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1
Introduction
How We Got Here



The Lost World of Genesis One appeared in 2009. Many of the ideas there had already been introduced earlier in my commentary on Genesis.1 Two years later, a full academic monograph, Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology, was published to fill in the details for a scholarly audience. Two other Lost World books pertaining to Genesis then followed, The Lost World of Adam and Eve (2014) and The Lost World of the Flood (2018).

For the story of how the ideas took shape, however, we have to begin a couple of decades earlier. I was raised in a family where the Bible mattered. My four siblings and I learned biblical content early and well. Our context was nondenominational, traditional, and evangelical, and therefore passively young-earth creationists (though others in that same context would have been more militant on that count). No other options besides a young earth were considered, but it was not a big issue. That continued to be my default position even through much of my time teaching at Moody Bible Institute (1981–2001). Nevertheless, alternative ideas were subtly taking shape in my mind.

As early as my master’s work (Wheaton College, 1975), I had taken an interest in Genesis as I began to learn Hebrew and study the Old Testament academically. When I got into my doctoral program (Hebrew Union College, 1976–1981), I began to understand the untapped significance provided by interacting with the cultures and literature of the ancient world. I studied Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Aramaic, and translated texts as well as studying the history and culture. As I did so, the cognitive environment of the ancient world unfolded. I was particularly interested in comparative studies that brought an understanding of the ancient world alongside the Old Testament to unpack cultural ideas inherent in the text. This led to my decision to do my dissertation on the Tower of Babel. In that work, I first began to combine a close, fresh reading of the Hebrew text with an exploration into the world of the ancient Near East. I investigated what type of tower this was, how such towers functioned, and what they stood for. I also researched what it meant to “make a name” in the Bible particularly and in the ancient Near East in general.2

It was never my intention nor inclination to suggest that the biblical authors borrowed and adapted literature from Babylon or Egypt (though many working in comparative studies have those preconceptions). I was more intrigued by the light that the literature shed on how people in the ancient world thought differently from us in so many ways. Besides issues of general comparison, I also wanted to interact with ancient Near Eastern background information as I performed exegetical analysis on particular passages such as the Tower of Babel to see what additional insight our knowledge of the ancient world could provide.

When I began teaching at Moody Bible Institute, I regularly taught a book-study course in Genesis. When asked, I used to tell my classes that I held an “uncomfortable young-earth position.” Young earth had been my default position since childhood, and I had read widely about other alternatives. I found proposals such as the gap theory or the day-age theory to be inconsistent with the grammar and syntax of the Hebrew text.3 So I remained in the young-earth camp because I could not see another option that would preserve what I considered essential to the demands of biblical authority. If I were to stretch the language in the ways required by those views, I would no longer be tracking with the authors of Scripture. Even so, I described myself as uncomfortable with the position because all the research and reading that I had done in Genesis and in the ancient Near East increasingly gave me an unsettled feeling. I became convinced that I was missing something important, but I could not put my finger on it. I struggled to put all the pieces together—careful reading of Hebrew, ancient Near Eastern perspective, and commitment to biblical authority—and I just could not work it out. Were questions about the age of the earth tracking with the authors of Scripture? That seemed dubious to me, but I could not identify an alternative path.

During those years at Moody, I also used to take my fourth-semester Hebrew students through Genesis 1, and that is the context in which all the pieces finally fell into place for me. It actually happened during a class session. I was putting them through their paces in the Hebrew text and had posed my typical set of questions. I pointed out to them that the seven days of creation began with elements such as earth and water already there (Gen 1:2). We talked about the fact that as the days began, the activities focused on issues such as time (day and night) and fecundity (sprouting of plants)—not on things such as terraforming mountains and lakes. I finally asked aloud the very simple, yet complexly significant question, “What kind of creation account is this, anyway?” And the shoe dropped. All the pieces that I had been working with over decades of study fell into place. I had finally framed the right question, and we cannot get good answers if we are not asking the right questions.

In a lecture in 1856, Louis Pasteur was talking about how discovery works, in light of the fact that so often it looks like it happened suddenly, by accident—by chance. He proposed, “In the fields of observation, chance favors the mind that is prepared.” Decades of preparation had led up to that moment in Genesis class, and very suddenly, a new approach became not only possible but almost obvious and inevitable. My modern context and my presuppositions had prevented me from recognizing that there were other ways to think about creation and that those needed to be explored. The rest of the class period (not to mention the rest of my life) was spent unpacking the new approach opened up by new questions.4

As the publications began appearing, I was increasingly asked to speak on these topics. By now I have given presentations hundreds of times, from classes at Wheaton to lectures on both Christian and secular campuses across the country, from churches and pastors’ conferences to academic conventions, from lectures in dozens of countries around the world to over a hundred podcasts and radio interviews. The books have additionally been translated into a number of other languages.

It has been a great privilege to have these opportunities, but perhaps one of the most important benefits is that as I have strived to communicate new ideas clearly and have interacted with audiences (whether friendly, nervous, confused, or even passively hostile), I have learned. I have found that some terminology was not as clear as it needed to be, so I have chosen alternatives. I have figured out what aspects of the presentation needed to be addressed at the beginning and how to approach some of the more controversial issues, anticipating the struggles my audiences will be experiencing. I have gotten better at packaging challenging ideas in ways that people can receive them. I have heard just about every question imaginable and have found that there is some consistency to them.

I also continue to learn how important tone is. I have never been a confrontational person; I am not an in-your-face debater who is going to take down the other position. I want to understand where people are coming from that may lead them to disagree with me. I understand the young-earth position (since I was raised that way) and respect that those who hold it feel they are defending the integrity of Scripture. I do not want to dampen that passion. Occasionally those passions turn into anger, and I have learned that the angrier an antagonist gets, the more gentle and conciliatory I need to be. Hostility is best met with graciousness, which is not always easy. I have tried to find ways to express that I am still learning and growing and that there is still much that continuing scholarship can contribute to broaden and widen our understanding of the Genesis account. A refrain that I often repeat is that it is not my intention to present the “right” answer and to expect everyone to adopt my conclusions. Instead, my job is to be a faithful interpreter and to put information on the table that others may not have so that they can make more informed decisions. I have learned that even when I have heard a question dozens of times, I need to listen carefully to the way it is posed to try to understand what concerns the questioner has.

People sometimes get concerned that if interpretation requires a technical level of information, that it makes the Bible inaccessible to them. I have heard the complaint that the need for linguistic, literary, and especially cultural information effectually takes the Bible out of their hands and makes them dependent on specialists.5 The fact is, however, that we depend on specialists all the time for information that is important to us. Andrew Brown makes the point convincingly:


Now I defend the right of the thinking person to be a self-starter in any area of knowledge and not wait humbly at the gate to be invited in and shown around. We cannot remain at the mercy of the academic elite. But when I suspect something is wrong with my car, I could prop up the hood and, with my limited insight into automotive engineering, begin to unplug anything that looks plugged in, clean anything that looks dirty, and pour some liquid into any convenient-looking opening. It would be better to open a service manual for the car before attempting any remedies beyond checking the oil level. Even better, I could consult my local mechanic, tap into his years of experience, and learn some of the “theory” of car repair and maintenance.6



Why should we not make the same sort of efforts to read the Bible well?

Some have accused me of relying on hidden, secret information. But the information I use is not secret or mystical; it is actually recoverable from ancient literature that I seek to make accessible. Some have accused me of elitism, promulgating the idea that only the scholars can interpret the text. My response is that we all have gifts to contribute to the church, and scholarship is the one that I have to give. The idea of the church is that we are all dependent on one another for what we each have to contribute. That is what spiritual gifts are all about. I am not hoarding what I know; I am sharing it. I have tried to incorporate all of these experiences into the writing of this book.

Beyond taking advantage of opportunities to communicate ideas, I have also been trying to develop deeper understanding and new ideas through ongoing research and thinking. This has led to the continual development of new insights and perspectives. These have come not only through my own research and thinking but in interaction with conversation partners of all sorts. Probably no one has had more influence on my thinking than my son Jon (publishing under J. Harvey Walton). His influence began when he was in his midteens and I was writing my Genesis commentary. We would often walk the dog together in the evenings, and he would ask what passage or issue I had been working on that day. In the resulting conversations, he asked important questions and offered amazingly insightful observations. Such exchanges continued over the years as he read my work, interacted with it, and eventually collaborated with me on several books. As he did his doctoral dissertation at St Andrews on Genesis 2–4, he constantly challenged me to think in new directions, and many of his ideas are incorporated in this book. That is not to say that we always agree; it only means that what each one of us brings to the conversation strengthens the whole. Furthermore, when our ideas or conclusions clash, we then seek ways to qualify and adjust—an extremely beneficial process of give and take.

Such is the story of how we have arrived at this point, now twenty-five years after the first emergence of an idea and fifteen years after the publication of the first of the Lost World books. People frequently ask how the “Lost World” label came about, and I am quick to admit that not only was it not my idea but that I was somewhat skeptical about it when the publisher suggested it. As I understand it, the initial suggestion was made by Dan Reid, then academic editor at InterVarsity Press. The marketing people liked it, and I eventually agreed, despite continuing reservations. It turned out to be a great decision, as it has communicated how in these books I have been trying to uncover an understanding of the Old Testament that has been lost to us through time as culture has shifted slowly but surely, inevitably and dramatically. Culture has evolved from those ancient ways of thinking to produce the ways we think today, and memory of those cultures has faded. That is the lost world that needs to be recovered for us to gain the full benefit of Scripture that, as I maintain, has been written for us but was not written to us.


WHAT IS THIS BOOK ABOUT?


The idea of this book is to update the discussions pertaining to the lost world of Genesis (primarily Gen 1–3, since the Lost World of the Flood just came out in 2018). In most cases this does not revise the previously published material but supplements it, though on occasion readers might find a shift in emphasis or terminology that represents some rethinking. Unavoidably, yes, there are topics about which I have changed my mind (summarized in the conclusions chapter).

We will proceed in eight parts:


Chapter 2: Methodology: How should we approach the text?

Chapter 3: Genesis 1: What kind of creation account is it? (functional ontology)

Chapter 4: Genesis 1: The seventh day and its significance (temple and rest)

Chapter 5: Genesis 2: The garden and the trees (sacred space and priestly roles)

Chapter 6: Genesis 2: Adam and Eve (archetypes, dust and rib)

Chapter 7: Genesis 3: The serpent and the fall

Chapter 8: Genesis 3: The pronouncement and aftermath

Chapter 9: Genesis and Science



In each part we will approach the material in several sections:


	1. Summary of the position presented in the previously published material


	2. Presentation of new insights, clarifications, illustrations, and so on—these are the new explorations to which the title of this book refers


	3. Answering frequently asked questions and addressing common critiques, particularly regarding traditional Christian interpretation and theological ideas. This list of sixty FAQs has been developed from question-and-answer sessions after lectures, from course presentations as I engage with students, from emails that I receive most days, and from published academic reviews.




That third section is an important aspect of due diligence. As anyone would expect, there are those who disagree with the Lost World proposals, whether in the realm of methodology or exegesis. One cannot talk about these seminal passages and expect that no one will have objections. I do not mind that people disagree with me. We can each present our evidence as best we can and let people decide what they think is most convincing. I find that I struggle more when reviewers misrepresent me, speculate on my motivations, draw conclusions about my thinking that are inaccurate, or simply fail to grasp the nuances that I am presenting. Sadly, some have persisted in repeating their points publicly even after I have confronted them with how inaccurately they understand my view. In this book I will address their concerns but not them personally. The issues that they raise will be dealt with topically as they come up in the book.

My hope for this book is that it will (1) help those who have adopted the Lost World perspective to understand it more fully, (2) help those who have been confused and uncertain to gain more clarity, and (3) help those who have been resistant and critical to perhaps correct what they believe about me or about the position so that the conversation can move forward in more healthy ways, even if they continue to disagree. In the end, I hope that as I offer more depth of understanding and more alternatives, Christians will come to understand that faithful interpretation can still result in a variety of opinions on interpretation of specific passages. Our common ground in the authority of Scripture unites us, and the gospel message is clear for any reader, young or old.




SYNOPSIS OF THE MESSAGE OF GENESIS 1–3


Before moving into the individual chapters, it will be helpful for me to offer a summary of how I view the message of these early chapters of Genesis. From an academic perspective, this could be referred to as the rhetorical strategy of the discourse. Here I would like to summarize what I believe the author (= final compiler) of Genesis was trying to communicate to his audience. For me, this text-in-context analysis represents the authoritative message to be found in the affirmations of this section of Scripture. This is a summary I will unpack in the rest of the book.

Genesis 1:1 offers a descriptive phrase explaining the topic that the chapter is going to address, and Genesis 1:2 describes the opening situation. As the story begins, no order has yet been established on the earth. I call this condition nonorder; others call it chaos. It is not an evil situation but describes the undesirable default condition that order bringing will rectify. The scene is set for creation to take place.

In the ancient world, people did not primarily think of God’s acts of creation of the cosmos in terms of making objects; they thought of it as bringing order. Order is understood as a stable and secure situation where everything is working the way it is supposed to work. It is an ideal but not perfection and can be relative. I believe the seven-day creation account describes that ordering activity. The main message of this account is that God brings order with a purpose in mind. Two aspects of this purpose can be inferred. The first pertains to God and humanity and is the highlight of day six. As image bearers, humanity’s designated role is to work alongside God as partners in bringing order. This implies a working relationship between God and humanity. The second purpose pertains to God and the cosmos and is the highlight of day seven. It eventually takes shape in the temple. In the ancient world, divine rest took place in temples and reflected divine presence and rule. This implied God’s intention to be present among humanity.

Though neither relationship nor presence is fully explained in the seven-day account and therefore cannot be identified as the author’s main message, the foundation for them is laid here. It is worth noting that both elements, relationship and presence, are of interest in the wider ancient Near East, but the Old Testament develops both in very different directions. For Israel, God’s presence is not a mechanism by which his needs can be met—he has no needs. The idea of relationship with God is also qualitatively different from what was found in the ancient Near East. Nothing compares to the idea that Israel is Yahweh’s treasured possession or to the metaphor of marriage that defines the relationship.7 Again, I admit that these are not developed in these early chapters of Genesis, but they would have been in the mind of the Israelite audience, as is demonstrated by the rest of the Old Testament.8 Both relationship and presence are going to find their focus in the covenant patronage relationship that leads to the divine presence specifically locating itself in the temple in Jerusalem. Genesis 1–11 is leading to the covenant (Gen 12), where relationship and, eventually (in Ex 40), presence, will become the centerpiece of God’s work to bring order to the world, but here those ideas are only nascent. These ideas will eventually take shape as the unfolding of his plans and purposes to bring about his kingdom.

I am suggesting neither that Israel was given the mission to promote these ideas nor that it is the mission of the church to do so. Rather, I suggest that relationship and presence represent God’s sovereign purposes, and he calls on his people of all ages to participate in them with him. For preexilic Israel, this took the form of a stable and secure political structure. For postexilic Israel, it projected restoration to a stable and secure situation. For us, it calls us to bring honor to the reputation of God in our world as his Spirit indwells us, facilitated by the relationship made available in Christ. My current view of the rhetorical strategy of Genesis 2–4 has aligned with that developed by J. Harvey Walton, here summarized by him.


EXCURSUS 1: RHETORICAL STRATEGY
OF GENESIS 2–4

J. HARVEY WALTON


The subject of the discussion in the Primordial History (Gen 1–11) is human order and where the highest state of desirable human existence can or cannot be found. The search for order in Genesis is conceptually very similar to the search for meaning in Ecclesiastes. In Ecclesiastes, Qoheleth searches for meaning in all the places that his culture expected to be able to find it—hard work, wisdom, righteousness (the “fear of the Lord”), pleasure, wealth, legacy—and comes up empty every time. He nonetheless affirms that all these things are better to have than not, even if none of them ultimately provide the remedy to meaninglessness. The analysis of Ecclesiastes includes several anecdotes about (presumably) real people (i.e., Eccles 2:4-9; 4:7-8; 9:13-16), some of whom would have been persons of historical significance (the king in Eccles 1:1, 12), but the book is not interested in any of these people in and of themselves. The story of their achievements or lack thereof is instead a commentary on the value and ultimate futility of whatever they are trying to do. The goal is not to describe what people did but to describe the inability of their efforts to create meaning.

In the same way, Genesis includes anecdotes about (presumably) real people whose lives and actions may have had some kind of historical significance, but the purpose of the text is not to record those lives and actions but rather to comment on the search for order. The people depicted in Genesis 1–11 are trying to achieve order in all the ways that ancient Near Eastern conventional wisdom thought it could be done, just like Ecclesiastes is trying to achieve meaning in the way conventional wisdom said it could be done. The text of Genesis depicts humans failing as a commentary on where order cannot be found.

Genesis 2–4 identifies several attempts to establish order, which include living like the gods as immortals in the divine realm, being given the gift of agriculture, being given a community and the ability to propagate that community through future generations, being given divine enlightenment (becoming “like the gods, knowing good and evil”), wearing clothes (a distinctive sign of becoming human), building cities, establishing the arts of civilization, and recounting noteworthy achievements. None of these things turn out to be capable of achieving order, even though most of them are better to have than not, just as things such as wisdom, wealth, and the fear of the Lord do not achieve meaning in Ecclesiastes but are better to have than not. The Genesis narrative emphasizes failure by depicting a nonordered, undesirable condition that persists even after the attempt to achieve order has been put into place. Genesis 2–4 is therefore not a documentary about how a specific attempt to achieve order failed; it is an evaluation of where order can or cannot be found and of what kinds of attempts will be futile for those attempting to achieve it.





As the text proceeds to the subsequent toledoths,9 other potential sources of order that are considered and rejected are annihilation of humanity (the flood), establishment of national-political entities (Gen 10), and bringing God’s presence down by their own initiative (Tower of Babel) to fuel a system of mutual codependence (people meeting God’s needs so that he will meet their needs).10

In this view, these accounts are not about sins and are not describing institutions or behaviors that are sinful (though some of them might incidentally be so); they are in conversation with the ancient world from which they derive as they consider what it is that can achieve order in the world. These values are subverted as they are evaluated as insufficient. These are also the pathways to order that continue to be attractive to us today, which makes the cautionary message of Genesis vital in modern discourse. The message in Genesis 2–11 is not to tell readers (ancient or modern) where to find order; this section of Genesis helps them (and us) to see where we will not find it.

As I will discuss in the pages below, the text-in-context intention of Genesis 3 is not to document the first sin or to provide an explanation for evil in the world. Instead, it shows how humanity is characterized by a desire for godlike autonomy, taking the fruit of the knowledge on their own initiative in the face of divine warning to the contrary, as they seek order on their own terms. I understand their act as an appropriation of a divine capacity now driven by self-will. Their order-bringing attempts going forward are not only inadequate but marred, tainted by self-will. This is evident in Cain, Lamech, the “sons of God,” the flood generation, and the tower builders.

When created in God’s image, the plan was that humanity was delegated to partner with God to continue the process of bringing order in the world—God’s order according to God’s plans and purposes, eventuating in his kingdom.11 In the Old Testament the focus is primarily on the kingdom of God based in Jerusalem. Eventually, however, particularly in the prophets and specifically in Daniel, the kingdom takes on a more universal shape, though without losing the central role of Israel. When humans choose to be like God, it reflects a desire and determination to be order bringers out on their own, with their own benefits in view. This can be inferred since it is then what humanity does in Genesis 2–11, what Israel does throughout the Old Testament, and what we all do in every place and every time. People are always happy for God’s help and want to recruit him to their efforts, but the focus was and is on their own perspectives. Genesis 3 is not so much about how that all started; it is about how that always has characterized all of humanity. We have all strayed as we go our own way. It is not so much about human failure as about our misguided efforts to seek our own benefit. As the text devalues ancient Near Eastern options for achieving order (such as being godlike), it also deconstructs humanity’s universal inner drive toward self-will.12 As such, these texts do not offer prescriptions or commands; they offer wisdom.

Humanity has universally chosen this path to forge order on its own. This does not mean that our institutions of order (civilization, cities, family, community) are bad or contrary to the will of God. The problem is that we place too much confidence in them and too easily exploit them to our own ends. Yet, God is at work carrying out his plans and purposes despite our waywardness. He does so through the covenant—his plan for establishing relationship and his presence among the people he created as he works toward the establishment of his kingdom.13 God’s plans and purposes eventuate in his kingdom; our plans and purposes eventuate in our kingdom. This contrast is picked up much later in the Lord’s Prayer—“Your kingdom come” (implied: not ours), “your will be done” (implied: not ours). The covenant strategy is what Genesis 1–11 is laying the foundation for, and it gets there by devaluing the usual ways and places that ancient (and often modern) people seek order.

As is evident from the above synopsis, I do not see Genesis as feeding a metanarrative of sin and salvation, a view that has long been common in Christian thinking. The long-standing problem for theologians has been that it is difficult to demonstrate that the Israelite authors and audiences were aware of such a metanarrative. Instead, I maintain that these opening chapters of Genesis, while not articulating a metanarrative, use the rejection of ancient ideals of order to launch a different metanarrative, one that centers on relationship and presence, particularly as it is reflected in the covenant.14 Interest in these issues is pervasive in the Old Testament, evident, for example, in the covenant expression that Yahweh will walk among them and be with them, that he will be their God and they will be his people (Lev 26:11-12; 1 Kings 8:57; Ezek 34:30; 37:26-28). Even prior to the covenant, these factors are evident in Genesis 5:24, where Enoch walks with God (relationship and presence). This focus extends into the metanarrative of the New Testament as well (Jn 1:14; Mt 28:20; 2 Cor 6:16; Rev 21:3). The incarnation extends the presence of God, and the death and resurrection of Jesus provide for relationship in a full way. Pentecost features the presence of God in his people as a seal of the relationship forged with them through Christ. New heaven and earth are characterized by God’s presence and relationship with him. This can therefore be identified as a canonical metanarrative, though the New Testament did not launch it; it just gave it new expressions as God’s plans and purposes unfolded in Jesus. Genesis 1–3 launched the core ideas, which were then developed in the context of Yahweh’s covenant with Israel.












2
Methodology




SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS MATERIAL


The methodology used for interpretation in the Lost World books is founded on the premise of biblical authority. Those who take the Bible seriously often boldly affirm biblical authority in theory, but many have not worked out all the implications of that for the methods that they use in their interpretation.1 The operating methodology in the Lost World books is that God’s authority is vested in the human instruments he used to produce Scripture. It is God’s authority but their agency—that is, working through their language, their communication style, their genres, and their cultural understandings. This process that God has chosen means that for us to receive the authoritative message of God, we have to get it through the human instruments he used. That requires us to engage with their language, their communication style (rhetoric), their genres, and their cultural understandings, because God accommodated his communication in those areas.2 I point out that all effective communication requires accommodation to the audience. God’s communication accommodated Israel’s language and culture, not ours. That is why I insist throughout the Lost World Series that the Bible was written for us but not to us.

The approach used in the Lost World Series therefore seeks to penetrate those various levels of communication in order to recover to the best of our ability the literary intentions built into the text. This means that at times we will not be able to interpret well if we are lacking understanding of the meanings of words, the conventions of rhetoric, the uses of genre, or the inherent aspects of culture that are intuitive to insiders (Israelites) but opaque to outsiders (us). In the introductions of the various Lost World books, readers can find many examples of this phenomenon from our own culture.




NEW EXPLORATIONS


Cultural river. Though the basic ideas of cultural differences are addressed in all the books, it was not until 2017 that I developed the metaphor of the “cultural river,” so that was not used in The Lost World of Genesis One or The Lost World of Adam and Eve.3 In those earlier works I use examples such as big-city traffic reports to demonstrate how very extensive and specific cultural knowledge was necessary to understand certain technical types of communication. I refer to it as high-context communication. I also use examples of cosmic geography (such as the ancient belief in a solid sky) and physiology (what the ancients believed about the functions of the internal organs and their relationship to cognition) to demonstrate some of the ways that ancient Israelites thought very differently than we do. The metaphor of the cultural river not only helps us to recognize the cultural distance between them and us; it provides two very important methodological insights: (1) the necessity of trying to set aside elements we can identify as characteristic of our cultural river (e.g., consumerism, social media, democracy, expanding universe) when interpreting, and (2) the distinction between reference and affirmation.

First, then, let me explain the metaphor. The idea is that we can describe the way we think about the culture in which we live with all its elements of values, assumptions, politics, economics, history, religion, science, communication, traditions, conventions, and much more as a river with currents. We exist in that river, and everything we do or think is in the context of that river. We do not necessarily agree with everything in the river, nor do we necessarily like it. Nevertheless, it is what it is—we cannot escape it. All of our conversations and disputes take place within it. Broadly speaking, it is our context. We may reject its legitimacy and try to resist its perspectives, but the currents are strong. Even when we personally adopt an opposing position, our position is taken relative to the cultural river as we oppose it. The more academic way to express this concept is that the cultural river represents our cognitive environment. Specific aspects of our modern Western (especially the US) cultural river include freedom/liberty, personal rights, individualism, capitalism, globalism, consumerism, democracy, social media, Big Bang cosmology, tolerance, diversity, market economy, technological progress, a nonsupernatural view of disease, empiricism, statutory law, educational advancement, and many others that could be named. These are not necessarily unique to modern Western culture, but they are characteristic of it.

The first observation derived from this metaphor concerns how we interact with people or literature from another culture. Even today, when we engage with those of other cultures, it would be presumptuous and inappropriate for us to think that they have the same set of assumptions we do. We are aware of the challenges we face in bridging the cultural gaps (not just the obvious language gaps). We need to recognize that this is also the case, and more extremely so, when we want to interact with the ancient Israelite literature that we call the Old Testament. Just as we could not assume that someone of another culture today would share our assumptions or would understand the intricacies of our cultural river, we must give the same respect to the Old Testament. For communication to be successfully received from another culture, we must achieve a level of cultural literacy.

Furthermore, we cannot assume that the Israelite biblical authors knew, anticipated, or would even understand our cultural river. They would not have any meaning to associate with the terms we use to describe it, even if somehow we could translate it into their words. Though we may well acknowledge that God knows all cultural rivers, we cannot seek hidden messages about our cultural river in the biblical text. God spoke in ways that accommodated the Israelite culture and in ways that had meaning to the people then. The authority of the text could not be found in any purported hidden meanings because the authority of the text is linked to the literary intentions of the authors.

Beyond the reality that this metaphor expresses, the significance I want to highlight here is that, once we recognize the cultural-river principle, it is incumbent on us to attempt to mentally set our cultural river aside when we seek to interpret Old Testament texts. If our cultural river provides no cognitive scaffolding to understand their literature, we must try to immerse ourselves in their cultural river. That is a challenging undertaking and to some degree is unachievable. That does not mean that we should not make the attempt. Despite all the limitations that constrain our ability to make the transition, even if we only succeeded in recognizing the way that our own cultural assumptions were influencing our interpretation, we can make great progress. We recognize this principle even when we discuss how to have conversations about our faith with unchurched neighbors. We know that we must strip out Christian jargon if we hope to have a meaningful conversation. In a similar way, we must strip out our cultural river to have meaningful conversation with the Old Testament authors as we seek to understand the messages God has given through them. They thought more like Babylonians or Egyptians than they thought like us. To get on their wavelength, we need to minimize the distorting static with which our own wavelength distracts us.

Kurt L. Noll offers an example of this with something as basic as our understanding of our god-concept, which inevitably is contingent on social, economic, and political conceptions. He points out that in our modern Western culture, “Many people believe their god guarantees human equality and freedom of conscience” and also “take for granted that their god knows about the natural universe, such as how galaxies were formed, what atomic energy is, and how planet Earth orbits the sun.” Furthermore, “many people presume as self-evident that their god approves of a capitalist economic system and a political democracy.”4 Perhaps to the surprise of some readers, he points out that only a few centuries ago there was no one who held those beliefs.


People in Medieval Europe believed that their god ordained rigidly defined social stations, including aristocracy, commoners and slaves. Also, their god knew that planet Earth rested at the centre of the universe and the sun orbited Earth. This god guaranteed the right of kings, not the right of people to vote for a leader, and outlawed the lending of money at interest, the backbone of capitalism.5



The problem I have described above finds confirmation as he identifies the undesirable state of affairs that should not be as shocking as it is. “Today, professional theologians interpret the Bible so that the Bible affirms their modern values, just as medieval theologians interpreted the Bible so that the Bible affirmed their medieval values.”6 What I have proposed above finds confirmation in his conclusion:


With these observations as a foundation, it is easy to see why it is necessary to erase from our minds any assumptions that we might have about a god today and any modern religious community’s theological interpretation of the Bible, for otherwise it is impossible to understand what a god was in the ancient Near East. Even familiar biblical passages are, in reality, unfamiliar territory, for the ancient who wrote, read or heard those passages presupposed a network of beliefs that our culture does not share.7



The second implication of the metaphor pertains to how we read what we find in their cultural river, what I referred to above as reference and affirmation. In The Lost World of Scripture I discuss the nature of inerrancy and the conventional qualification that it is associated with “all that Scripture affirms.” That qualification is generally used sparingly to recognize that, for example, words of Satan are not inerrant and not something that the text affirms (the advice of Job’s friends is another example). I go beyond those traditional confines to suggest that when ancient perspectives about cosmic geography or physiology and so on are evident, those should likewise not be considered affirmations.

We can now bring greater clarity to our understanding of the affirmations of Scripture. What was lacking was a way to describe the category of texts that were not to be considered affirmations. The term proposed to classify those texts that are not affirmations is reference, because the authors are referring to their cultural river.8 This is unavoidable because communication takes place in the context of a cultural perspective. The text may refer to a solid sky or a physiological assumption widely held in the ancient world, but no scriptural affirmation is thereby being made. That is, the Bible is not making authoritative statements about physiology or cosmic geography that God’s people need to adopt as truth.

Once we make this distinction, we can recognize a much broader use for the category of reference than we might think. A few examples can help.


	In Acts 7, Stephen makes a long speech recounting Israelite history just prior to his execution. Luke’s account of that speech is reference—it records how Luke presents what Stephen said in a way that serves the rhetorical purposes of Luke. Acts is inspired (not Stephen). Stephen’s speech itself is not thereby confirmed to be a totally accurate record of history. It represents his recollection and view of history filtered through Luke’s rhetorical strategy as he presents the affirmations of his book.


	In the Old Testament, when God conveys wisdom to Israel concerning what constitutes order for their living in his presence (whether ritual or law), that would be characterized as reference. That is, the text accurately refers to the content of those covenant stipulations. These texts are included to convey how God worked with Israel. That is what is affirmed, and its relevance to us follows that same line. It is not affirming that the same behavior is demanded of everyone.


	Cultural assumptions also can be classified as reference. Cases include Jacob’s understanding of herd management (Gen 30:37-42) and dietary perspectives (Lev 11).9


	Beliefs that Israelites held by default and in common with others in the ancient Near East are in the category of reference. They believed, for example, that there was a nondescript netherworld where everyone went after death and from which spirits could be summoned (1 Sam 28). Israelites held even very basic beliefs in common with their neighbors. For example, everyone believed that the divine world was real and that the inhabitants of that world cared how people lived. That would not be new information for Israel. Yet Yahweh had affirmations to offer that transcended those basic shared beliefs.




Though this reference category has long been recognized, at least tacitly, as we confront it we can now see that it poses some potential problems to interpretation. How does one tell? For example, is the idea of a divine council (1 Kings 22) reference or affirmation? Are fruit trees with incredible properties and a talking snake reference or affirmation? Are cherubim and seraphim reference or affirmation? What about Leviathan? Once we are aware that there are two categories, determination of which category is appropriate in a passage becomes a significant interpretive decision.

Yet, even these examples somewhat miss the point. The affirmations that the text makes need to be made at the discourse level. That is, since authority is resident with the author, we want to know what the author is doing with these elements. His affirmations may not be tied to facts (about snakes or trees); alternatively, he may be using these elements from his world and cultural context to communicate ideas.10

I propose, first, that we must recognize that since communication takes place in a cultural context, not in a vacuum, everything can be identified at some level as reference. Yet, the author also has affirmations to make in his larger discourse. References thereby serve as the building blocks of discourse that in turn carry the affirmations. That is, this is not an either-or question but reflects the need to determine when something is both/and. Second, I propose that the most important determining factor as to whether something is affirmation is whether what it says is a departure from the default thinking in the ancient world (most likely affirmation) or a reflection of the default thinking in the ancient world (most likely reference only). More importantly, however, we need to pay attention to how the discourse wants to change how the audience thinks about the subject matter. One of the ways to answer the question “Why is this here?” is to ask “What did this change in their thinking?”—though this is not the only guide.11

For example, as noted above, everyone in the ancient world believed there was a netherworld where people went when they died, even though there were vastly different concepts about that netherworld (for instance, between Egyptian and Babylonian views). A thorough study of the Old Testament reveals that the Israelites did not have any distinctive views about the netherworld. Instead, they reflect a very similar understanding to what one would find in Babylon. No distinctive hallmarks characterize what we find in the Bible concerning the netherworld. That would suggest that, in the absence of new revelation to Israel, everything we find in the Old Testament about the nature of the netherworld is reference, not affirmation. The Old Testament has nothing to teach about the nature of the netherworld, and therefore nothing we find there can be used to construct doctrine founded on the authority of Scripture.12

Other cases are more complicated. For example, we find nothing in ancient Near Eastern literature that quite compares with a single man and woman being placed in a garden with the fruit of a particular tree being forbidden (Gen 2–3). If it is truly unique, does that mean that it is automatically an affirmation? Before that question can be answered, we again must consider the distinction between details and discourse. The narrative clearly has an affirmation to make. But affirmations occur on the discourse level. If the narrator’s discourse concerns whether being like God can produce order (see excursus 1), the details of the narrative (human couple, snake, trees) may not be the point of the affirmation, possibly then leading to the conclusion that they are reference.

Another option for the discourse is that the Israelites are giving a new series of answers to common questions about what brings ultimate order in their world. We do have stories in the ancient world about how wisdom was gained and the chance at immortality was lost (Gilgamesh). We have stories about the encroachment of forces of chaos and the disruption of order (Anzu; Erra). The stories take a very different shape in the Babylonian telling, but they deal with the same questions. This is no surprise because they represent the most fundamental and persistent questions that haunt humanity.

How much, then, of what we find in Genesis 2–3 is affirmation, and how much of it is reference? What is being affirmed by the parts that are affirmation? Interpreters will differ, but this leads to another guideline. One of the assumptions in the proposed methodology is that every discourse has something it intends to affirm. Again, trying to determine what that is becomes the task of the interpreter.

All of this in turn raises other worries. Would this not mean that some of the Bible is not true? To respond to that very legitimate question, I begin with the reminder: inerrancy claims that the Bible is true in all that it affirms. What it affirms is true. References may truly reflect the culture or the speech, but that does not mean that they stand as something that the Bible affirms in its authority. Am I saying that not all of the Bible is God’s Word? No, not at all. The Bible is God’s Word by virtue of its inspiration. The doctrine of inspiration makes the claim that its source is God. Since God is communicating through human instruments and into a particular human culture, he uses both reference and affirmation together. The source is still God. Both reference and affirmation come from God because communication cannot take place without reference.

Theologians often describe inspiration as being both verbal and plenary, and the differentiation of reference and affirmation does not change that. Each word (verbal) comes from God (inspired), whether reference or affirmation. At the same time, the whole message throughout (plenary) comes from God (inspired) in its combined use of reference and affirmation, producing discourses. Though we may be most interested in the affirmations, references are not without their role and significance, and affirmations cannot be made without the use of reference. These important distinctions can help us to ask better questions when we interpret text. They help us to be more informed readers and bring more nuance to our reading.

To be more specific, what are these better questions?13


	Who is the (implied) audience? What do they care about?


	What does the audience believe by default, and what did the author/redactor/editor/compiler change?


	How do those changes modify the default beliefs of the audience (why is this in here?)


	What are we supposed to learn/do as a result of watching the audience have their beliefs altered in this specific way?


	Is the author contributing something to our understanding of God or his plans and purposes?







ANSWERS TO FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


The common questions and critiques in the area of methodology involve three general categories: (1) the proper use of the ancient Near East, (2) the genre and historicity of the early chapters of Genesis, and (3) reconciling this new approach with how these chapters of Genesis have been interpreted in the past. Each category can be addressed through several questions, which I will try to answer individually.

Questions about the significance and use of perspectives and material from the ancient Near East

1. Is understanding ancient Near Eastern culture really that important to reading the Old Testament? It depends how deeply you would like to go into the Old Testament and how many of its nuances you want to understand. If you care only about seeing the grand scheme of how God worked with and through his people in the centuries leading up to Jesus, the basic ideas will probably come through. If you want only to meditate on God’s greatness, you will find some easy, low-hanging fruit. Nevertheless, important nuances even on major topics await those who seek to be informed about the cultural context. If, therefore, you are interested in interpreting individual Old Testament passages, the ancient Near East can often supply enlightening perspectives and on some occasions can provide the key to revolutionize interpretation with information that you would otherwise have no way of knowing. If knowledge of the cultural context is not informing your understanding, it is likely that your theological and traditional presuppositions are.

Examples of revolutionary thinking in the Lost World books include the nature of God’s rest (Gen 2:1-3; Ex 20:8-11), understanding the sons of God and the Nephilim (Gen 6:1-4), the Tower of Babel (Gen 11:1-9), and what was going on in Joshua’s prayer for the sun and moon to wait and stand (Josh 10:12-15).14 Examples of enlightening are much more widespread and reflect the need for cultural literacy:


	We need to appreciate how marriage was practiced in the ancient world to understand the narratives in Genesis 12–37. Arranged marriages with clan identity in mind and featuring exchange of wealth, specifically for the purpose of producing the next generation, made for a very different institution from the institution of marriage today in the Western world.


	We need to recognize that genealogies played a different role in the ancient Near East than they do today. For people then, the claims of descent had rhetorical value for one’s identity beyond the biological and historical details.


	We need to understand the nature of bovine images in the ancient world to interpret the golden calf incident in Exodus 32, including an understanding of the varying ways that images functioned.


	To understand the sacrificial system in Israel, we need to have information about the ritual institutions of the ancient world for both similarities and differences.15


	Many of the legal provisions of the Old Testament are opaque to us at best. This is true even of basic materials such as the Ten Commandments.16


	People in the ancient world thought about history, law, and prophecy differently from how we do. Learning how they thought can help us to avoid imposing our own ideas on the Old Testament.




The fact is, we all know that when we read the Old Testament, we encounter many things we do not intuitively understand. Knowledge of the cultures and literature of the ancient world can help fill that gap in many important ways. If you would like to go beyond a superficial summary of the Old Testament and understand it in all its fullness, the material from the ancient Near East is essential. Furthermore, since we consider the Old Testament to be God’s revelation to us, I contend that we ought to desire to understand the text as deeply as we can.17

2. Do we have enough ancient Near Eastern literature to give us any level of confidence about how people thought back then? How much can we trust what we find in it? No matter how much of the ancient Near Eastern cultures and literature we recover, we will always be aware of the gaps in both our knowledge and our understanding. Nevertheless, in the century and a half that has passed since the discoveries began in earnest, we have become remarkably well informed. Besides Egyptian tombs, temples, and wall reliefs, over one million cuneiform tablets in Sumerian, Akkadian, Hittite, and Ugaritic have come to light and have now been translated and analyzed. Archaeological excavation has produced countless artifacts, from the ubiquitous pottery to inscriptions and figurines, as well as providing information about houses, palaces, temples, fortifications, and city planning, often supported by literary texts. The literature that has become available begins early in the third millennium at the dawn of writing. Though a large percentage of the texts are administrative business documents, thousands of literary texts (myths, proverbs, royal inscriptions, letters, divination texts, prayers, incantations, apocalypses, legal texts, and more) provide ample insight into the ancient world.

We can trust that the literature and iconography give us reliable snapshots of the ancient world, though, as with any attempts to understand another culture, not everything is clear. Nevertheless, these resources can help us recognize the ways in which our cultural river is very different from that of the ancient world. All of this material improves the level of cultural literacy we bring to our interpretation of the text, and the more we can understand about ancient culture, the better our position to be faithful readers.

3. Why should we assume that the Israelites thought like their ancient Near Eastern neighbors? The short answer is, why should we conclude they thought differently if the Bible does not indicate that they did and when the evidence is so abundant that they were full participants in that ancient cognitive environment? The most important observation to make in this regard is that no culture ever exists in a vacuum. Archaeology in Israel and the ancient Near East has conclusively demonstrated countless ways in which Israel was embedded in the world around it. One example is the similarity of the architectural design of Solomon’s temple to those found in the same period in the ancient world. Our knowledge of the literature from the ancient world has only confirmed how extensive the cultural commonalities are. Bruce Waltke puts it well: “The Bible originates not only in an ancient Near Eastern language, but also in the garb of ancient Near Eastern literature.”18 Still, there were always differences. As is true today, as each culture has its own individuality, so Israelite culture was distinguishable from the other cultures that populated the region even as Egyptian and Mesopotamian cultures were different from each other.

Nevertheless, what we can say with confidence is that Israelites thought more like their neighbors than they did like us. It is therefore to our benefit to use the ancient Near Eastern literature to help us to identify thinking that is characteristically modern or Western so that we can eliminate those elements from our interpretation. Yet, it would be foolhardy to believe that the Israelites thought exactly the same as Babylonians or Egyptians. In some respects, Israelite thinking would have more resembled Babylonian thinking; in others, more similarity might be observable in comparison to the Egyptians. Regardless of the nature of the similarities and which cultures were more similar or less so, the important fact is that there were similarities, which means that we can find help there.

Consequently, we are deeply interested in recognizing both similarities and differences. Egyptians were different from Babylonians, and second-millennium Babylonians were different in some degree from first-millennium Babylonians.19 Israelites were characterized by important differences from all of them. These differences must not be taken lightly or neglected. A principle I use is that if I can find anywhere in the ancient Near East a parallel to concepts or phrases I find in the Old Testament, that is sufficient to suggest that Israel was not being innovative on that point (or, if one prefers, that God was not leading Israel to an entirely unique way of thinking). Yet, as previously discussed, the innovations that make Scripture what it is are generally going to be found on the discourse level—that is where the authors’ affirmations are going to reveal what significance the information has.

Our interpretation will be strongest when we take advantage of everything we know of both similarities and differences. Even places where there are differences will become clearer when we read the Old Testament in light of what common ancient Near Eastern thinking was. My default is to assume that the Israelite thinking would be similar to what can be determined about their neighbors unless I find evidence in the biblical text that would differentiate them from their contemporary cultural river.

4. If Scripture is constrained by ancient cultural understandings, then was God in effect misleading the rest of us? Not at all. Just as communication calls for a mutually understood medium (common language, symbols with agreed meaning, even body language), so it calls for a mutually understood cultural context. Therefore, if God intended to communicate, he would understandably have chosen a language and culture by which to do so. By choosing one, he does not mislead the others. Instead, every reader, no matter what era or culture they are a part of, is expected to recognize that the communication was, as it must be, culturally conditioned. It is our job to become informed readers, always recognizing that we are outsiders trying to penetrate an insider-to-insider communication.

5. Does the Old Testament borrow from other ancient Near Eastern texts and cultural understandings? Though many scholars who compare the Old Testament and the ancient Near East have been and continue to be interested in literary dependence, that is not the direction that my research takes. Perhaps scholars may find Old Testament texts that they believe are in some ways more or less dependent on pieces of known literature from the ancient Near East. The biblical authors were undoubtedly aware of the classic literature of their day. Some of these pieces would likely have been in the curriculum of the scribal schools and the tales that were widespread in the ancient world and would have circulated, at least as oral traditions, in Israel as well. Israelite traditions could plausibly have contained echoes of such literature or even argued against it. God’s inspiration of Israelite texts could have interacted with discourse structures, genres, and even content of well-known texts. As interesting (and often speculative) as such inquiries might be, that is not what my studies are doing. I am not working on the premise that Genesis is indebted to other pieces of literature from the ancient world. Moreover, even if the Israelites were specifically working with a particular piece of ancient literature, what is most important is what they did with it, not where it came from. Nevertheless, I build my research on the idea that Israelite thinking is embedded in the conceptual world of the ancient Near East.

Consequently, I am not interested in discussing whether Genesis borrowed from the Babylonian creation epic (Enuma Elish) or any other piece of Sumerian or Egyptian cosmology. I am interested in the cultural discourse, that is, how the biblical authors may be in conversation with the literature and traditions of the day. God communicated into that ancient world to Israelites who had their own particular interests and conceptions. An investigation of embeddedness will ask questions such as:


	What did people in the ancient world consider to be the most important aspects of creation?


	How did they tend to frame creation accounts?


	Since creation is bringing something into existence, how did they think about existence?


	Were they more interested in terraforming or formation of identity?




This is just a sampling but illustrates the difference between literary indebtedness and cultural embeddedness. Literary borrowing is not an element in my use of the ancient Near East.20

6. Since ancient Near Eastern culture is based in mythology but the Old Testament is not, doesn’t it devalue the Old Testament when you refer to pagan mythology? The word mythology is a slippery one. Today we often use it to refer to literature of another culture or an earlier time that reflects what we consider to be made-up stories containing traditions, superstitions, and fanciful activities of gods we do not believe in. In popular discourse, it is treated as a category of fiction and closely associated with fairy tales. People who take the Bible seriously understandably desire to avoid devaluing the Bible by so categorizing it. They believe that the Bible is true and embrace it as reflecting the deepest and most important realities of their faith. How could Babylonian or Egyptian mythology play any significant role, then, in our understanding of the Old Testament?

The first item to address is this understanding of mythology. Instead of comparing it to fairy tales, we should realize that this literature is a reflection of cultural identity. Even when we do not believe in the gods that are portrayed in the literature, we should recognize that the people of those cultures did. As a result, they believed that this literature reflected reality—not necessarily the reality of events but a reality about the relationships between the gods themselves, and between the gods and the world and the people who lived there. This was a transcendent reality and conveyed their deepest sense of what was real. It is deeply reductionistic for us to label it fairy tale or even fiction. To take this literature seriously is not to adopt or affirm the beliefs of the culture but to recognize that we can learn a lot about the culture by studying what the people in it believed.

Over the centuries, a common question about Genesis is whether we should consider it an example of Israelite mythology.21 One can see that if we were to adopt the popular definition of mythology described above (fairy tale), we would reject such a label. For others who are more inclined to adopt the more nuanced viewpoint described in the last paragraph (cultural identity), it would be easy to acknowledge that Genesis corresponds to ancient mythology in the sense that it is a reflection of cultural identity and represents a transcendent reality—that which was most essentially real to them. One of the key remaining differences would be that we continue to believe that the God of Israel exists.22

A recognition of such correspondence does not devalue the Bible. Instead, comparison helps us to consider how Israel viewed identity and reality in ways similar to their neighbors, even though they believed in different gods. Genesis served a similar function for Israelites as Babylonian and Egyptian myths served for those cultures. It is vital for interpretation that we understand their cultural perspectives about and perceptions of reality. The literature from the ancient Near East, and particularly the mythological literature, offers us windows to their conceptual world, and since Israel extensively shared that conceptual world, this literature is valuable to us.

Some have felt that using the material from the ancient Near East is a violation of the battle cry of the Reformation, sola Scriptura—that only Scripture carries authority. Two brief observations should dispel the discomfort represented in that concern. First, I am not suggesting in any way that the literature of the ancient Near East carries authority or that it stands next to Scripture. It provides a reliable window to how people thought in the ancient world and therefore provides meaning that is essential to the interpretation process. Second, when we read the Reformers in context, their insistence on sola Scriptura can be seen as holding Scripture’s authority above and apart from the church’s authority, particularly in interpretation.23 That has little to do with the issues that we are discussing here, though interpreters today who propose meaning in Scripture that the authors could not have had are likewise placing authority in the interpreter (themselves or the traditions), not in the Scripture. They have merely switched that authority from the magisterium of the church to their own personal readings.

7. Is it possible that scholars are underestimating the understanding of the Israelites and the ancient world when they suggest that people back then believed in a solid sky or that people actually thought with their hearts? This question turns to some of the particulars of ancient belief. Have we got it right, or are we making the mistake of reading language literally when we should be reading it figuratively? It has been widely recognized that even in today’s modern discourse, we retain vestiges of language that we use only figuratively. We speak of the sun rising and setting though we know that the sun is not moving. Such language reflects an observational perspective, which for a long time was all people had to go on. Yet, no one suggests that people in the ancient world knew that the sun was stationary and that its appearance of rising and setting was the result of the rotation of the earth. Other aspects of cosmic geography that could be discussed include whether the earth is spherical or flat, whether there is only one continent, whether the sun, moon, and stars are inside a solid sky that holds back waters, and whether sun, moon, and stars are even physical objects at all or are manifestations of the gods. Our questions could extend beyond cosmic geography to, for example, physiology. Did the ancients actually believe that cognitive and emotive processes took place in internal organs such as the heart, liver, and kidneys, or did they have at least a basic understanding that the heart was a blood pump and that people thought with their brains?

These are important questions, and discovering the answers can require complicated investigations for cultural outsiders such as ourselves. We want to avoid the mistake of reductionistic and naive assessment of others as primitive by reading their literature and language without a robust understanding of their nuances. Likewise, we want to avoid adopting the default assumption that they thought like we do.

It is their literature that can help us to sort out what was figurative in their minds and what was a literal understanding. In each of the cases listed above, I believe that sufficient information is available in the literature to suggest that their understanding was not just a figurative way to express ideas that in the end are similar to the modern world. Here I will offer a very brief rundown of each point mentioned above to present my reasoning for understanding their concepts in a nonfigurative way.

On a flat earth. Probably one of the strongest pieces of evidence that the ancients believed the world was flat is the ubiquitous concept that when the sun set in the west, it traveled beneath the earth (through the netherworld) to rise in the east. Another is the idea that the earth was held up by something like pillars. This appears in the Babylonian boundary stone known as the “unfinished kudurru” that portrays the various levels of the cosmos.

On a solid sky with sun, moon, and stars inside. Othmar Keel, in his highly respected work on iconography, contends that we have read the ancient texts naively on this point. “People in the ancient Near East did not conceive of the earth as a disk floating on water with the firmament inverted over it like bell jar, with the stars hanging from it.”24 Instead, Keel and Silvia Schroer contend that these are merely symbolic ways of describing the cosmos. In their view, such textual expressions represent a conceptual perspective rather than a literal one and reflect the conventions of their time.25 We should take such cautions seriously. Yet, at the same time, we must be willing to recognize that, symbolic though they may be, such conceptions cannot be easily dismissed. This is especially true as we recognize that the ancients did not have at their disposal the ways of knowing that provide our view of the cosmos.

In contrast to the assertions of Keel and Schroer, Assyriologist Francesca Rochberg offers a historical study of the concept of a solid sky holding back the waters:


Throughout the period from late antiquity to the Middle Ages, none of the natural philosophers or theologians who engaged with the cosmological implications of the biblical six days of creation had the luxury of recognizing the ancient Near Eastern background of the “waters above the firmament.” Yet this ancient Near Eastern mythological motif entered the stream of Western cosmological thought and remained, albeit reinterpreted, as part of the picture of the ancient world until the final dismantling of the ancient-mediaeval world view.26



That ancient peoples believed in a solid sky is evidenced by the texts that speak of various levels of the heavens made up of varying types of stone, an idea that may also be reflected in Exodus 24:10.27 Egyptian art consistently portrays the sky god being held up by the air god, and the Babylonian Shamash stele portrays the throne of the god resting on the waters.28 That Yahweh’s throne is “founded on the waters” (presumably those held back by the solid sky) suggests a similar cosmic geography. In the ancient world the sky had to be held up by something, and people had various opinions of how that worked: pillars, mountains, chains, and so on. Consequently, when the Old Testament refers to the pillars of heaven, even though in poetry (Job 26:11), we have no reason to believe that for them it was only figurative. A couple of different Hebrew terms have been identified as referring to the solid sky, but that debate continues.29 Origen and Augustine interpret the waters above allegorically as referring to spiritual waters. “Basil depicted a dome-shaped roofed structure with a flat underside to hold in the waters.”30 Others speculated that the waters above were frozen or crystalline. Based on Ptolemaic planetary models, cosmologists of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries “moved toward viewing the heavens as composed of solid hard orbs, and this trend continued and culminated in the sixteenth century.”31

We should also recall that even up to the time of the Reformation, theologians were prone to argue about how thick the solid sky was and the material from which it was made. By this time, we can see that even though the concept of the solid sky continued to be maintained, it had taken on a very different understanding from that which constituted the ancient Near Eastern view. Rochberg confirms this as she acknowledges that Christian writers and medieval cosmologists had no awareness of the ancient Near East traditions but based their understanding on the biblical text without realizing how ancient Near East concepts were embedded in them.32

Akkadian texts are clearest about the stars being engraved on the underside of the solid sky, though Egyptian art also portrays the stars as being on the underside of the body of Nut, the sky god. Egyptians show Amun-Re, the sun god, sailing across the waters above the solid sky, but the sun itself is below the god Nut, who swallows the sun each evening and gives birth to it each morning.33 In the Old Testament, we note that the sun and moon are “in” the rāqîaʾ. Whether the rāqîaʾ is the solid sky (firmament) or the space (expanse) between the solid sky and the earth, the sun and moon are inside not outside.34 This is logical since they can be seen, which would not be possible if they were in the realm of the gods, beyond the waters above.
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