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INTERPRETING THE BIBLE 

  The Old Testament 
contains a number of 
texts about creation 
other than Genesis 1-3. 



PSALM 74:13-14 
You divided the sea by your might; 

you broke the head of the sea monsters in the waters. 

You crushed the heads of Leviathan; 

you gave him as food for the creatures of the 
wilderness. 

You split open springs and brooks; 

you dried up ever-flowing streams. 

Yours is the day, yours also the night; 

you have established the heavenly lights and the sun. 

You have fixed the boundaries of the earth; 

you have made summer and winter. 

 



PSALM 89:9-12 

You rule the raging of the sea; 

when its waves rise you still them. 

You crushed Rahab like a carcass; 

you scattered your enemies with a mighty arm. 

The heavens are yours; the earth is also yours; 

the world and all that is in it, you founded 
them. 

The north and the south you created them. 



JOB 26:12-13 

By his power he stilled the sea; 

by his understanding he shattered Rahab. 

By his wind the heavens were made fair; 

his hand pierced the fleeing serpent. 



RAS SHAMRA/UGARIT 



LEVIATHAN 

 ‘You smote Leviathan the fleeing serpent, 

 and made an end of the wriggling serpent, 

 the tyrant with seven heads.’  (KTU 1.5, i 1-3) 

 

 ‘On that day the Lord with his cruel and great 
and strong sword will punish Leviathan the 
fleeing serpent, Leviathan the twisting 
serpent, and he will kill the dragon in the 
sea.’ (Isaiah 27:1) 



ENUMA ELISH 



THE PRINCIPLE OF INCARNATION 

• ‘The Word became flesh and lived among us’ 
(John 1:14). 

• In the Bible God’s message always comes 
‘incarnated’ in a particular ethnic, cultural, 
historical, linguistic and literary context. 

• We must take this into account when reading 
and interpreting the Bible. 



KEY QUESTIONS FOR INTERPRETERS 

What kind of language is being used? 

What kind of literature is it? 

What is the expected audience? 

What is the purpose of the text? 

What relevant extra-biblical knowledge 
is there? 



WHAT KIND OF LANGUAGE? 

 “Moses wrote in popular 
style things which, 
without instruction, all 
ordinary persons, 
endued with common 
sense, are able to 
understand.” 

 J. Calvin, Commentary on 
Genesis 1:16 (AD 1554) 

The language of the ordinary person 



WHAT KIND OF LANGUAGE? 

“Nothing is here treated of 
but the visible form of the 
world. He who would learn 
astronomy and other 
recondite arts, let him go 
elsewhere.” 
John Calvin, Commentary on  
Genesis 1:8 (AD 1554) 

The language of appearance 



WHAT KIND OF LITERATURE? 

 “What person of intelligence, I ask, will consider as 
a reasonable statement that the first and the 
second and the third day, in which there are said to 
be both morning and evening, existed without sun 
and moon and stars, while the first day was even 
without a heaven? … I do not think anyone will 
doubt that these are figurative expressions which 
indicate certain mysteries through a semblance of 
history.” 

 Origen, First Principles, ca. 220. 



GENESIS 1:1-2:3 

Day One 
Separation of light 

and darkness 
Day Two 

Separation of the 
waters 

Day Three 
Separation of sea and 

land 

Day Four 
Creation of lights to 
rule day and night 

Day Five 
Creation of birds and 

fishes 
Day Six 

Creation of animals 
and humans 

Day Seven: Rest 



WHAT AUDIENCE? 

  Ancient Hebrews 



WHAT AUDIENCE? 
 “The Israelites received no revelation to 

update or modify their ‘scientific’ 
understanding of the cosmos.  They did not 
know that stars were suns; they did not know 
that the earth was spherical and moving 
through space ... They believed that the sky 
was material ... solid enough to support  the 
residence of the deity ... In these ways, and 
many others, they thought as anyone in the 
ancient world thought , and not like anyone 
thinks today.” 



WHAT AUDIENCE? 

 “And  God did not think it important to revise 
their thinking ... In contrast, it makes perfect 
sense that God communicated his revelation 
to his immediate audience in terms they 
understood ... God could communicate what 
he desired regardless of one’s cosmic 
geography.” 

 J.H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One, IVP 
Academic (2009), p. 16-18. 
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ANE CREATION STORIES 

• ANE writers imagine and present divine action 
on the model of human making. 

• Scientists regard creation as the impersonal 
action of physical forces. 

• ANE accounts focus on the emergence of 
human society. 

• Scientists are primarily concerned about the 
emergence of the physical world. 

R.J Clifford & J.J. Collins, Creation in the Biblical Traditions, CBQMS 24 (1992) 



ANE CREATION STORIES 

• ANE texts present creation as a drama, a story. 

• Science gives an account of the unfolding of an 
impersonal, law-governed process. 

• The criterion of truth for ANE accounts is 
functional, ‘Does the story enable me to cope 
with some aspect of life now?’ 

• For scientists the criterion is, ‘Does it explain all 
the scientific data satisfactorily?’ 



ANE CREATION STORIES 

 “People in the ancient world believed 
that something existed not by virtue of 
its material properties, but by virtue of 
its having a function in an ordered 
system ... That is, in relation to society 
and culture.” 

 J.H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One, Downers Grove, 
IL: IVP Academic, 2009, p. 26. 



WHAT PURPOSE? 

 In the Bible “the intention of 
the Holy Spirit is to teach us 
how one goes to heaven, not 
how heaven goes.” 

 Cardinal Baronius, ca. AD 1598 
(quoted by Galileo in his 
‘Letter to the Grand Duchess 
Christina’). 



WHAT PURPOSE? 

 To present a true 
theological understanding 
of the nature and purpose 
of creation in contrast to 
pagan ideas. 

Genesis 1:16 

Genesis 1:21 

Genesis 1:26-27 



EXTRA-BIBLICAL EVIDENCE 

 “If we hold the Spirit of God 
to be the only source of truth, 
we will neither reject nor 
despise the truth, wherever it 
may reveal itself, lest we 
offend the Spirit of God.” 

 J. Calvin, Institutes of the Christian 
Religion, AD 1559 (5th edition) 

 



Extra-Biblical Evidence 

 “Usually, even a non-Christian knows 
something about the earth, the heavens, 
and other elements of this world ... And 
this knowledge he holds to as being 
certain from reason and experience. Now, 
it is a disgraceful and dangerous thing for 
an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably 
giving the meaning of Holy Scripture, 
talking nonsense on these topics ... How 
are they going to believe those books in 
matters concerning ... the hope of eternal 
life?” 

  St. Augustine, De Genesi ad literam, 1.19, 
AD 404-420. 



THE BIBLE AND SCIENCE 

 God’s purpose in giving us the Bible is not to 
answer “scientific” questions about the 
origins of the cosmos and the mechanisms 
that are at work in it.  It is to reveal to us the 
meaning and purpose of what God has 
created and the role that we as humans have 
in this purpose. 


