presence of God.� This is how biblical and linguistic 
expertise ought to be used in expounding the Bible.�

John M. Frame, Professor of Systematic Theology and Philosophy 
Emeritus, Reformed Theological Seminary, Orlando

�This new book by Vern Poythress is a remarkably wise and comprehensive analysis 
of multiple recent approaches to interpreting Genesis 1�3. Drawing on several decades 
of detailed biblical research, Poythress effectively answers modern views that simplis-
tically attribute �scienti�c error� to Genesis, and he demonstrates convincingly that 
Genesis 1�3 must be understood as prose narrative that purports to describe actual 
events, not as �ctional or allegorical literature. But he also wisely cautions against 
�overinterpreting� Genesis 1�3 by claiming that it contains scienti�c information that 
was not the intention of either its human or divine author. Highly recommended!�

Wayne Grudem, Distinguished Research Professor of Theology and Biblical 
Studies, Phoenix Seminary

�We always owe our thanks to Vern Poythress for his characteristic of careful 
and thoughtful engagement with the biblical text and with other interpreters; 
how much more on these texts and topics! Besides attention to linguistic details, 
Poythress always draws the reader to the bigger issues connected to interpreta-
tion and to the Christian worldview. This will be worth your time to read, study, 
consider, and digest.�

C. John Collins, Professor of Old Testament, Covenant Theological 
Seminary; author, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?; Old Testament editor, 
ESV Study Bible

�Poythress is a genius of our time. Interpreting Eden tackles massively complex 
issues (some far more complex than I had initially thought) and points a way 
forward. From this point on, no interpreter of the creation narratives can avoid 
interacting with this book.�

Derek W. H. Thomas, Chancellor�s Professor, Reformed Theological 
Seminary; Teaching Fellow, Ligonier Ministries; Senior Minister, First 
Presbyterian Church, Columbia, South Carolina
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�This is a fascinating, helpful, and well-written book. Vern Poythress has man-
aged to engage in a meaningful way with the serious questions raised today 
about reading Genesis 1�3 carefully, with hermeneutical �nesse, and, at the same 
time, has interacted with related modern scienti�c theories with discernment. 
One does not need to agree with all his conclusions to learn from his way of 
treating questions, discussions, and competing views fairly and with wisdom. 
This book helps us think more clearly and deeply about some of the issues that 
concern us the most.�

Richard E. Averbeck, Director of the PhD in Theological Studies and 
Professor of Old Testament and Semitic Languages, Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School
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Foreword

Some topics are notoriously complex, and few, if any, are more com-
plex than the doctrine of creation. This complexity springs in large 
part from the wide array of disciplines that impinge on the topic: 
exegesis of the opening chapters of Genesis and of other biblical pas-
sages that talk about creation; questions of literary genre; hermeneu-
tical principles; the interface between Scripture and contemporary 
science (with its many compartmentalized disciplines, from cosmology 
to thermodynamics to biology and geology); reception theory, which 
wrestles with the history of the interpretation of these chapters across 
many centuries and even more cultures; epistemology; the implications 
of working with God-inspired texts; the dogmatism of various theo-
logical cliques on the left hand and on the right; the nature of history; 
literary structure; and the place of analogy when talking about God. 
And that list is certainly not exhaustive, but merely suggestive.

Enter Vern Poythress. Not every New Testament scholar begins his 
academic career with a PhD in mathematics from Harvard or writes 
across an extraordinarily wide range of theological topics: baptism, 
science, providence, accommodation, translation theory, the Trinity, 
inerrancy, hermeneutics, spiritual gifts, literary genre, typology, escha-
tology, apocalyptic, sociology, and, of course, creation. In the more 
than forty years I have known him, Dr. Poythress has kept pushing 
back the frontiers in a widening range of important subjects; it is hard 
to keep up with all his work. And that is the �rst reason why he is 
as quali�ed as anyone, and more quali�ed than most, to wrestle with 
what the Bible says about creation: he has spent his life interacting 
intelligently with many of the related �elds. Indeed, informed read-
ers will �nd echoes of some of his earlier work in this study, as the 
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14  Foreword

panoply of his previous efforts comes together in this combination of 
analysis and synthesis.

The second and third reasons why Dr. Poythress is the person to 
write this work hang together: he simultaneously espouses a very high 
view of Scripture and classic confessionalism. Some adopt the former 
but know little of the latter: they tend toward a mere proof-texting 
exegesis, unable to see the forest as they fasten on a knot in the third 
branch of the sixteenth tree from the right. One remembers the insight 
of Francis Schaeffer, writing forty-�ve years ago (in Genesis in Space 
and Time). He set out to unpack not everything he could possibly �nd 
in Genesis 1�11, but everything in those chapters that must be true for 
the rest of the Bible to be coherent and faithful. Dr. Poythress is not so 
restrictive, but he has a �ne instinct for what is most important. Oth-
ers loudly avow their commitment to historic confessionalism, but are 
either unwilling or unable to engage in careful exegesis. Dr. Poythress 
wants to hold these polarities together.

The fourth reason that quali�es Dr. Poythress to write this work 
is that, despite the complexities and subtleties of the issues, he writes 
with rare clarity and simplicity.

And �nally, Dr. Poythress has an extraordinarily supple and creative 
mind. Not infrequently, scholars who have been shaped by Reformed 
confessionalism can manage no more than the faithful articulation 
of that heritage (which, of course, is no small virtue), while scholars 
who owe intellectual allegiance to very little can put forward many 
stimulating and creative proposals even while they ride right off the 
range. But Dr. Poythress manages to maintain the theological �thick-
ness� of a rich tradition while venturing unafraid into many creative 
suggestions and postures. That is one of the reasons why it is a delight 
to read what he writes: I am invariably stimulated, challenged, egged 
on to think my way again through something I mistakenly thought I 
understood adequately.

That is a large part of the valuable contribution that Vern Poythress 
makes in this work. I read him with pleasure not because I think he 
is always right, and therefore doing no more than reinforcing my 
biases, but because as far as I can see he is far more likely to be right 
than not, and in any case he stimulates me to think within the matrix 
of profoundly Christian commitments. In a few areas, I think he is 
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Foreword  15

wrong: for example, the way he sets up the weighted contributions of 
the divine author and the human author is bold, but �nally unconvinc-
ing. But even where I think he is wrong, he teaches me to shore up my 
own position with more care.

Be that as it may, books that I can recommend because I agree with 
them have their own easy usefulness; books that I recommend because 
they wrestle in a highly informed and stimulating way with biblical 
texts, whether I agree with them or not, are even more useful. Take it 
up, and read.

D. A. Carson
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Introduction

The Need

How can we faithfully interpret Genesis 1�3?1 There are many con-
troversies about the meaning of the early chapters of Genesis. How 
do we �nd our way through them? Thinking about sound principles 
for interpreting the Bible can help set us on a solid path. That is what 
we will do in this book. We will focus on biblical truths that offer us 
a basis for sound interpretive principles. These principles, in turn, will 
lead to faithful interpretation of Genesis 1�3.

Many of the controversies over Genesis 1�3 have a connection 
with claims from modern science. Mainstream cosmologists claim, 
for example, that the universe developed over billions of years, while 
Genesis 1 says that God�s creative acts took six days. How do we 
deal with such discrepancies? To evaluate various scienti�c claims in 
detail would take a book in itself.2 For readers whose primary ques-
tion is whether Genesis 1�3 can be harmonized with modern science, 
let me reassure you that there are answers. But we must be patient in 

1.  The literary break in Genesis comes at the end of Genesis 4 rather than the end of Genesis 3, 
which is why C. John Collins includes Genesis 4 in his book Genesis 1�4: A Linguistic, Literary, 
and Theological Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2006). We must certainly pay attention 
to the literary organization of Genesis. But in this book, we focus more narrowly on chaps. 1�3 
of Genesis because of their theological implications and their connections with scienti�c claims. 
Collins�s book offers a supplement to this one through its inclusion of Genesis 4. See also C. John 
Collins, Reading Genesis Well: Navigating History, Poetry, Science, and Truth in Genesis 1�11 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2018).

2.  I try to offer a beginning in Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2006). For up-to-date critiques of Darwinism, including its scienti�c weaknesses, 
see Michael Denton, Evolution: Still a Theory in Crisis (Seattle: Discovery Institute, 2016); J. P. 
Moreland, et al., eds., Theistic Evolution: A Scienti�c, Philosophical, and Theological Critique 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2017).
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the process of working them out. We must be patient because we are 
traveling a route that involves a number of distinct issues. Some of 
our observations will be at odds with widespread assumptions among 
the elites of Western culture. Some assumptions within the prevailing 
cultural atmosphere need to be challenged.

Among other things, we will consider to some extent how science 
�ts into a biblically based view of the world (see especially chaps. 1, 2, 
and 4). Science as a human endeavor can have some wonderful fruits. 
But it can also have biases and make assertions that later turn out to 
be untrue or not the whole truth.

Nevertheless, our focus in this book is primarily on Genesis 1�3, 
not on scienti�c claims. Why Genesis 1�3? These early chapters, and 
the book of Genesis as a whole, have a signi�cant role within the 
whole of Scripture because they give us the beginning of history. The 
beginning and the end of history both have an important in�uence on 
how we understand the middle period of time, the time in which we 
live. Disputes in interpreting Genesis become more vigorous because 
some of them make a difference, maybe even a big difference, in how 
we construe the middle.

In a broad sense, the middle includes us, as well as almost all the 
events about which the Bible talks. It includes the central events of re-
demption�preeminently, the life, death, resurrection, ascension, and 
reign of Christ. The biblical account of the creation and the fall offers 
the largest backdrop against which we are supposed to understand the 
middle. But just what do the Bible as a whole and Genesis in particular 
say about the creation and the fall?

Creation and Fall�in the Context of Sciences
Interpreting the �rst three chapters of Genesis involves many kinds 
of questions. Within a single book, we cannot devote equal atten-
tion to all of them. There are questions about: (1) theology, such 
as the doctrine of creation, the doctrine of human nature, the doc-
trine of sin, and the meaning of human sexuality; (2) themes, such 
as light, order and disorder, fruitfulness, and dominion, and how 
these themes relate to the rest of the Bible; and (3) the relation of 
Genesis 1�3 to modern scienti�c claims. We will focus primarily on 
this third set of questions.
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Some of the disputes in interpreting Genesis 1�3 are clearly related to 
modern scienti�c assertions about earlier phases of the development of 
the universe. People also look at issues connected to the standard main-
stream neo-Darwinian account concerning the origin of living things. 
How did the present diversity in species of plants and animals come 
about? Was it by random processes without design or by God�s design?

We also encounter discussions about Adam and Eve. How, if at all, 
does the account of the creation of Adam and Eve in Genesis 2 relate 
to mainstream scienti�c claims about the origin of humanity? Was 
there a single original pair? In what sense were they original? Did they 
come from earlier hominids by natural processes?3

On each of these questions, some people are willing to reject 
mainstream scienti�c assertions and hold to their interpretation of 
Genesis 1�3. Others reject the biblical account and hold to their under-
standing of the claims of modern science. And then there are those in 
between, holding a number of different positions. Some people propose 
harmonizations between Genesis and science. Some propose to reinter-
pret Genesis, some to reinterpret or redo the scienti�c material. It is well 
to recognize that the dominant viewpoint among scientists is not the 
only one. There are various minority viewpoints, represented by quali-
�ed scientists, but these viewpoints are largely suppressed by majority 
voices, by active persecution, and by selective reporting in the media.

More detailed questions about science and Genesis 1�3 also have 
a larger context. What is the nature of science? What is the nature of 
the Bible? Either of these questions could lead to a whole book.4 In 
this book, we will have to be content with a short summary so that 
we may have space for a close look at Genesis 1�3.

Interpretive Principles
Some of these questions are dif�cult. Why? Taken by itself, Gene-
sis 1�3 does not provide direct answers to all the questions that we 

3.  For a survey of many such questions, see Kenneth D. Keathley and Mark F. Rooker, 40 
Questions about Creation and Evolution (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel, 2014).

4.  See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 2006); Vern S. Poythress, God-Centered Biblical Interpretation (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
1999); Vern S. Poythress, Inerrancy and Worldview: Answering Modern Challenges to the Bible 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012). A more specialized supplement to the last of these is found in 
Vern S. Poythress, Inerrancy and the Gospels: A God-Centered Approach to the Challenges of 
Harmonization (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012).
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might have. But it does have something to say. How do we interpret 
what it says? Much depends on how we interpret any biblical passage.

To some extent, the questions become more dif�cult because sin 
creeps into the process of interpretation. Not all interpretations of the 
Bible or all interpretations of Genesis 1�3 are morally innocent. In 
fact, sin can creep in unawares even when we feel sincere in our desire 
to understand Genesis 1�3 responsibly. Sin has effects on the mind. We 
need to �be transformed by the renewal of [our] mind� (Rom. 12:2).

Genesis 1�3 remains the same text it has been for centuries. But 
the disputes do not go away. They are not being settled to everyone�s 
satisfaction. When disputes continue, it can be useful to attend to 
principles of interpretation, that is, to hermeneutical issues, in hopes 
of gaining more clarity and moving forward. That is what we propose 
to do in this book: to consider Genesis 1�3 afresh in the light of certain 
interpretive principles. So our focus is on the process of interpretation 
and its assumptions, not just on the question of what Genesis 1�3 says 
or its implications.5

In particular, within the scope of this book, we cannot de�nitively 
settle all the possible questions about Adam and Eve. Whole books 
have been written on that subject.6 It is an important subject, partly 
because of the way in which the beginning of the human race affects 
our view of what it means to be human and partly because of the 
speci�c way in which the New Testament draws a parallel between 
Adam and Christ (Rom. 5:12�21; 1 Cor. 15:21�22, 44�49). The par-
allel depends on the assumption that Adam was a real person. How 
can it be that we and the whole human race �died� in Adam if Adam 
was not actually there as the locus for this death (1 Cor. 15:22; Rom. 
5:12, 16�18)?

Though we cannot present full arguments for all conclusions, we 
hope to make progress in providing a hermeneutical framework in 
which gradually to proceed toward answers.

5.  For a focus on linguistic and literary principles, see Collins, Reading Genesis Well.
6.  See Ann Gauger, Douglas Axe, and Casey Luskin, Science and Human Origins (Seattle: 

Discovery Institute, 2012); Hans Madueme and Michael Reeves, eds., Adam, the Fall, and Origi-
nal Sin: Theological, Biblical, and Scienti�c Perspectives (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2014). For a 
spectrum of views, see Matthew Barrett and Ardel B. Caneday, eds., Four Views on the Historical 
Adam (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2013). An important exegetical and theological contribu-
tion is found in J. P. Versteeg, Adam in the New Testament: Mere Teaching Model or First Histori-
cal Man? (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2012).
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When a lot is at stake, we must be patient both with ourselves and 
with others. We must acknowledge that sins in the arena of interpreta-
tion are not easy to root out�among us or among others. Every sinful 
human being has the temptation to read the Bible the way he wants it 
to speak rather than the way that it actually does speak according to 
the meaning and power of the Holy Spirit.

We must also be patient concerning the state of our knowledge. 
God has chosen to provide some answers in the Bible, but he has not 
given all the answers to questions about which we might be curious. 
Our knowledge of the societies of the ancient Near East is fragmen-
tary. And work in science continues. Science is a �work in progress,� 
and we cannot always tell beforehand where there may be radical 
changes in interpreting evidence.
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PART 1

BASIC INTERPRETIVE 
PRINCIPLES
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1

God

Let us begin with some basic interpretive principles.
Behind all of the particular questions about various verses of Gen-

esis 1�3, and behind most of the interpretive issues as well, we �nd the 
question of God. Understanding who God is in�uences our interpreta-
tion of Genesis 1�3. In fact, the question of God is all-important for 
interpreting the Bible as a whole. Indeed, it is the most important ques-
tion for Western civilization today. Apart from a signi�cant minority, 
elite culture within Western civilization has given up on the idea that 
God is the Trinitarian deity described in the Bible. Education, media, 
and the arts travel in other directions.

One direction that is being explored is materialism or naturalism. 
The philosophy of materialism says that the world is composed of 
matter in motion. That is all that there is at the bottom of the world 
and the foundation of human experience. All the complexity that 
we see has built up gradually out of simpler constituents of matter. 
In particular, there is no God. Genesis 1�3 is viewed as one of many 
made-up stories of origins. (Note that philosophical materialism has 
its own story of origins. See Fig. 1.1.)

But is philosophical materialism really viable? If matter is all that there 
is, it would seem that our thoughts and ideas are not real. They are illu-
sions. Some materialists do say that consciousness is an illusion. But if that 
is so, the ideas of materialist philosophy are also illusory. So it seems that 
materialist philosophy cannot give a coherent account of its own basis.
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Fig. 1.1: Philosophical Materialism versus Biblical Theism
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Not everyone is a materialist these days. Pure materialism seems 
too grim. Therefore, some people edge closer to pantheism, which 
says that everything is god. Though this position is �spiritual� in a 
sense, it radically disagrees with Genesis 1�3. It discards Genesis 1�3 
or treats it as a confused reaction to the actual reality that everything 
is divine.

The question of God is important because God himself is impor-
tant. But the question is also important because it has implications 
for morality and human living. What does it mean for an action to 
be morally right or wrong? Does morality have its root in the moral 
character of God? And if God exists, does he have purposes for human 
living, purposes that tell us who we really are?

Suppose we think that there is no God. Is morality no more than 
a personal, subjective preference, like regarding chocolate ice cream 
as better than vanilla? Is morality merely the product of mindless, 
unguided, random evolution? If so, it would seem to follow that ev-
eryone�s notions of morality are equally products of evolution. So the 
desire to help others has the same standing as the desire to steal from 
others. There is no real basis to consider one person�s moral prefer-
ences to be superior to another�s.
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Since the question of God is important, Genesis 1�3 is important. 
It is one of the central texts in the Bible that tell us about God.

Who Is God?
From the standpoint of the elite in Western culture, maybe God ex-
ists and maybe he does not. But life goes on. According to this kind 
of thinking, life can be conducted mostly without reference to God. 
If someone wants to add a religious dimension in his private life, that 
is up to him. And, indeed, many people think of themselves as �spiri-
tual� in some sense. They are seeking contact with something tran-
scendent. But many of them are not really seeking the God described 
in the Bible. They are seeking a substitute elsewhere, in meditation, in 
communion with nature, in spiritualism, or in reading and listening 
to a host of sources.

The Bible is at odds with this atmosphere. God is at the center of 
its message. And God has particular characteristics. There is only one 
true God (Deut. 4:35, 39). And because he alone is God, it is �tting to 
worship him alone. He requires exclusive allegiance, by analogy with 
the exclusive allegiance that a man and a woman used to be expected 
to give to each other in marriage. This requirement of exclusive alle-
giance sounds oppressive to many modern people, but that is because 
they do not understand either God or themselves. They do not un-
derstand that they have been created for communion with God, and 
that such communion alone ful�lls their true natures. They have lost 
communion through human rebellion.

So not just any idea of God and any kind of response to the tran-
scendent is adequate. We must come to know about this particular 
God and resist the temptation to bring in all kinds of other ideas as to 
what we would like God to be.

Miracles
When we actually pay attention to the Bible, we �nd out what it 
says about God. This God, it turns out, works miracles when he 
wishes. The four Gospels all indicate that Jesus worked miracles. 
And the greatest miracle was that Jesus was raised from the dead 
by the power of God: �But God raised him from the dead, and for 
many days he appeared to those who had come up with him from 
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Galilee to Jerusalem, who are now his witnesses to the people� (Acts 
13:30�31). The Old Testament contains other striking instances of 
miracles. God appeared to Abraham in human form (Gen. 18:1�2). 
God rained �re and sulfur on Sodom and Gomorrah (19:24). God 
divided the waters of the Red Sea (Ex. 14:21). God spoke in an au-
dible voice to Israel from the top of Mount Sinai (Exodus 19). God 
through Elijah raised from the dead the widow of Zarephath�s son 
(1 Kings 17:21�22).

Many Western people today are skeptical of such claims. But if 
we ask why, we soon confront the fact that Western culture has al-
ready given up on the idea of such a God before reading any passage 
from the Bible. Allegedly, �modern science� has shown that miracles 
are impossible. But the empirical investigations that scientists con-
duct can only uncover regularities, to which scientists give the name 
of �law.� They cannot rightly say that there can be no exceptions. 
People say that there are no exceptions because they are already 
in�uenced by a philosophy that says that God does not exist, that 
the world is run by mechanism, and that therefore there can be no 
exceptions.1 (See Fig. 1.2.)

Fig. 1.2: Miracles according to Mechanism versus the God of the 
Bible
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But miracles are only the beginning of the ways in which we must 
reckon with God. The Bible indicates that God is intimately involved 

1.  For further discussion, see Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), chap. 1.
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in the events of the world. He is involved not only in extraordinary, 
exceptional events, but in the most ordinary events. In his sovereign 
rule, he controls events both big and small, both natural and human. 
For a thorough con�rmation of the reality of God�s control, readers 
may go to whole books devoted to the subject.2 Here, we may be con-
tent to cite a sampling of verses:

You cause the grass to grow for the livestock
and plants for man to cultivate,

that he may bring forth food from the earth. (Ps. 104:14)

The lot is cast into the lap,
but its every decision is from the Lord. (Prov. 16:33)

But if God so clothes the grass of the �eld, which today is alive and 
tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will he not much more clothe 
you, O you of little faith? (Matt. 6:30)

For the Son of Man goes as it has been determined, but woe to that 
man by whom he is betrayed! (Luke 22:22)

For truly in this city there were gathered together against your 
holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius 
Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel, to do 
whatever your hand and your plan had predestined to take place. 
(Acts 4:27�28)

We also have verses that proclaim the comprehensive character of 
God�s control in general terms:

Who has spoken and it came to pass,
unless the Lord has commanded it?

Is it not from the mouth of the Most High
that good and bad come? (Lam. 3:37�38)

In him we have obtained an inheritance, having been predestined 
according to the purpose of him who works all things according 
to the counsel of his will. (Eph. 1:11)

2.  John M. Frame, The Doctrine of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2002); Loraine Boettner, The 
Reformed Doctrine of Predestination (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1936); Vern S. Poythress, 
Chance and the Sovereignty of God: A God-Centered Approach to Probability and Random 
Events (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014).
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30  Basic Interpretive Principles

Principles such as these do not appear in only one or two books 
of the Bible, but in many.3 They occur in both the Old Testament and 
the New Testament. They occur on the lips of Jesus as well as others.

This idea of the comprehensive rule of God contrasts with several 
alternatives that are common today. It contrasts with philosophical 
materialism, which believes that God does not exist. It contrasts with 
pantheism, which identi�es the world with god (�The world is god.�). 
It contrasts also with deism.

Deism was a popular view in the eighteenth century. In its classi-
cal form, it postulated that God created the world but was thereafter 
uninvolved. This contrasts with the continuous involvement described 
in the Bible.

Among people who claim to be Christian, something akin to 
deism still exists in our time. It consists in the idea that, in most 
cases, created things are suf�cient in themselves to develop under 
their own power. In other words, God is basically uninvolved in de-
tailed development. A view of this kind does not completely deny the 
occurrence of miraculous intervention at key times�for example, 
in the resurrection of Christ. And it may af�rm that God is con-
tinuously involved in sustaining each created thing in being. For 
example, it is surely correct that God sustains the existence of grass. 
But that is a minimal af�rmation. The Bible says that �you cause 
the grass to grow for the livestock� (Ps. 104:14). God is causing the 
grass to grow, not just sustaining its existence. Or consider another 
illustration. The deistic view af�rms that God sustains the existence 
of the wind and the water. Psalm 147:18 says that �he makes his 
wind blow and the waters �ow.� This psalm depicts a far more vigor-
ous and intimate involvement by God with speci�c events than what 
deistic views hold.

Science and Modern Deistic Thinking
In our time, deistic views are in�uenced by the predominance of sci-
ence and its technological bene�ts. Science, it is thought, shows us 
what the world is like. And the world that it shows us is one in which 
most things undergo causal developments under their own power. 

3.  In narrative books in the Bible, the principles often reside in the background�it is assumed 
that the events are being worked out according to God�s purposes.
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That is, our world is either a world completely without God or a 
deistic world, in which God mostly leaves the world to its own inner 
working.

But such thinking is a product not of the scienti�c data, but of ana-
lyzing the scienti�c data in a deistic way. In other words, deism is built 
into the implicit framework that people assume and use when thinking 
about science. They interpret the process of causation as self-suf�cient, 
ignoring the presence of God working all things according to his will 
(Eph. 1:11). They assume self-suf�ciency rather than demonstrate it. 
By contrast, the person who genuinely believes that God is intimately 
involved in growing grass and making the winds blow sees scienti�c 
data as a description of the faithfulness of God. God is so faithful in 
the ways in which he makes grass grow and the winds blow that we 
can give detailed descriptions of the regularities. Scientists at their best 
are merely describing some of the regular ways that God comprehen-
sively rules the world.

We may illustrate with an analogy. Let us suppose that a scientist 
undertakes to observe the patterns in my life and my wife�s. Every 
morning we get up at about seven thirty. This pattern continues for 
months. So the scientist formulates a law: these people get up at seven 
thirty. It seems to be a perfectly sound law, with no exceptions. But 
then one morning we get up at �ve thirty. Is this a �miracle�? Our 
rising at this hour certainly may seem exceptional, strange, and unac-
countable. But then the scientist �nds out that we got up at that hour 
because we had an early �ight to catch. Our personal purposes, which 
normally involve regular hours of sleep, can be overridden at any 
point by other, more specialized personal purposes that deal with a 
situation that is important to us and for which it makes sense to devi-
ate from our normal behavior. So it is with God. The consistency and 
�normality� of his rule over all things gives us the basis for our ability 
to predict the future and to live normal lives in a dependable world 
around us. The sun rises every day. There are indeed what theologians 
call �secondary causes,� as when one billiard ball knocks another ball 
and causes it to move, or when wind blows down a house (Job 1:19). 
God in his plan speci�es these causal relations. But because God is 
personal, with personal purposes, the ties between his purposes and 
special situations can be the occasion for deviation from what we are 
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accustomed to see. Personal rule is different from impersonal mecha-
nism, though people may not always easily notice the difference.

Yes, people can tell themselves the tale that the regularities found 
by scientists are part of an impersonal mechanism rather than an 
expression and display of the faithfulness of God in his rule over 
all. But the tale is false. And it can be shown to be false, because the 
regularities themselves are rational and language-like, testifying to the 
personal nature of the God who speci�es them.

We cannot dwell on these matters without a much more expansive 
explanation, which belongs to another book.4 For the moment, we can 
take note of the fact that modern deistic views differ radically from 
what the Bible depicts about God�s involvement. (See Fig. 1.3.)

Fig. 1.3: The Deistic View versus the God of the Bible in His 
Involvement
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The Implications of God�s Rule
What do we think? What is God like? Is he like the descriptions in the 
Bible? I believe so. If we do not follow the Bible, we will, in the end, 
be making up our own view of God.

The teachings in the Bible pose a fundamental challenge not only 
to individuals but to the whole of Western civilization. Western civili-
zation was once heavily in�uenced by biblical teaching, but is rapidly 
losing that in�uence. Such a situation leads to the question, �Does 
God in fact exist, and is he the kind of God who rules over everything, 

4.  Poythress, Redeeming Science, especially chap. 1.
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as the Bible describes?� Is he a God who �makes his wind blow and 
the waters �ow� (Ps. 147:18)? If he is, then many things in Western 
civilization have to be rethought and retooled.

Such rethinking would not mean that we would reject everything from 
the present and the past. God has blessed every culture with much good 
(Acts 14:17). We call such blessings �common grace.� They are �com-
mon� because God gives these blessings to people all over the world, in 
all cultures and in all religions.5 But if God exists, we have to rethink 
what is actually good and what is a corruption or distortion of the truth. 
False beliefs about God and false allegiances to false gods have an effect.

True and False Religion
We may also raise the question of what God himself thinks about 
people�s conceptions about the spiritual realm and the realm of tran-
scendence. The Bible has teaching about that too. It says that God 
detests false worship, which includes any kind of substitution of a 
false god or false object of worship for the true God. The Old Testa-
ment says clearly that it is detestable to worship other gods, such as 
Chemosh, the god of Moab, or Molech, the god of the Ammonites:

Then Solomon built a high place for Chemosh the abomination of 
Moab, and for Molech the abomination of the Ammonites, on the 
mountain east of Jerusalem. And so he did for all his foreign wives, 
who made offerings and sacri�ced to their gods. 

And the Lord was angry with Solomon, because his heart had 
turned away from the Lord, the God of Israel, who had appeared 
to him twice and had commanded him concerning this thing, that 
he should not go after other gods. But he did not keep what the 
Lord commanded. (1 Kings 11:7�10)

For all the gods of the peoples are worthless idols,
but the Lord made the heavens. (Ps. 96:5)

This kind of exclusive claim for the God of Israel is in sharp con-
trast to the modern idea that all religions are basically equal and that 
they all represent legitimate ways to access the divine. (See Fig. 1.4.)

5.  Vern S. Poythress, The Lordship of Christ: Serving Our Savior All of the Time, in All of Life, 
with All of Our Heart (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016), 53�59.
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Fig. 1.4: Af�rmation of Religions versus One Exclusive God
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The alternatives to worshiping the true God include modern 
substitutes as well as the ancient ones. The god that deism has in-
vented is a false god. The alternatives also include cases in which 
people see something impersonal as ultimate. That impersonal ulti-
mate can be nature, matter, fate, or something they desire, such as 
money or sex. It can be an impersonal conception of the scienti�c 
laws that govern everything.6 On this level of analysis, the alterna-
tives are not religion and secularism, that is, no religion. Rather, 
everyone treats something as ultimate. Each postulated ultimate 
thing functions in place of God. At this level, everyone has a �re-
ligion.� Even the philosophical materialist has a religion when he 
postulates that matter is ultimate. Matter is his god. He views mat-
ter as self-suf�cient and eternal, which are characteristics of God. 
(See Fig. 1.5.)

Fig. 1.5: What Is Ultimate?
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6.  This view is critiqued in Poythress, Redeeming Science, chap. 1.
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The decision confronts us in our day just as it did in the days of 
Joshua: whom will we serve (Josh. 24:15)? Will we serve the Lord, the 
God of Israel, or counterfeit gods that human imagination makes? It 
will not work for us to divide our allegiance:

But Joshua said to the people, �You are not able to serve the Lord, 
for he is a holy God. He is a jealous God; he will not forgive your 
transgressions or your sins. If you forsake the Lord and serve for-
eign gods, then he will turn and do you harm and consume you, 
after having done you good.� (Josh 24:19�20)

Fig. 1.6: False Gods versus True God

versus
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In sum, interpreting Genesis 1�3 depends on who we think God is. 
We need to interpret it bearing in mind that there is one true God, who 
created everything, who rules everything, and who can work miracles 
whenever he chooses.
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Interpretive Implications 
of God�s Activity

The God of the Bible is the only true God. If we decide to serve him, 
we must serve him alone. And the implications of the truth about God 
are extraordinarily wide-ranging. In this chapter, I sketch out prelimi-
nary implications for how we interpret the relation of the Bible to the 
ancient Near East, to language, and to modern science.

God�s Involvement
Let us consider how God is involved in this world. In his providen-
tial rule, God is intimately involved in everything, from the biggest 
wars to the movement of every ant in an anthill. He is involved in 
all human affairs, including all the affairs of the mind�all academic 
subjects. As C. S. Lewis found out by experience, God makes a radi-
cal difference:

In one night the Landlord�call him by what name you would�
had come back to the world, and �lled the world, quite full with-
out a cranny. His eyes stared and His hand pointed and His voice 
commanded in everything that could be heard or seen, even from 
this place where John sat, to the end of the world: and if you 
passed the end of the world He would be there too. . . . All things 
said one word: CAUGHT�Caught into slavery again, to walk 
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warily and on sufferance all his days, never to be alone; never the 
master of his own soul, to have no privacy, no corner whereof you 
could say to the whole universe: This is my own, here I can do as 
I please. Under that universal and inspecting gaze, John cowered 
like some small animal caught up in a giant�s hands and held be-
neath a magnifying-glass.1

Lewis�s description sounds grim, as indeed it might seem to a 
person who wakes up and �nds that God is bigger and more ter-
rifying than what he expected. But Lewis goes on to tell about the 
grace and mercy of God found in Christ. In the end, it is not at all 
grim�it is glorious.

How We Understand the Ancient Near East
If the truth about God has implications for every �cranny� of the 
world, it has implications for interpretation�many implications. We 
may begin with the last point from the previous chapter. God is a 
�jealous� God (Ex. 20:5). True service offered to the true God matters. 
God is distinct from all the false gods: �For all the gods of the peoples 
are worthless idols� (Ps. 96:5). If that is so, we can no longer read the 
information about the ancient Near East as it tends to be read in circles 
of modern critical scholarship.

The scholar wants to use the tools of modern scholarship, and 
these include tools of modern sociology, religious studies, and 
historiography. Many insights result by virtue of common grace. 
But we must also reckon with the possibility of distortion arising 
through the use of modern tools. The atmosphere of these tools is 
one in which religions are treated as human products created to 
respond, in some vague way, to the realm of the transcendent. All 
religions are fundamentally on a level. But are they? Or is there 
one God who denounces all false worship, even among his chosen 
people, Israel? Is Israel really distinct from every other people on 
the face of the earth by the very fact that God chose her to be his 
own? (See Fig. 2.1.)

1.  C. S. Lewis, The Pilgrim�s Regress: An Allegorical Apology for Christianity, Reason, and 
Romanticism, 3rd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1943), 147. Lewis offers us an �allegorical 
apology,� but a good many pieces within it correspond vaguely to his own experience on the path 
to becoming a Christian.
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Fig. 2.1: Analyzing Religions of the World
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The truth about God has implications about how we interpret 
Genesis 1�3 within the larger environment of the ancient Near East. Is 
Genesis 1�3 merely one document among many ancient Near Eastern 
poems, myths, and traditions about the remote past? Is it one imagi-
nary story among many about how the world gradually came to its 
present shape and humanity came to its present state of affairs? If God 
does not exist, or if he is not uniquely involved with Israel, it might 
seem reasonable to treat Genesis 1�3 as just one more document. (See 
Fig. 2.2)

But what if God does exist? What if God caused Genesis 1�3 to be 
written as his own communication to Israel? Can we conclude that he 
merely fell in with existing ways of thinking? Some people who claim 
to believe in the God of the Bible seem to think so. They af�rm, of 
course, that Genesis 1�3 is monotheistic. It talks about only one great 
God, who made everything. It is different theologically from the poly-
theism in the ancient Near East. But does this one difference propagate 
into everything and make everything different in the end? By telling us 
later in the Bible about his �jealousy,� God indicates that he is con-
trasting himself with all traditions everywhere that involve false gods. 
How do we deal with this key principle? Do we say that the key for 
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interpreting Genesis 1�3 is to set it in its own ancient context? Well, 
yes, God crafted it �rst of all for that ancient context. But he could 
say something different from and contrasting with that context. And 
according to his purpose, he also crafted his words so that they would 
continue to speak relevantly to all future generations of his people and 
to us (Deut. 31:9�13, 24�29; Rom. 15:4).

Fig. 2.2: Genesis as Fitting in or Distinct
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We must also reckon with how the presence of God affects our in-
terpretation of religions in the ancient Near East. Religions are not all 
equal. Neither are they all innocent. Either people serve the true God or 
they have counterfeits. The counterfeits have fragments of the truth, but 
they substitute for the real thing (Rom. 1:23). They are idols. The pro-
cess of counterfeiting can operate in cultural ideas about creation. The 
ancient Near East had counterfeit gods in counterfeit creation stories. 
Of course, there were similarities with the real thing, the creation story 
in Genesis 1�2. The counterfeit had to be near to the truth to be effective 
in holding people�s allegiance. This idea of counterfeiting, when applied 
to the ancient Near East, differs from a sociology-of-religion approach 
that tries to be �neutral� in its analysis of all religions.

In sum, we have to rethink our principles for sociological analysis, for 
history, and for analyzing every single document from the past as well 
as the present. Putting God into the picture is radically disruptive, like 
putting Mount Everest in the middle of a �ood plain. At the same time, 

Interpreting Eden.558733.int.indd   40 10/4/21   11:39 AM



Interpretive Implications of God�s Activity  41

we can af�rm and appreciate that many piecemeal insights can arise in 
modern analyses by virtue of common grace. We have to be discerning.

How We Understand Language
Genesis is written in Hebrew, and Hebrew is a language. What is 
human language? Is it merely human? If so, is a book written in He-
brew never able to rise above the limitations of the merely human? Or 
is Genesis divine speech?

Here also God makes a difference. Did God really speak and say, 
�Let there be light,� before any human being existed (Gen. 1:3)? Did 
God really speak in an audible voice to the people of Israel from 
the top of Mount Sinai (Ex. 20:18�19; Deut. 5:22)? Or is language 
merely a human construct, the limits of which then become the limits 
of our �world�? According to the Bible, God himself is the origin of 
language.2 Our view of language affects how we view God�s speeches, 
such as �Let there be light.� And it affects how we view Genesis 1�3 
as a whole�whether we treat it as the word of God or merely human 
words somehow reaching out toward a divine unknown. (See Fig. 2.3.)

Fig. 2.3: Two Views of Communication about God
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How We Understand Genesis 1
Believing in the God of the Bible also radically affects our understand-
ing of Genesis 1. This God of the Bible can do as he pleases (Ps. 115:3). 

2.  Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language�A God-Centered Approach 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009).
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It really is the case that, if he says �Let there be light,� there is light 
(Gen. 1:3). Events can take place that are radically different from what 
we experience today if God is pleased to cause them.

The modern West tends to take the existing order of things as a 
�xed point. It approaches Genesis 1 within that kind of framework. 
And so, the thinking goes, Genesis 1, if it is to be more than fanciful 
�ction, must be primarily about this existing order. Therefore, it is 
some kind of vaguely poetic account concerning God�s relation to that 
order. It is only a short step to conclude that Genesis 1 is theological 
in contrast to being about space-time events that happened once in a 
particular temporal order in the distant past. But if God is God, we 
cannot make assumptions merely on the basis of the present order of 
things, as if that were eternal. (To make the present order eternal is 
actually to begin to produce a substitute god in the form of a second 
eternity, the eternity of the present order.)

How We Understand God�s Speech
The presence of God also affects how we understand God�s speech. We 
cannot have an extended discussion of this point, but we can at least 
make a beginning.3 The God of the Bible rules the world by speaking:

By the word of the Lord the heavens were made,
and by the breath of his mouth all their host. (Ps. 33:6)

Scientists are made in the image of God, and they can think God�s 
thoughts after him on a creaturely level. They can make their best 
guesses about the laws of the universe. But the real law, the law that 
actually governs the universe, is the speech of God.4 It is personal 
speech, not an impersonal mechanism. God is so faithful to his own 
commitments that scientists can con�dently make predictions. God�s 
faithfulness is so consistent that it may seem to an unbelieving scientist 
that he is dealing merely with a mechanism. But that is an illusion, an 
illusion that is contradicted by miracles and will receive a yet greater 
refutation when Christ returns and God creates a new heaven and a 
new earth (Rev. 21:1).

3.  See Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Cross-
way, 2006).

4.  Poythress, Redeeming Science, chap. 1.
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How We Understand Modern Science
So there are two conceptions of science, not one. In the Christian con-
ception, God rules the universe by his words of command:

He sends out his command to the earth;
his word runs swiftly.

He gives snow like wool;
he scatters frost like ashes. (Ps. 147:15�16)

According to the second conception, the �laws of nature� are 
just out there, as an impersonal something, like a mechanism. (See 
Fig. 2.4.)

Fig. 2.4: Two Conceptions of Scienti�c Law
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This second conception is close to the truth. God does maintain the 
world in a very regular way, according to his faithfulness. The result is 
that science is possible. In a great many ways, non-Christian, agnostic, 
and atheistic scientists can proceed with their work. They can give us 
solid insights. At the same time, this mechanistic view is a substitute 
for the truth about God�s personal rule. It substitutes the impersonal 
for the personal. In this respect, it is a counterfeit. It is a substitute god.

Scientists constantly depend on God�s faithfulness. They depend as 
well on their minds being made in the image of God, so that they have 
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hope of understanding the speech by which he rules. At the same time, 
they produce in their minds a substitute, in the form of an impersonal 
conception of scienti�c law. At a fundamental level, this use of a sub-
stitute is just as idolatrous as the worship of the statues ancient people 
produced as representations of their gods.

So a good deal of modern science is simultaneously helpful and 
corrupt. It is helpful because it relies on the faithfulness of God and 
the regularity of his rule. It has a conception of law that is close to 
the truth. At the same time, it is corrupt because of the religious cor-
ruption present in the idea that law is impersonal. Therefore, we can-
not naively trust it. We have to appreciate the positive contributions 
science makes due to common grace. At the same time, we have to 
understand the way in which it often lets religious corruption sneak in.

The interpretation of Genesis 1�3 goes together with numerous 
attempts in our day to relate Genesis 1�3 to modern science. There is 
nothing wrong with undertaking a dialogue. But near the beginning of 
the conversation, some of the attempts assume that science has �got 
it right��not just that we have insights from science, but that science 
gives us the right answer all the time and in every respect. And there 
may also be the assumption that scienti�c endeavor is �religiously 
neutral,� that it has no bias or corruption.

I have seen advertisements for meetings for dialogues between sci-
ence and faith. Most of the time, it sounds as if these dialogues are 
arranged asymmetrically. The idea is that theologians and biblical 
scholars will talk to scientists and hear what the scientists have dis-
covered. Then the theologians and biblical scholars will go home and 
assess how their former ideas need to be revised in the light of science. 
It is assumed that biblical scholars and theologians will change, while 
the scientists do not need to change. That is because, within their �eld 
of specialization, they supposedly already have it right.

There are things to be learned in this process. By common grace, 
scientists may discover beautiful things of great value. But how often 
do we �nd a conference where the theologians are permitted to talk 
about the question of whether modern science has been corrupted by 
an idolatrous distortion in the very concept of scienti�c law? Such 
discussion is less likely, because we�the Western world�feel secure 
in our modernity. The accusation is too outlandish.

Interpreting Eden.558733.int.indd   44 10/4/21   11:39 AM



Interpretive Implications of God�s Activity  45

My claim is that this sense of security is illusory. Apart from mar-
ginalized minority voices, the elites in the Western world have, without 
realizing it, rejected the very possibility that there could be a God such 
as the Bible describes. To accept that possibility would be too spiri-
tually painful because it would require a reassessment of everything 
achieved in the West since the Enlightenment and a loss of the security 
in our �civilization.�

But we actually are not talking about the mere possibility that 
this God exists. He does exist. All of Western civilization, to which 
I have alluded, is depending day by day on him (Acts 17:28). He is 
inescapably here, and we know that he is here. But we suppress this 
truth (Rom. 1:18) and tell ourselves stories to try to conceal our de-
pendence. We cannot pursue here this whole line of reasoning, which 
would take a book to develop.5 My point is that when we begin seri-
ously to take God into account, it changes some important hermeneu-
tical principles for interpreting Genesis 1�3. In fact, it changes every 
hermeneutical principle under the sun, because they are all affected 
by God�s presence.6

Reading Genesis with God in Mind
Today we can read many interpretations of the book of Genesis, and 
even more interpretations focused on Genesis 1�3 or part of it. The 
interpretations do not agree. Should we be surprised? Not really. Gen-
esis 1�3 does not contain enough information to answer completely 
all the questions that we may address to it. When we press into some 
questions in detail, we run into uncertainties. People may understand-
ably disagree about matters that are intrinsically uncertain in our 
present state of knowledge.

In addition, interpretations do not take place in a vacuum. Peo-
ple already have commitments due to past training, as well as heart 
commitments. A person without a rich and complex past is like an 
infant, who has no ability to interpret any text. So, yes, interpreters 
come with a past. They are not necessarily slaves to their past, but 
they do have a past.

5.  Poythress, Redeeming Science; subordinately, Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Sociology: A God-
Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011).

6.  Vern S. Poythress, Reading the Word of God in the Presence of God: A Handbook for Bibli-
cal Interpretation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016).
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What is in this past for each potential interpreter of Genesis 1�3? 
Much is involved. Among those things in the past is the challenge of 
religious commitment. Does the interpreter believe in the God who 
is described in the Bible or not? If he does not, he has to have some 
substitute. After all, he has to depend on regularities that he did not 
invent, regularities in history, society, language, the natural world, 
and his own mental apparatus and memory. Without those things, 
he can do nothing; he cannot begin. So he does rely on those things. 
Does he hold to them as manifestations of the faithfulness of God and 
his sovereign sustaining power? Does he thank God for them? Or are 
they just there, as impersonal rules independent of God? And from 
whom has he learned? From all sorts of sources. But what commit-
ments do those sources have to God or to counterfeit gods, that is, 
lying substitutes?

Many interpreters undertake to interpret without dwelling for long 
on the question of interpretive principles. That might seem to be a con-
venient strategy, because we have a natural eagerness to get on with 
discussing the text itself, Genesis 1�3. Moreover, the interpreters who 
bring to Genesis 1�3 different religious commitments may still offer 
positive insights by common grace. The impulse to proceed quickly 
is understandable. But if we go that way, we run the danger of not 
understanding why the interpretations sometimes differ widely. Some 
differences are minor ones concerning some detail. We may �nd that 
in our existing state of knowledge we cannot con�dently draw conclu-
sions concerning a minor difference. But, of course, with Genesis 1�3, 
the differences are sometimes major. Some interpreters, for example, 
think that Genesis 1�3 is not about events that actually happened 
long ago, in time and space, but only about a poetic or theological 
interpretation of the Israelites and their situation. So it pays to ask our 
interpreters, if we may, �What do you think about God?�

If you claim to believe in the God described in the Bible, have you 
thought through how radically different that belief is from the typi-
cal religious assumptions among the elite groups in our civilization? 
Have you thought through how that belief is going to recast every 
hermeneutical principle that you hold and carry into practice? Have 
you thought through the implications for how we view the ancient 
Near East, language, and modern scienti�c claims?

Interpreting Eden.558733.int.indd   46 10/4/21   11:39 AM



Interpretive Implications of God�s Activity  47

If you do not believe in the God described in the Bible, you have 
some substitute, and that affects your interpretation. There can be ten 
thousand substitutes, varying in their details. That means there can be 
ten thousand interpretations of Genesis 1�3. But in the end, it means 
nothing. Of course, if a person goes astray about such a fundamental 
reality as the meaning of the presence of God, his results down the 
line will show the in�uence of that fateful move. As usual, insights 
still arise by common grace in spite of bad religious commitments. 
Conversely, failures in insight can arise in spite of good religious com-
mitments. We live in a world of mental struggle.

Some modern interpretations, including ones that discount any 
reference to actual events of long ago, claim to be Christian inter-
pretations. It sounds nice to say that, but by itself it does not mean 
much, because the word Christian can be used very loosely. It is better 
to ask, �Do you believe in the God about whom Jesus Christ taught 
while he was on earth and about which he commissioned his apostles 
to speak?� On the fundamental issue of who God is, Jesus Christ 
claimed to know: �All things have been handed over to me by my Fa-
ther, and no one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows 
the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to 
reveal him� (Matt. 11:27). The Father about whom Jesus speaks is 
recognizably the same God who is described in the Old Testament. He 
works miracles; he cares for the tiniest things, like sparrows and hairs 
on the head (10:29�30); he determined beforehand the events of the 
cruci�xion and the resurrection (Luke 22:22).

The issue of who God is will not go away, even if some biblical 
interpreters choose not to attend to it. It is crucial. There are not many 
alternatives for how we deal with the issue.

1.  If a person thinks that Jesus is teaching us accurately, he must 
accept that God is the God that we have been describing, based 
on Scripture. And that leads to recon�guring everything that he 
has inherited from modern Western culture. He can no longer 
interpret Genesis in the same way.

2.  If a person thinks Jesus was mistaken in his view of God, his 
authority as a religious teacher is broken, and historic Christi-
anity is destroyed.

Interpreting Eden.558733.int.indd   47 10/4/21   11:39 AM



48  Basic Interpretive Principles

3.  A person could think that the Gospels give a mistaken impres-
sion as to what Jesus taught. But if the Gospels were mistaken 
on such a fundamental point, they would be essentially worth-
less in giving us access to the core of Jesus�s religious teaching. 
So no one could really know what he thought about God, and 
his importance would be undermined.

4.  Finally, if a person thinks that the whole Bible is just one more 
religious document, why bother with it, since it is so unaccept-
able to modern people, not merely at some peripheral point, 
but at the heart, in its teaching about God?

The way in which an interpreter responds to the question of God 
makes a particular difference in interpreting Genesis 1. This chapter 
is about the question in dispute. It shows the sovereignty of God over 
the world that he made. It does so not so much by directly teaching 
the doctrine of the sovereignty and presence of God, but by showing 
his sovereignty through its description of the particular events that 
took place by the command of God and according to his plan.7 By 
its contents, it raises the same question: �Is God this kind of God or 
not?� If he is, we are obliged to interpret Genesis 1 itself, along with all 
the rest of the Bible, using hermeneutical principles in harmony with 
who God is. If, on the other hand, Genesis 1 is wrong about such a 
fundamental thing as its presentation of who God is, we should not 
expect it to be of outstanding religious value in other respects. It loses 
interest, except as an antiquarian record.

Of course, interpreters can still produce interpretations of Gen-
esis 1 that offer other, alternative views of God himself. Once Gen-
esis 1 is set in a context outside the Bible and outside the teaching of 
Jesus, many possible meanings can be ascribed to it. But why should 
we choose one meaning over others, except to please our own fancy?

So we might pose to ourselves a challenge similar to what Elijah 
gave in his time: �How long will you go limping between two differ-

7.  On the difference between �showing� and �telling� in Hebrew narrative, see C. John Col-
lins, Genesis 1�4: A Linguistic, Literary, and Theological Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 
2006), 11�12, citing other sources, including V. Philips Long, The Reign and Rejection of King 
Saul: A Case for Literary and Theological Coherence (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 31�34. See 
also C. John Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist? Who They Were and Why You Should 
Care (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2011), 60�64, 164�65; C. John Collins, Reading Genesis Well: 
Navigating History, Poetry, Science, and Truth in Genesis 1�11 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 
2018), 46�47. We will address this issue again in chap. 6.
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ent opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow 
him� (1 Kings 18:21). The elite cultures in the modern West do not 
worship Baal, but they have their own alternatives. Choose! It is in-
teresting that Elijah set up the two alternatives in the context of a test 
by miracle. �The God who answers by �re, he is God� (v. 24).

Fig. 2.5: Baal versus the God of Israel
Alternative Ultimates Biblical Theism
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The elite cultures of the modern West do not believe in this God. 
Thus, they do not believe in miracles either. So when they look at 
1 Kings 18, they already have a de�nite interpretive strategy in place. 
They have taught themselves to see the narrative as an exaggerated 
tradition or legend rather than an actual account of a miracle. But in 
doing so, they are clearly cutting against the grain of the Bible itself. 
The Bible at this point makes the question of God hang on the reality 
of a miracle. So 1 Kings 18 confronts us with the same question about 
the existence and nature of God that we have already seen. The typical 
scholar immersed in Western culture simply evades the question. He 
assumes that he is right and that the Bible is wrong rather than letting 
the question engage his heart.

For my part, I am with Elijah. To the modern Western interpreter, 
I want to pose the same question that Elijah posed: �How long will 
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you go limping between two different opinions?� And if you choose 
to follow Baal�or his modern analogue in the form of philosophical 
materialism, a mechanistic conception of scienti�c law, or a form of 
pantheism or postmodernism, to which might be added some source 
for ethical principles�you should just be done with the Bible as a re-
ligious authority. After all, you have decided that it is full of religious 
falsehood at a fundamental level. Do not fool yourself as well as others 
by treating it as if it were still a source of religious authority.8 Yes, any 
of us could draw nice-sounding religious lessons from verses here and 
there. But we would be picking and choosing, and our real basis for 
authority in religion would be elsewhere.

But there is also Elijah�s alternative. God, the God and Lord of 
Israel, exists, the same God as described in the Bible. That is the pre-
supposition that we should have when we come to Genesis. But if 
that is true, we will go in a very different direction than many modern 
interpretations of Genesis�even some that claim to be �Christian.�

Choosing this different direction does not guarantee that we will 
get everything right in our interpretation. All human knowledge is 
�nite and subject to corruption by sin. Sincerity does not guarantee 
solidity in knowledge. It is worth reminding ourselves of these things. 
Therefore, I do not claim that what I say is a �nal answer to all ques-
tions, but a step along the way.

8.  J. Gresham Machen made a similar point decades ago in Christianity and Liberalism (origi-
nally published, New York: Macmillan, 1923; new ed., Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2009).
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The Status of the Bible

One more question remains concerning fundamental hermeneutical 
commitments. It is the question of the status of the Bible itself. What 
is the Bible? What is the book of Genesis within it? Genesis is a literary 
corpus of words. But how does this literary corpus, this book, relate 
to the God about whom we have been speaking?

The Bible Is the Word of God
We can pursue a number of questions. Does the true God speak? 
Genesis 1:3 says that he does: �And God said, �Let there be light,� and 
there was light.� Does God speak to human beings? He does: �And the 
Lord God commanded the man, saying, �You may surely eat of every 
tree of the garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall surely die�� 
(Gen. 2:16�17). Did God undertake, in the course of history, to begin 
to produce a permanent written record of his verbal communication 
to Israel? He did, in the form of the Ten Commandments: �And the 
Lord gave me the two tablets of stone written with the �nger of God, 
and on them were all the words that the Lord had spoken with you on 
the mountain out of the midst of the �re on the day of the assembly� 
(Deut. 9:10; compare Ex. 31:18).

All of these texts and others in the Bible lead us into a consider-
ation of the biblical teaching that the texts in the Bible are themselves 
the very Word of God, gathered according to the providence of God 
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into a permanent canon. Here we have a cluster of important issues. If 
God exists and he speaks to us, it is important that we recognize that 
he is speaking and respond with all the submission that he deserves. 
The Bible�s claim to be the Word of God is backed up by accompany-
ing miracles, by prophecies that were given centuries before the events 
that they predicted, and also by the Bible�s own attestation to itself. 
Furthermore, the Holy Spirit of God convicts people that they are 
hearing the Word of God.

But how can the Bible be the Word of God if it contains contradic-
tions between Genesis 1 and 2, or between Genesis 1�3 and modern 
science, as some af�rm? We will address these concerns later in the 
book. We may anticipate those parts of the book by saying that there 
are no contradictions, though there may be dif�culties about which 
we as human beings do not yet have full answers.

We cannot here undertake a full defense of the divine inspiration of the 
Bible. I concur with the books, some centuries old and some more recent, 
that defend this point of view.1 That will obviously make a difference in 
how we interpret Genesis as a whole and Genesis 1�3 in particular.

It is worth noting what Jesus says in Matthew 19:4�5:

He answered, �Have you not read that he who created them from 
the beginning made them male and female, and said, �Therefore a 
man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, 
and the two shall become one �esh�?�

Jesus cites Genesis 2:24. He indicates that it is what God said. 
Within the context of Genesis 2, verse 24 is simply one verse in the 

1.  This point of view can be found in Augustine (The Harmony of the Evangelists), in John 
Calvin, and in many ancient writers, as con�rmed by John D. Woodbridge, Biblical Authority: 
A Critique of the Rogers/McKim Proposal (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1982). More recent 
defenses include Archibald A. Hodge and Benjamin B. War�eld, Inspiration, with introduc-
tion by Roger R. Nicole (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1979); Benjamin Breckinridge War�eld, 
The Inspiration and Authority of the Bible, ed. Samuel G. Craig (Philadelphia: Presbyterian 
and Reformed, 1967); N. B. Stonehouse and Paul Woolley, eds., The Infallible Word: A Sym-
posium by Members of the Faculty of Westminster Theological Seminary, 3rd rev. printing 
(Philadelphia: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1967); D. A. Carson and John D. Woodbridge, 
eds., Scripture and Truth (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1992); John M. Frame, The Doctrine of 
the Word of God (Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2010); Kevin DeYoung, Taking God At His Word: 
Why the Bible Is Knowable, Necessary, and Enough, and What That Means for You and Me 
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014); Peter A. Lillback and Richard B. Gaf�n, Jr., eds., Thy Word 
Is Still Truth: Essential Writings on the Doctrine of Scripture from the Reformation to Today 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Seminary Press; Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 2013). See also Vern S. 
Poythress, Inerrancy and Worldview: Answering Modern Challenges to the Bible (Wheaton, 
IL: Crossway, 2012).
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narrative. So by implication, Jesus is saying that the whole of Genesis 
is what God said. In this and in other ways, Jesus con�rms that the 
Old Testament is the Word of God.2

What about Transmission and Sources?
The books of the Bible have been transmitted by copying over a pe-
riod of centuries.3 The process of transmission makes a fascinating 
study. Transmission has an obvious role to play in our interpretation 
of the Bible, because it allows us to access the message of the original 
through examining the copies.

But what about the sources behind the texts in the Bible, sources 
that various authors of the books of the Bible may have used? Some 
of the biblical books show that their authors were aware of earlier 
sources (e.g., Luke 1:1; 2 Sam. 1:18; 1 Kings 11:41). Among biblical 
scholars, one popular point of view with respect to Genesis and the 
other books of the Pentateuch is the �documentary hypothesis.� This 
hypothesis has several forms, with differences in detail. But the most 
well known, since the nineteenth century, says that there are four 
main sources behind the Pentateuch, typically labeled J, E, D, and P. 
These four sources have differing dates, and differing and allegedly 
sometimes contradictory content. Many books defend this point of 
view, and many books criticize it.4 My own opinion is that it is not 
sound. But we cannot pursue all the details here. Those who hold to 
JEDP, and also some who hold to other theories about sources, often 
interpret Genesis 1�3 by interpreting the sources behind the text we 
now have. In particular, the documentary hypothesis alleges that Gen-
esis 1�2 contains two distinct creation narratives, Genesis 1:1�2:4a 
and 2:4b�25, deriving from the P source and the J source respectively, 
and that these two do not agree.

Contrary to this approach, sources make little direct contribution 
to our understanding of the meaning of the autographic text. Even in 
a text that has only a human author, the author may choose to mean 

2.  See especially John Murray, �The Attestation of Scripture,� in The Infallible Word, 1�42.
3.  For a short discussion of transmission from the time of the autographs, see John H. Skilton, 

�The Transmission of the Scriptures,� in The Infallible Word, 141�95.
4.  For example, T. D. Alexander, From Paradise to Promised Land: An Introduction to the 

Pentateuch, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2002), 3�82. One of the marks against JEDP is 
that the theory has internal problems, and many scholars can see that it is not as plausible as it 
appeared to be in the nineteenth century.
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something different from the sources that he uses. We must attend to 
what the author says and what he means by it, not to his sources. (See 
Fig. 3.1.)

Fig. 3.1: Sources versus an Author�s Meaning
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The problem with sources is, of course, compounded by the fact 
that for the books of the Bible, we do not have con�dent knowl-
edge about the sources. We may make an exception in the case of 
1�2 Chronicles. It seems clear that the human author of 1�2 Chroni-
cles used 1�2 Samuel and 1�2 Kings. But he also may have used other 
sources that we do not have now (1 Chron. 9:1; 2 Chron. 24:27). Luke 
may have used the Gospel of Mark. This is the majority opinion, but 
it too is disputed. With respect to other books of the Bible, we have 
even less con�dence about sources because those possible sources are 
no longer with us. Trying to reconstruct sources in such circumstances 
is guesswork. We do not know when we may have succeeded. And 
even if we do succeed, we still have the dif�culty that the writer of 
the book we have before us might mean something different from the 
source. His meaning might be subtly different or radically different.
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Such is particularly true with respect to most reconstructions at-
tempted by the historical-critical approach to the Bible. When it is 
alleged that a source behind the Bible had a different theology or a 
different picture of the history of a particular episode, are we going to 
say that this different (and nonavailable) view overrides the text that 
we have? My answer is no. Some texts, namely, the texts of the canon, 
have divine authority. Other texts or oral traditions do not.

When we undertake to interpret Genesis, we shall therefore inter-
pret Genesis, not its putative sources. In particular, we will interpret 
Genesis 1�3 as a continuous literary whole, not, as is alleged, as a 
composite document that must be decomposed into two contradictory 
creation accounts in Genesis 1 and 2.

A similar principle holds with respect to alleged parallels be-
tween Genesis and texts and customs in the ancient Near East. 
When God speaks or writes, he does so as one who is absolute mas-
ter of language. He is also master of the environment, linguistic, 
historical, and cultural, into which he sends his word. All interpre-
tation should therefore take into account who he is, as master of 
context. We take into account context because he himself has taken 
it into account.5 Taking into account contexts is very different from 
leveling all pieces of language and culture into one homogeneous 
whole, so that the verbal communication in the Bible cannot mean 
anything different from the surrounding instances of communica-
tion and the surrounding cultures. Even human speakers can have 
new ideas and speak new thoughts. They are, after all, made in the 
image of God. How much more can God speak beyond the bounds 
of what has been said previously in human discourses. We must 
allow, therefore, that God speaks in a way that meshes with the 
surrounding context, and also that he can say what he wishes to 
say, distinct from the context.

A Summary
In short, in interpreting Genesis 1�3, we should take into account that 
Genesis is the very speech of God. That implies also that we should 
focus on what it says, rather than on possible sources, in order to 
receive sound instruction.

5.  See Poythress, Inerrancy and Worldview, especially chap. 11.
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Interacting with Scientific Claims

How do we handle the relation of the early chapters of Genesis to mod-
ern scienti�c claims? A number of interpreters have pointed out that 
claims from sciences can serve as an occasion for reexamining whether 
we have interpreted the Bible accurately. But that is quite different 
from saying that we put the Bible and sciences side by side as �equal 
authorities.�1 How do we deal with the authority of the Bible in relation 
to the authority claimed for modern scienti�c pronouncements?

Scienti�c Claims as Occasions for Reexamining Interpretation
The history of Copernican theory is more complex than usually re-
alized, but it can still serve as a hypothetical example. Copernican 
theory says that the earth rotates and travels around the sun. So is 
this theory in tension with biblical passages that speak of the earth as 
not moved (Ps. 93:1; 96:10; 104:5)?2 A reexamination of the biblical 
passages may conclude that they are not propounding an astronomi-
cal theory, but are making poetic statements tied to ordinary human 
observation. The earth is stable from the standpoint of the people who 
stand on it.

In this scenario, Copernican theory has stimulated people to ask 
fresh questions about the Bible. But if all goes well, the resulting 

1.  For helpful discussion, see James N. Anderson, �Can We Trust the Bible over Evolutionary 
Science?� Reformed Faith & Practice 1, no. 3 (December 2016): 6�23, http://​journal​.rts​.edu​/article​
/can​-we​-trust​-the​-bible​-over​-evolutionary​-science/.

2.  See also my discussion of Copernican theory in chap. 5.
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answer about the meaning of the passages is one that could have 
been seen by asking questions even with no knowledge of Coper-
nican theory. The real turning point in interpretive understanding 
comes not from Nicolaus Copernicus but from observing the kind 
of text and genre that we have in the Psalms. The Psalms are po-
etic songs. And they are addressing ordinary people, not technical 
specialists in astronomy. The focus is on admiring God and trusting 
him for his faithfulness, as illustrated by the stability of the earth 
beneath.

We could put it another way. The world that God created is rich, 
with many aspects to it. Technical scienti�c theories can be wonder-
ful in their own way, but they are only one way, or several ways, 
out of a multitude of ways to explain the world. Ordinary human 
experience still has a role in helping us understand the world, and 
still gives us one aspect of reality.3 So encounter with Copernican 
theory or some other scienti�c theory that appears to con�ict with 
the Bible can legitimately be an occasion for growing in our under-
standing of the kind of communication and reality on which biblical 
communication focuses.

Scienti�c Claims as Trump Cards
But we have a different kind of interaction between the Bible and 
science if we treat them as equal authorities. And realistically, such 
is a temptation in our time. The prestige of science and admiration 
for scienti�c achievements has had such an in�uence that, for many 
people, scienti�c claims have become a trump card that exceeds all 
other authorities. If the Bible appears to disagree, so much the worse 
for the Bible. (See Fig. 4.1.)

And if someone nevertheless feels that he must continue to at-
tribute some kind of authority to the Bible, he must do whatever 
it takes to make the Bible�s af�rmations �t in with the claims of 
scientists. So he must cast about to �nd some interpretation that 
will head off the con�ict. Perhaps the offending individual verses 
will be reinterpreted. Or perhaps the reinterpretation will be more 
global: a person will propose that the Bible is about who and why, 

3.  Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 
2006), chap. 16.
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while science is about how, and so the two sources can never actu-
ally disagree.4

Fig. 4.1: Science as a Trump Card
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But several things are wrong with this scenario. First, in such a situ-
ation, there is enormous pressure on the person to distort interpreta-
tion in the direction of harmonization with scienti�c claims. Genuine 
biblical authority is in fact being dissolved.

Second, scienti�c claims are not sacrosanct. Scientists, after all, are 
human. Scienti�c investigation is a complex, many-dimensional affair, 
and there are many ways in which it is subject to lapses, even when 
conducted by people of sincere good will.5 Scienti�c theories that once 

4.  Though there is a grain of truth here, I discuss and reject this formula in Poythress, Redeem-
ing Science, 107�8.

5.  We may cite Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scienti�c Revolutions (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1970) as a key in�uential work focusing on some of the human and social 
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appeared to be well established and permanent have been replaced. A 
prominent example can be found in the transition from nineteenth- to 
twentieth-century physics. In the nineteenth century, following the lead 
of earlier work going back to Isaac Newton, most physicists felt that 
the nature of space, time, and motion under the in�uence of physical 
forces was well understood. They had developed a picture of absolute 
space and time in which physical objects moved. This picture appeared 
to be irreplaceable. And yet it was replaced, not by one but by two 
different twentieth-century developments�the theory of relativity and 
quantum mechanics.

Practical achievements in technology make the average person feel 
that science must be fairly secure because it is successful. But success 
depends more on some theories than on others. And like nineteenth-
century physics, a theory can be �successful� in practical terms even 
when it needs replacement.

Moreover, the conduct of science has a social and even a political 
dimension. We might like it to be otherwise, but ambitious people 
can put their own pride and glory above the search for truth and the 
practice of fairness. There can be backstabbing and manipulation 
behind the scenes. Scienti�c consensus can sometimes be the product 
of group thinking.

Third, scienti�c work can be corrupted by idolatry. And in our 
day, it is. I mentioned earlier the difference between (1) understanding 
the laws of the universe as the speech of God, who is personal, and 
(2) understanding laws as impersonal, as mechanistic. The second con-
ception is an idolatrous corruption of the �rst. We need to be aware 
of that difference and to reckon with the potential for that difference 
to propagate into the work of scientists and to in�uence the larger 
directions of scienti�c investigation.

Let us also observe that in our day, quite a bit of Western in-
tellectual discourse supposes that the progress of science supports 
philosophical materialism, that is, the view that the world is nothing 
but matter, energy, and motion. (Some forms of materialism deny the 
reality of human consciousness, free will, moral standards, and beauty. 
Others, more circumspectly, say only that these latter are extra layers 

dimensions of the conduct of science. Much literature has subsequently grown up around Kuhn�s 
work, in critique, in af�rmation, and in modi�cation.
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that somehow have spontaneously arisen from matter, energy, and 
motion alone.) Philosophical materialism has an in�uence on scien-
tists� conception of what they are doing, and what sorts of questions, 
procedures, and hypotheses are appropriate. So scienti�c investigation 
is not in fact conducted in a neutral arena, untouched by philosophi-
cal convictions and commitments. Such in�uences are seldom noted 
or overtly discussed in the technical work of practicing scientists be-
cause they are understandably hastening onward to do the detailed 
work that they love. But the in�uences can still be there, as an overall 
atmosphere.

In fact, these observations hold with special force with respect 
to neo-Darwinism as a totalizing framework for biology. Neo-
Darwinism has considerable dif�culty in dealing with evidence for 
enormous complexity in living cells and for the stability of basic 
biological �types.� For instance, when people breed dogs, they get 
dogs and never cats. When they arti�cially produce mutations in a 
genus of fruit �ies (genus Drosophila), they may get a lot of dead 
�ies, but they never arrive at anything except more of the same 
genus of �ies.6

But there is no alternative theory in sight that is compatible with 
philosophical materialism. Even apart from strict materialism, if a 
theorist believes that the laws of the universe are impersonal and me-
chanical, allowing for no exceptions, and no presence and interference 
from a divine power, there is essentially no alternative to the story that 
life derived by gradual steps from previous life. So the theorist assumes 
that some form of such a story must be true, whether or not evidence 
currently supports it.

We need to ask hard questions. How far is neo-Darwinism actually 
supported by evidence, and what sort of evidence? What evidence is 
available that is actually dif�cult to integrate into the theory? How 
far is the theory maintained because of philosophical commitments to 
an impersonal conception of law or to materialism, or because of the 
lack of an equally materialistic alternative theory?7

6.  See, for example, Michael Denton, Evolution: Still A Theory in Crisis (Seattle: Discovery 
Institute, 2016).

7.  I am thinking particularly of work done by advocates of intelligent design, such as Michael J. 
Behe, The Edge of Evolution: The Search for the Limits of Darwinism (New York: Free Press, 
2007); Stephen C. Meyer, Signature in the Cell: DNA and the Evidence for Intelligent Design 
(New York: HarperOne, 2009); Meyer, Darwin�s Doubt: The Explosive Origin of Animal 
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The Bible and Science in Relation to Each Other
In addition to these dif�culties, it is fairly easy to see that the Bible 
and scienti�c claims do not belong on the same level. Our human 
interpretation of the Bible is fallible. And our interpretation of scien-
ti�c data is fallible. So apparent tensions can always be an occasion to 
reassess both (not just our interpretation of the Bible!). But the Bible 
is the Word of God, and it has been given to us with verbal structure 
and verbal meanings that make speci�c claims.

We can contrast the verbal character of the Bible with the situation 
that scientists examine. The world that God has given us is ruled by 
his governing word of power. But apart from a few exceptions, such 
as Genesis 1:3, we do not have those words of his in verbally explicit 
form. Scientists make guesses about the laws, that is, about the words 
of God governing the world. But their guesses are not identical with 
the Word of God. So it is a mistake to see scienti�c claims as infal-
lible, but it is not a mistake to see the Bible�s discourses as infallible. 
(See Fig. 4.2.)

It is also the case that, according to the Bible, God speaks to 
us through the revelation in the Bible precisely for the purpose of 
giving us the message of salvation, reconciling us to himself, and 
setting us on the path of obedience to his commands. It has a cen-
tral role in the remedy for sin. Since sin contaminates everything, 
including the life of the mind, the Bible is a necessary help in cleans-
ing our minds.

More could be said about the process of interaction between in-
terpreting the Bible and interpreting scienti�c data, and readers may 
wish to pursue the question in fuller discussions elsewhere.8 For our 
purposes, we must let this summary suf�ce.

Our purpose in the rest of the book is not mainly to interact in 
detail with scienti�c claims about the past. Other books do that. It is 
to look at interpretive issues that affect how we see the meaning of 
Genesis in relation to scienti�c claims. When we do that, we will see 
that it brings us closer to answers concerning the relation of the Bible 
to scienti�c claims.

Life and the Case for Intelligent Design (New York: HarperOne, 2013); and J. P. Moreland et 
al., eds., Theistic Evolution: A Scienti�c, Philosophical, and Theological Critique (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2017).

8.  Poythress, Redeeming Science, chaps. 2�3.
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Fig. 4.2: Interpreting Scienti�c Claims and the Bible
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A Summary
In sum, the Bible and science do not have equal roles. Each functions 
as a source of instruction. But the Bible has primacy for two reasons. 
First, it is God�s verbal discourse, while science is a fallible human 
account of what human beings think are natural laws. Second, God 
uniquely designed the Bible to give us guidance. He gives guidance 
primarily concerning how we can have our guilt removed and be rec-
onciled to him. But then, as a fruit of that reconciliation, he gives us 
guidance that transforms our thinking about all of life.
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5

Three Modern Myths in 
Interpreting Genesis 1

We may continue to examine the in�uence of modern frameworks 
of assumptions on interpretation. In this chapter, our purpose is to 
develop a sound approach for assessing how information from the 
broader environment of the ancient Near East should in�uence our 
interpretation of Genesis. To do so, we will look critically at modern 
ideas about what kind of world we live in and how we should under-
stand distant cultures such as those of the ancient Near East. Assump-
tions about such issues affect the interpretation of Genesis 1�3, but 
especially Genesis 1.1

Three modern myths often interfere with understanding Genesis 1. 
I propose to uncover these myths in order to remove obstacles to un-
derstanding Genesis 1.

Rather than beginning with the myths immediately, let us �rst consider 
one strand in contemporary interpretation of Genesis 1. This approach 
begins by reading Genesis 1 within its ancient Near Eastern context. It 
compares and contrasts Genesis 1 with ancient Near Eastern myths. By so 
doing, it endeavors to show that many modern readers misread Genesis 1. 
They read with scienti�c assumptions and questions in mind, and they 
may easily project onto Genesis 1 detailed scienti�c information that is 

1.  Apart from the introductory paragraph, this chapter is a revision of Vern S. Poythress, 
�Three Modern Myths in Interpreting Genesis 1,� Westminster Theological Journal 76, no. 2 
(2014): 321�50. Used with permission.
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cosmology that �nds expression in Genesis 1. The vehicle is in 
service for the sake of delivering the cargo. But the vehicle is not 
what the passage intends to teach.

Consequently, according to this approach, Genesis 1 contains no 
errors in its teaching. In fact, its teaching harmonizes well with mod-
ern science, because when rightly understood, Genesis 1 is not teach-
ing anything directly about science or anything that could contradict 
science. For convenience, I will call this kind of approach the vehicle-
cargo approach. How people construe the distinction between the 
cargo (the core teaching) and the vehicle leads to important debates, 
which we cannot pursue here.3

Fig. 5.1: Vehicle-Cargo Approach versus Classical Understanding of 
the Bible

Human authorities are limited
and carry erroneous conceptions

(vehicle) into
biblical communication

Vehicle:
culturally limited and

erroneous notions

Cargo:
core theological

content

Vehicle-Cargo
Approach

Classical Approach
to the Bible

Biblical
communication

Biblical
communication

Human authors are limited, 
but God sees to it that their
limitations do not corrupt

the truth

Teaching,
relevant and digestible
within the culture and

circumstances to which it comes
(but not falsified by culture);

all trustworthy and 
authoritative

The vehicle-cargo approach can say that God �accommodates� 
himself to the erroneous views of ancient addressees and allows 

3.  See Noel Weeks, �Cosmology in Historical Context,� Westminster Theological Journal 68, 
no. 2 (2006): 283�93; Weeks, �The Ambiguity of Biblical �Background,�� Westminster Theological 
Journal 72, no. 2 (2010): 219�36; Vern S. Poythress, �Problems for Limited Inerrancy,� Journal 
of the Evangelical Theological Society 18, no. 2 (1975): 93�102.
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such views to �nd a place in the Bible. But we must be careful. The 
word accommodation has several usages. Several kinds of �accom-
modation� have occurred through the history of the church. In the 
ancient church, the classical doctrine of accommodation said that 
Scripture spoke in a way that took into account �nite human capaci-
ties. But it maintained that Scripture did not �accommodate� error. 
By contrast, a more recent concept of accommodation, associated 
with biblical criticism, allows for the inclusion of error, and that 
is the decisive difference.4 In addition to these usages, interpreters 
have sometimes spoken of progressive revelation as a form of ac-
commodation, since the revelation given at earlier times is suitable 
for or �accommodated� to the earlier redemptive-historical epoch 
and the capacity of people at that time.5 The word accommodation 
could also be applied to God�s redemptive acts in distinction from 
his speech: God�s fatherly care takes into account the weaknesses 
of his people.6

We meet still further complexities about accommodation because 
in the last few decades, some writers have interpreted statements 
from Martin Luther, John Calvin, and earlier �gures as though these 
statements used a vehicle-cargo distinction (or something like it). I do 
not agree with these interpretations, but it is not my purpose here to 
engage in a complicated historical discussion.7 Even if, for the sake 
of argument, we were to suppose that a vehicle-cargo approach ap-
pears in premodern interpretations in orthodox circles, it would only 
mean that we need to inspect carefully the older ideas along with the 
newer ones.

As I have said, a number of modern writings use a hermeneu-
tical distinction between vehicle and cargo (without using these 
speci�c labels). These writings are not all the same. It is unfair to 
lump them all together. But to treat each one individually would 
go far beyond the scope of this chapter. And more writings of a 

4.  See Richard A. Muller, Dictionary of Latin and Greek Theological Terms: Drawn Principally 
from Protestant Scholastic Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1985), 19.

5.  L. M. Sweet and G. W. Bromiley, �Accommodation,� in The International Standard Bible 
Encyclopedia (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1979), 1.25.

6.  Jon Balserak, �The God of Love and Weakness: Towards an Understanding of God�s Accom-
modating Relationship with His People,� Westminster Theological Journal 62, no. 2 (2000): 177�95.

7.  See, for example, the critique in Vern S. Poythress, �A Misunderstanding of Calvin�s Inter-
pretation of Genesis 1:6�8 and 1:5 and Its Implications for Ideas of Accommodation,� Westmin-
ster Theological Journal 76, no. 1 (2014): 157�66, reproduced in Appendix C, p. 341.
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similar kind continue to appear. Consequently, I do not want to 
single out any particular one. My point is that there seem to be 
common patterns. Among these patterns is the idea that Genesis 1 
includes pieces of erroneous ancient cosmology.8 For convenience, 
I will address only this one idea, for which I will use the label �the 
vehicle-cargo approach��though this label does not do justice to 
the variations.

For my limited purpose, I propose to focus on three traps into 
which a vehicle-cargo approach may fall. All three traps have to do 
with the challenges in understanding documents from other cultures. 
When we try to bridge cultures, one of the greatest hindrances lies in 
the hidden assumptions that we carry with us from our native cul-
tures. The vehicle-cargo approach sees well enough that many people 
are falling into traps due to the in�uence of modern science when 
they read Genesis 1. Unfortunately, and somewhat paradoxically, the 
vehicle-cargo approach may fall into traps of its own due to the pres-
ence of at least three modern myths.

But as we proceed in the analysis, we must be careful and chari-
table. I am not saying that everyone who adopts a vehicle-cargo ap-
proach falls prey to the myths. I want only to show that readers of 
Genesis 1 and readers of the modern writings need to guard against 
the myths in order to head off misunderstandings.

The Myth of Scientistic Metaphysics
The �rst myth concerns the ways in which the knowledge from mod-
ern science surpasses the knowledge of the ancient world and tribal 
cultures that have no contact with modern civilization.

The stock example of this improvement in knowledge has to do 
with the sun. It goes like this:

The ancient world thought that the earth did not move and that 
the sun, moon, and stars moved around it. Nicolaus Copernicus 

8.  As a sample, we may mention Peter Enns, Inspiration & Incarnation: Evangelicals and the 
Problem of the Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2005), 25�27, 49�56; Kenton Sparks, 
God�s Word in Human Words: An Evangelical Appropriation of Critical Biblical Scholarship 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2008), 231�36; Denis O. Lamoureux, I Love Jesus & I Accept 
Evolution (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 2009), 46�70; John H. Walton, The Lost World of 
Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology and the Origins Debate (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 2009), 55�57; Walton, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 
2011), 155�61.
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showed that the sun did not move and that the earth rotated 
and moved around the sun. Ever since, we have known that the 
ancients were wrong. The sun does not rise; rather, the earth 
rotates. Consequently, the Bible contains demonstrable errors 
in cosmology. Jesus himself talks about the sun rising (Matt. 
5:45). He does not correct the erroneous cosmology, but uses 
it as a vehicle to express spiritual truth. The doctrinal teaching 
concerning God�s love and mercy is true; the statement about 
the sun is false, but it is not part of the teaching. This is no error 
in the teaching, because Jesus does not intend to teach us that 
the sun rises.

For a long time, some interpreters approached the issue about the 
sun in a different way. They contented themselves with the principle 
that the Bible describes things as they appear. Calvin speaks this way 
in discussing Genesis 1:

For, to my mind, this is a certain principle, that nothing is here [in 
Genesis 1] treated of but the visible form of the world. . . . 

It must be remembered, that Moses does not speak with philo-
sophical acuteness on occult mysteries, but relates those things 
which are everywhere observed, even by the uncultivated, and 
which are in common use. . . . 

Moses makes two great luminaries [sun and moon]; but 
astronomers prove, by conclusive reasons, that the star [i.e., 
planet] of Saturn, which, on account of its great distance, ap-
pears the least of all, is greater than the moon. Here lies the 
difference; Moses wrote in a popular style things which, with-
out instruction, all ordinary persons, endued with common 
sense, are able to understand; but astronomers investigate with 
great labour whatever the sagacity of the human mind can com-
prehend. .  .  . If the astronomer inquires respecting the actual 
dimensions of the stars, he will �nd the moon to be less than 
Saturn; but this is something abstruse, for to the sight it ap-
pears differently. Moses, therefore, rather adapts his discourse 
to common usage.9

9.  John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Book of Moses Called Genesis (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker, 1979), 1.79 [on Gen. 1:6], 1.84 [on Gen. 1:14], 1.86�87 [on Gen. 1:16] (emphasis 
added). For Calvin on Genesis 1:6, see Poythress, �Misunderstanding,� found in Appendix C in 
the present book, p. 341.

Interpreting Eden.558733.int.indd   70 10/4/21   11:39 AM



Three Modern Myths in Interpreting Genesis 1  71

Bernard Ramm, writing in 1954, includes a discussion of phe-
nomenal language, that is, language describing how things appear 
to ordinary human observation.10 The Bible characteristically uses 
phenomenal language. Once we recognize it, many of the elementary 
problems dissolve.

But this approach does not seem to please everyone today. People 
continue to bring up the topic of the sun. They are clearly not satis-
�ed with the well-known appeal to phenomenal language. Why not?

The issue of the sun�s rising comes up not because it is so bother-
some in itself, but because it is thought to illustrate the way our inter-
pretations of the Bible must be adjusted more widely. That is, more is 
at stake. What more? The vehicle-cargo approach claims that the Bible 
contains erroneous cosmology, not merely phenomenal language.11

Accordingly, the vehicle-cargo approach may press the point that 
the church was wrong about Copernicus, and that even the language 
in Scripture about the sun rising and the earth not moving (Pss. 93:1; 
96:10) is erroneous. It does so in order that we may reassess the ac-
tual character of Scripture. As a result of the reassessment, we will no 
longer bring Scripture into con�ict with modern science. (And, in ad-
dition to science, some advocates of the vehicle-cargo approach want 
to extend their principles to other areas of potential con�ict, such as 
history or ethics.)

This route of harmonization is understandable, but it depends on 
a myth with regard to Copernicus, a myth propagated by the popu-
larization of science in modern culture. The myth has several dis-
tinct elements, not all of which are always present. The �rst and least 

10.  Bernard Ramm, The Christian View of Science and Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerd
mans, 1954), 67�68, quoting from John H. Pratt, Scripture and Science Not at Variance, 7th ed. 
(London: Hatchards, 1872), 24�29, with various reprints. See also Collins, Genesis 1�4, 46n23, 
264�65.

Almost all of the events described in Genesis 1 took place before any human being existed to 
observe them. But Genesis 1 as a written description is addressed to human beings, including 
those without contact with modern science. Quite appropriately, it describes the events in a man-
ner pertinent to what would have been observable by a human being, and in a manner analogous 
to present providential events that are regularly observed (�phenomena�). Calvin�s discussion of 
Genesis 1 understands this point. In a similar manner, Job 38:27 describes grass sprouting �where 
no man is.� No human being observes this grass. But it is easy for a human reader to understand 
what is happening. The grass is really there in various desert places. A human being knows what 
it would be like to see the grass (phenomenally). A later chapter in this book picks up on this 
positive aspect in the descriptions of Genesis 1.

11.  For points complementary to mine, see C. John Collins, Reading Genesis Well: Navigat-
ing History, Poetry, Science, and Truth in Genesis 1�11 (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2018), 
chap. 9.
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important element concerns the story of Copernicus himself.12 Some-
times people have the impression that Copernicus demonstrated that 
the earth moved. Actually, he knew that it could not be easily demon-
strated, because both the earlier Ptolemaic mathematical model and 
Copernicus�s own sun-centered model could account for the main 
astronomical observations. Allowing for some margin of error, both 
models made the same predictions about the positions of the sun, 
moon, and planets in the sky. Copernicus�s model had the virtue of 
greater simplicity.13

A second mythic element says that the sun does not move. But 
according to Isaac Newton�s theory of gravitation (which came later 
than Copernicus), it does move in one obvious sense. The sun and 
Jupiter both move in orbits around their common center of gravity. 
Because the sun is more massive, the movements of the sun are much 
smaller, but still signi�cant.

The third mythic element is more subtle. It lies in the popular 
assumption that the language about motion is unambiguous. Either 
the sun moves or it does not. But the assumption breaks down im-
mediately when we ask, �Moves with respect to what?� From a 
suitably chosen observational standpoint in a neighboring galaxy, it 
could be seen that the sun is moving in a huge orbit around the center 
of the Milky Way Galaxy. From the standpoint of the sun itself, it is 
not moving at all, but that is trivial. Likewise, from the standpoint 
of the earth, the earth is not moving. Scientists who work in perti-
nent specialized areas know all this very well, but it is not part of 
the popularized view concerning the sun and the earth. My point is 
partly to make plain the �awed character of popularized knowledge 
of science.

The fourth mythic element involves the assumption that one ob-
servational standpoint is the original or right one. Albert Einstein�s 
general theory of relativity places observers in accelerated systems 
on the same mathematical level with all other observers. An observer 
standing still on earth is one such observer. From the point of view 

12.  We cannot enter into the details of the history (see Thomas S. Kuhn, The Copernican 
Revolution: Planetary Astronomy in the Development of Western Thought [Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992]) or the mistaken reactions to Copernicus on the part of some theologians 
and philosophers of the day. Our discussion of myth is in part relevant to them as well.

13.  There was also a third model, by Tycho Brahe, according to which the moon and sun 
revolved around the earth while the other planets revolved around the sun.
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of this scienti�c theory, the statement that the earth is moving is not 
intrinsically better than the statement that it is not. Both statements 
are ambiguous until we specify the observational standpoint. Either 
statement may be true, depending on what observational standpoint 
we specify. Equations of transformation allow us to move from one 
standpoint to the other.14

Once we recognize the mythic character of elements three and four, 
the modern critique of the rising of the sun threatens to disintegrate. 
The problem is with modern myth, not with the Bible or the ancient 
Near East.

The vehicle-cargo approach might undertake a repair job by in-
sisting that the problem with the ancient Near East is that the people 
thought that the sun really rose, not just that it appeared to rise. 
They thought this because they did not have our modern sophistica-
tion about observational standpoints.15 To this attempted repair the 
simplest reply might be, �Perhaps they thought as they did because 
it was true. Given their observational standpoint, the sun did rise 
(and still does).� The vehicle-cargo approach appeals to the contrast 
between �reality� and mere �appearance.� This appeal illustrates 
that the modern approach has still not grasped that it is caught in 
a myth. It speaks as if we could settle what �really� is the case. But 
we could do that only if we eliminated what it thinks is the unen-
lightened observational standpoint of the ancient observer. However, 
as the theory of relativity has made amply evident, to eliminate the 
observational standpoint is to eliminate the very ability to talk coher-
ently about motion and rest.

So we may let the vehicle-cargo approach try again. �What 
I mean,� the advocate might say, �is that the ancient people carried 
along a raft of assumptions about the cosmos, and that we now 
know that those assumptions were wrong. For instance, they thought 
that the earth was at the center in an absolute sense.� Well, perhaps 
they did. And perhaps they did not. Might it just be the case that 
the average Israelite did not worry about complicated physical and 

14.  Readers for whom these ideas are new may receive a clear introductory explanation from 
the originator: Albert Einstein, Relativity: The Special and General Theory (New York: Henry 
Holt, 1920).

15.  Actually, it was quite easy for an ordinary ancient observer to see that the world looks 
different from inside a house or a tent than from outside, and different from the top of a hill than 
from the bottom of a valley.
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mathematical systems for describing motions of the heavenly bodies? 
Maybe he just thought that the sun rose, because it did (given his 
standpoint). Maybe he also thought that it rose because God made 
it rise, as Jesus says (Matt 5:45).16 He could have had those thoughts 
without having any scienti�c theory at all. He just described what 
he saw, and knew that God brought it about. How God brought it 
about, and what later scienti�c theories might say about the underly-
ing mathematical system for the solar system, were simply outside 
the range of his concerns.

It is possible that, accustomed as we are to having a huge frame-
work of popularized science in the back of our minds (including mythic 
elements generated in the process of popularization), we project such a 
science-like interest onto ordinary Israelites, and we suppose that they 
must have had a false kind of science in their minds, substituting for 
the true science that we have now. Instead, ordinary Israelites may not 
have had any �theory� at all.

Finally, let us suppose for the sake of argument that the Israel-
ites did have false assumptions about the cosmos in their minds. 
The Bible does not endorse their assumptions merely by saying that 
the sun rises. It simply does not speak to such questions. Ramm 
made the point that �the language of the Bible is non-postulational 
with reference to natural things.� That is, it does not postulate any 
particular scienti�c cosmology. It lacks �theorizing.�17 Instead, it 
describes the world as seen by the naked eye. The vehicle-cargo ap-
proach is correct in implying that the Bible does not immediately 
correct all possible false assumptions about cosmology, biology, or 
any other �eld of specialized knowledge. The dispute is not about 
that, but about what it means for communication to be truthful. It 
can be truthful if it does not speak about such false assumptions. It 
cannot be truthful if it actively endorses the assumptions or clearly 
presupposes them.18

16.  The last point presupposes a distinction between God as primary cause and secondary 
causes within creation. For discussion, consult Vern S. Poythress, Redeeming Science: A God-
Centered Approach (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2006), chap. 1.

17.  Ramm, Christian View of Science, 69 (emphasis original).
18.  Interested readers can pursue further discussions and illustrations of this point in Vern S. 

Poythress, Inerrancy and Worldview: Answering Modern Challenges to the Bible (Wheaton, IL: 
Crossway, 2012), especially chaps. 3�4, 8�13. In addition, questions could be raised about a 
mental-picture theory of truth; see Poythress, Inerrancy and the Gospels: A God-Centered Ap-
proach to the Challenges of Harmonization (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), chap. 7. A mental-
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The four small mythic elements dealing with Copernicus contrib-
ute to a much larger myth that has little to do with him. The grand 
popular myth is that modern science exposes the way things �really 
are,� as opposed to the mistaken character of appearances. Accord-
ing to this grand myth, the �reality� is that the earth moves, and only 
falsely �appears� to be unmoving. A solid-looking table is mostly 
empty space19 between elementary particles, and only falsely appears 
to be solid. A rainbow is really light waves of various frequencies, 
and only appears to be beautiful colors to our eyes. Our minds are 
really the electrical and chemical �ring of neurons, and only appear 
to have thoughts.

This grand myth constitutes an extended metaphysical statement 
about what is real and what is not. According to this myth, current 
science allegedly provides ultimate metaphysical answers. We may call 
this the myth of scientistic metaphysics.20

To refute this grand myth takes metaphysical re�ection, more than 
we can do here.21 But we can at least observe that the grand myth is ill-
grounded. The work in specialized sciences uncovers additional �lay-
ers� of meaning of which we were previously unaware�for example, 
the microscopic level, the macro level of astronomy and cosmology, 
and layers in biology, geology, meteorology, chemistry, and physics. 
That in itself does not imply that the initial, �phenomenal� layers of 
ordinary observation are �unreal.� The �unreality� of appearances 
follows only if we have a metaphysical principle of reductionism, 

picture theory confuses the meaning of the text with the mental picture produced in readers� minds. 
When this theory is present, any mistaken pictures of the cosmos present among Israelite readers 
get read back into the text as if the pictures were part of the meaning.

19.  There is some irony here in the fact that the popularized picture of particles with empty 
space in between has been quali�ed in its turn by quantum �eld theory, a mathematical theory 
that has no accurate intuitive representation by means of three-dimensional space. The mathemat-
ics uses complex in�nite dimensional vector space (Hilbert space), and suggests as a simpli�ed 
model that �empty� space is a sea of virtual particles, especially virtual photons that mediate the 
electromagnetic force within and between atoms. Thus, the con�dent assurance that the table is 
mostly empty space is itself one of the popular myths left over from earlier forms of physics (e.g., 
the Rutherford model of the atom).

I have no objection to simpli�ed models, including the Rutherford model of empty space, as 
long as we understand that the model explicates one �layer� of reality. When, however, a person 
uses such a model to teach the unreality of ordinary experience, his arrogance and bad metaphysics 
are showing, and then it seems to me that it is fair to criticize both.

20.  Note that scientistic metaphysics is not the same as philosophical materialism. Philosophi-
cal materialism says that there is nothing besides matter, motion, and energy. Scientistic metaphys-
ics says that science shows us the deepest realities, while ordinary experience provides merely 
appearances that are unreal.

21.  Poythress, Redeeming Science, chaps. 15�16; Poythress, Redeeming Philosophy: A God-
Centered Approach to the Big Questions (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), parts II�IV.
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