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  Introduction


  Of the modern controversies currently facing the church, one of the most heated and most prominent concerns the relationship of the Bible to science in general and human origins in particular. Is there an essential, inherent conflict between the claims of the Bible and the current scientific consensus about human origins (a consensus involving biological evolution, common ancestry, comparative genomics, the fossil record and anthropology, just to name a few of the major contributors)?


  It is true that science is changing at least in little ways all the time, and, in contrast, it is easy to think of the Bible as static and unchanging. Though the Bible itself does not change, we realize that our interpretation of Scripture is much more dynamic, and the resulting shape of theology consequently subject to constant reassessment (more on the perimeter than in the core). Two millennia of church history have witnessed some dramatic differences in hermeneutics, some deeply ingrained theological controversies (some options cast off as heretical, some bringing major splits and some being retained side by side) and some substantial disagreements about the interpretation of particular passages. The history of interpretation of Genesis 1–3 in particular is anything but monolithic, and neither doctrine nor exegesis is characterized by complete homogeneity. This fact can be observed even in the earliest periods.


  One feature becomes clear from even a cursory study of this period [the first couple of centuries after Christ]: we do not find a univocal reading or a single method. . . . We do, however, find a consistent and coherent pattern of reading, whose theological character is considerably different from the modern mainstream.1


  This means that Christianity has been forced to be content with a number of alternatives on the table for interpreting the early chapters of Genesis. It is sadly true that some have adopted a view that only their particular parochial reading is legitimate for a “real” Christian. We must confess to our corporate shame that blood has even been shed.


  As interpreters of Scripture and as theologians, we are accountable to the biblical text. As important as our theological traditions are, since interpretations and even the hermeneutics by which we interpret have changed over the centuries, we cannot be unflinchingly accountable to tradition at every level. New insights and new information can emerge at any time. Several hundred years ago, renewed access to the original languages had significant impact on biblical interpretation. In recent decades, the availability of documents from the ancient world has provided a remarkable resource for our reading of the biblical text. We dare not neglect these tools when they can contribute so significantly to our interpretation.


  On the science side of the equation, the last 150 years have likewise been revolutionary. The development of evolutionary theory was only the beginning, and the exciting information available from the mapping of the human genome is perhaps the most recent advance, but certainly not the last, that provides a basis for investigating what we can learn about human origins. To the dismay of those who take the Bible seriously, the various fields of science are often used to mount attacks against the Bible and against faith. Unfortunately, that has caused some to become dismissive or antagonistic toward science. This should not be the case for Christians since we affirm the importance of both special revelation (in the Bible and in Jesus) and general revelation (in the world that God has created and that science helps us understand). The fact that some wield science as a weapon against faith is no reason to think that science or scientists are the problem. The philosophy of naturalism is the problem. After all, the same people who use science as a weapon would be just as inclined to use the Bible as a weapon against those who take it as the Word of God. Our response should be simply to try to explain the Bible better and to make it clear to the abusers how they are viewing it wrongly. We can do the same with science.


  In this book, I will contend that the perceived threat posed by the current consensus about human origins is overblown. That consensus accepts the principles of common ancestry and evolutionary theory as the explanation for the existence of all life. Though we should not blindly accept the scientific consensus if its results are questionable on scientific principles, we can reach an understanding that regardless of whether the scientific conclusions stand the test of time or not, they pose no threat to biblical belief. Admittedly, however, a perception of conflict is not uncommon.


  With that in mind, I will not give very much attention to the question of the legitimacy of the scientific claims. Instead I will be conducting a close reading of the Bible as an ancient document and as Scripture to explore the claims that it makes. The focus will be Genesis, but I will bring the full canon under consideration. I will not be trying to isolate the right answer or interpretation but will attempt to show that there are faithful readings of Scripture that, while they may differ somewhat from some traditional readings of the past, find support in the text and are compatible with what we find in the context of the ancient Near East as well as with some of the more recent scientific discoveries. At the same time, the broad spectrum of core theology is retained: the authority of Scripture,2 God’s intimate and active role as Creator regardless of the mechanisms he used or the time he took, that material creation was ex nihilo, that we have all been created by God, and that there was a point in time when sin entered the world, therefore necessitating salvation.


  We are not compelled to bring the Bible into conformity either with its cultural context or with modern science, but if an interpretation of Genesis, for example, coincides with what we find as characteristic of the ancient world or with what seem to be sound scientific conclusions, all the better. Even in a Bible-first approach (in contrast to a science-first or even extrabiblical-first approach), we can be attentive to the ancient world or to modern science without compromising our convictions about the Bible. Either information from the literature of the ancient world or new insights from scientific investigation may appropriately prompt us to go back to the Bible to reconsider our interpretations. This does not mean that we blindly force the text to conform to demand from other fields. The Bible must retain its autonomy and speak for itself. But that is also true when we hold traditional interpretations up to the Bible. The biblical text must retain its autonomy from tradition. We must always be willing to return to the text and consider it with fresh eyes. That is the goal of this book. I certainly do not have all the answers, but prompted by new information from the ancient world and new insights by modern science, I return to the biblical text to see whether there are options that have been missed or truths that have become submerged under the frozen surface of traditional readings. I have no intention of undermining traditional theology—I work from a firm conviction about the authority of Scripture and those traditions that have been built on interpretation of Scripture. But within our theological framework, there is plenty of room to read the text anew and perhaps even to be surprised by it.


  Proposition 1


  Genesis Is an Ancient Document


  Biblical authority is tied inseparably to the author’s intention. God vested his authority in a human author, so we must consider what the human author intended to communicate if we want to understand God’s message. Two voices speak, but the human author is our doorway into the room of God’s meaning and message. That means that when we read Genesis, we are reading an ancient document and should begin by using only the assumptions that would be appropriate for the ancient world. We must understand how the ancients thought and what ideas underlay their communication.1


  In one sense, every successful act of communication is accomplished by various degrees of accommodation on the part of the communicator, but only for the sake of the audience that he or she has in mind. Accommodation must bridge the gap if communicator and audience do not share the same language, the same command of language, the same culture or the same experiences, but we do not expect a communicator to accommodate an audience that he or she does not know or anticipate. High-context communication is communication that takes place between insiders in situations in which the communicator and audience share much in common. In such situations, less accommodation is necessary for effective communication to take place, and, therefore, much might be left unsaid that an outsider might need in order to fully understand the communication.


  This is illustrated in the traffic reports that we hear constantly in Chicago, where the references to times of travel and locations of problems assume that the listener has intimate knowledge of the highways. As a regular commuter, I find the traffic reports that offer times of travel from various points and identification of stretches where one might encounter congestion to be very meaningful. When it is reported that it is a thirty-eight-minute trip from “the cave” to “the junction” and that it is congested from “the slip to the Nagle curve,” I know exactly what to expect. When out-of-town guests visit, however, this information only confuses them. They do not know what the slip or the cave is (nor could they find them on a map), they don’t know how far these places are from one another, and they don’t know that on a good day one can go from the cave to the junction in about eight minutes.


  By contrast, in low-context communication, high levels of accommodation are necessary as an insider attempts communication with an outsider. A low-context traffic report would have to identify local landmarks and normal traffic times between them for out-of-town listeners or inexperienced commuters. These would be much longer reports. If the traffic reporter made the report understandable to the out-of-town visitor, it would seem interminable and annoying to the regular commuter it seeks to serve.


  I propose that in the Bible God has accommodated the communicator and immediate audience, employing the communicator in a high-context communication appropriate to the audience. So, for example, a prophet and his audience share a history, a culture, a language and the experiences of their contemporaneous lives. When we read the Bible, we enter the context of that communication as low-context outsiders who need to use all our inferential tools to discern the nature of the communicator’s illocution and meaning. We have to use research to fill in all the information that would not have to be said by the prophet in his high-context communication to his audience. This is how we, as modern readers, must interact with an ancient text.


  Those who take the Bible seriously believe that God has inspired the locutions (words, whether spoken or written) that the communicator has used to accomplish their joint (divine + human author) illocutions2 (which lead to an understanding of intentions, claims, affirmations and, ultimately, meaning) but that the foundational locutions are tied to the communicator’s world. That is, God has made accommodation to the high-context communication between the implied communicators and their implied audience so as to optimize and facilitate the transmission of meaning via an authoritative illocution. Inspiration is tied to locutions (they have their source in God); illocutions define the necessary path to meaning that can be defined as characterized by authority.


  At times our distance from the ancient communicator might mean that we misunderstand the communication because of elements that are foreign to us, or because we do not share ways of thinking with the communicator. Comparative studies help us to understand more fully the form of the biblical authors’ employed genres and the nature of their rhetorical devices so that we do not mistake these elements for something that they never were. Such an exercise does not compromise the authority of Scripture but ascribes authority to that which the communicator was actually communicating. We also need comparative studies in order to recognize the aspects of the communicators’ cognitive environment3 that are foreign to us and to read the text in light of their world and worldview.


  Consequently, we are obliged to respect the text by recognizing the sort of text that it is and the nature of the message that it offers. In that regard, we have long recognized that the Bible is not a scientific textbook. That is, God’s intention is not to teach science or to reveal science. He does reveal his work in the world, but he doesn’t reveal how the world works.


  As an example of the foreign aspects of the cognitive environment, people in the ancient world had no category for what we call natural laws. When they thought of cause and effect, even though they could make all the observations that we make (e.g., when you push something it moves; when you drop something it falls), they were more inclined to see the world’s operations in terms of divine cause. Everything worked the way that it did because God set it up that way and God maintained the system. They would have viewed the cosmos not as a machine but as a kingdom, and God communicated to them about the world in those terms. His revelation to them was not focused on giving them a more sophisticated understanding of the mechanics of the natural world.


  He likewise did not hide information of that sort in the text for later readers to discover. An assumption on our part that he did would have no reliable controls. For example, in the days when we believed in a steady-state universe, people could easily have gone to the Bible to find confirmation of that science. But today we do not believe the steadystate theory to be true. Today we might think we find confirmation of the Big Bang or the expanding universe, but maybe someday we will no longer consider those to be true. Such approaches cannot be adopted within an authority framework.


  In the same way, the authority of the text is not respected when statements in the Bible that are part of ancient science are used as if they are God’s descriptions of modern scientific understanding. When the text talks about thinking with our hearts or intestines, it is not proposing scientific ideas that we must confirm if we wish to take biblical authority seriously. We need not try to propose ways that our blood-pumping organs or digestive systems are physiologically involved in cognitive processes. This is simply communication in the context of ancient science. In the same way, when the text talks about the water below the vault and the water above the vault (Gen 1:6) we do not have to construct a cosmic system that has waters above and waters below. Everyone in the ancient world believed there were waters above because when it rained water came down. Therefore, when the biblical text talks about “water above” (Gen 1:7), it is not offering authoritative revelation of scientific facts. If we conclude that there are not, strictly speaking, waters above, we have not thereby identified an error in Scripture. Rather, we have recognized that God vests the authority of the text elsewhere. Authority is tied to the message the author intends to communicate as an agent of God’s revelation. God has accommodated himself to the world of ancient Israel to initiate that revelation. We therefore recognize that although the Bible is written for us (indeed, for everyone), it is not written to us. In its context, it is not communicated in our language; it is not addressed to our culture; it does not anticipate the questions about the world and its operations that stem from our modern situations and issues.


  If we read modern ideas into the text, we skirt the authority of the text and in effect compromise it, arrogating authority to ourselves and our ideas. This is especially true when we interpret the text as if it is making reference to modern science, of which the author and audience had no knowledge. The text cannot mean what it never meant. What the text says may converge with modern science, but the text does not make authoritative claims pertaining to modern science (e.g., some statements may coincide with Big Bang cosmology, but the text does not authoritatively establish Big Bang cosmology). What the author meant and what the audience understood place restrictions on what information has authority. The only way we can move with certainty beyond that which was intended by the Old Testament author is if another authoritative voice (e.g., a New Testament author) gives us that extension of meaning.


  I propose instead that our doctrinal affirmations about Scripture (authority, inerrancy, infallibility, etc.) attach to the intended message of the human communicators (as it was given by the divine communicator). This is not to say that we therefore believe everything they believe (they did believe that there was a solid sky) but that we express our commitment to the communicative act. Since the form of their message is grounded in their language and culture, it is important to differentiate between what the communicators can be inferred to believe and the focus of their intended teaching.4 So, for example, it is no surprise that Israel believed in a solid sky and that God accommodated his communication to that model in his communication to Israel. But since the text’s message is not an assertion of the true shape of cosmic geography, we can safely reject those details without jeopardizing authority or inerrancy. Such cosmic geography is in the belief set of the communicators but is employed in the framework of their communication, not the content of their message. Beliefs may be discernible specifically in the way they frame their ideas or generally in the communicator’s context. Often we judge the author’s beliefs about his world as irrelevant or immaterial to the text’s message and therefore unrelated to the authority of the text. In the same way, the idea that one thinks with one’s entrails is built into the expressions that they use and the beliefs of the biblical communicators, but the revelatory intention is not to make assertions about physiology or anatomy. In these cases, I would contend that cosmic geography and anatomy/physiology are part of the framework of the communication. To set aside such culturally bound ideas does not jeopardize the text’s message or authority. Genre is also part of the communication framework and is therefore culturally bound. We have to account for the cultural aspects and shape of the genre before we can properly understand the communicator’s intentions.5 At the other end of the spectrum, having once understood the message, we cannot bypass it to adopt only a generalized application (e.g., “love God and your neighbor and you will do fine”) that dismisses as accommodation and potentially erroneous the communicator’s genre-encased message.


  The authority and inerrancy of the text is, and has traditionally been, attached to what it affirms. Those affirmations are not of a scientific nature. The text does not affirm that we think with our entrails (though it communicates in those terms because that is what the ancient audience believed). The text does not affirm that there are waters above. The question that we must therefore address is whether the text, in its authority, makes any affirmations about material human origins. If the communication of the text adopts the “science” and the ideas that everyone in the ancient world believed (as it did with physiology and the waters above), then we would not consider that authoritative revelation or an affirmation of the text.


  So, the question is, is there any new revelation pertaining to science in the Bible? The question does not pertain to statements the Bible makes about historical events that take place in the world, such as the plagues or the parting of the Red Sea. Those historical events involve unusual occurrences that by their very nature are likely beyond the ability of science to explain (not only in the phenomenon, but in the forewarning, timing and selective targeting). The question instead pertains to the regularly occurring events and the normal mechanics and operations of the world around us. Does the Bible give any revised or updated explanations of those? I would contend that it does not. Every aspect of the regular operations of the world as described in the Bible reflects the perspectives and ideas of the ancient world—ideas that Israel along with everyone else in the ancient world already believed. Though the text has much revelation to offer about the nature of God and his character and work, there is not a single incidence of new information being offered by God to the Israelites about the regular operation of the world (what we would call natural science). The text is thoroughly ancient and communicates in that context.


  This does not preclude the text from reporting historical events that would have involved science that the ancients did not understand (e.g., the mechanics of the flood). In such cases, the Bible is not providing scientific revelation; it is being silent on scientific matters. Whatever scientific explanations we might posit would not carry the authority of the text (just as our interpretations do not carry authority). When we apply these insights to the biblical view of human origins, we find that while the text offers theological affirmations (God as active, humans in his image, etc.) and may offer an account of historical events (which will be an issue for genre analysis, discussed later), it does not offer explanations of natural mechanisms. God did it, but the text does not offer a scientific explanation of how he did it. Instead, the text describes origins in ancient-world terms, although informed by correct theology.


  We can begin to understand the claims of the text as an ancient document first of all by paying close attention to what the text says and doesn’t say. It is too easy to make assumptions that are intrusive based on our own culture, cognitive environment, traditions or questions. It takes a degree of discipline as readers who are outsiders not to assume our modern perspectives and impose them on the text, but often we do not even know we are doing it because our own context is so intrinsic to our thinking and the ancient world is an unknown. The best path to recognizing the distinctions between ancient and modern thinking is to begin paying attention to the ancient world. This is accomplished by immersion in the literature of the ancient world. This would by no means supersede Scripture, but it can be a tool for understanding Scripture. When we are trying to understand the opening chapters of Genesis, our immersion is not limited to the cosmology texts of the ancient world. The clues to cognitive environment can be pieced together from a wide variety of ancient literature. Obviously, not everyone can undertake this task, just as not everyone can devote the time necessary to master Hebrew and Greek. Those who have the gifts, calling and passion for the original languages and the opportunity to study, research and write, use their expertise for the benefit of those who do not. In the same way, those who have the gifts, calling and passion for the study of the ancient world and the opportunity to research and write can use their expertise for the benefit of those who do not.


  Such study is not a violation of the clarity (“perspicuity”) of Scripture propagated by the Reformers. They were not arguing that every part of Scripture was transparent to any casual reader. If they believed that, they would not have had to write hundreds of volumes trying to explain the complexities of interpretation at both exegetical and theological levels. They were, instead, trying to make the case that there was a “plain sense” of Scripture that was not esoteric, mystical or allegorical and could only be spiritually discerned. Everyone could have access to this plain sense.


  Throughout most of history, scholars have not had access to the information from the ancient world and therefore could not use it to inform their interpretation. Even the early church fathers were interested in accessing the ancient world (as indicated from their frequent reference to Berossus, a Babylonian priest in the third century B.C.) but had very limited resources. However, since the beginning of the massive archaeological undertakings in Iraq in the middle of the nineteenth century, more than one million cuneiform texts have been excavated that expose the ancient literature by which we can gain important new insight into the ancient world. This is what provides the basis for our interpretation of the early chapters of Genesis as an ancient document.


  In trying to engage Genesis as ancient literature, we do not want to dismiss the insights of interpreters who have populated the history of the church. At the same time, we recognize that those interpreters have hardly been univocal. It is true that the creeds and councils have offered their conclusions about the key theological issues, and those conclusions have often become the consensus of modern doctrine. Yet it has not been the practice of interpreters to disdain fresh attempts to exegete the early chapters on Genesis just because their forebears had arrived at their various conclusions. Martin Luther begins his chapter on Genesis claiming, “Until now there has not been anyone in the church either who has explained everything in the chapter with adequate skill.”6 We should therefore not be dissuaded from seeking fresh knowledge that may lead to reinterpretation, for when we do so, we are following in the footsteps of those interpreters who have gone before us, even as we stand on their shoulders.


  


  Proposition 2


  In the Ancient World and the Old Testament, Creating Focuses on Establishing Order by Assigning Roles and Functions


  We live in a culture that has assigned high, if not ultimate, value to that which is material. Science has a prominent place in our cognitive environment as the most reliable source of truth, and it stands as the authority when it comes to knowledge. Consequently, when we think about the origins of the universe in general or humans in particular, our epistemology (what it means to know something and how we know what we know) has scientific parameters, and our ontology (what it means for something to exist and what constitutes the existence of something) is decidedly material in nature. Many people in our culture are strict materialists and/or naturalists, who acknowledge only that which is empirical or material.


  In such a climate, it is no surprise that we think in material terms when we think about origins. If existence is defined materially, then to bring something into existence (i.e., to create) is going to be understood in material terms. This way of thinking has so dominated our culture that we do not even question whether there might be other ways to think. We do not consider other options for ourselves, and the possibility that other cultures in other times or places might think differently is not a consideration. We read the opening chapters of Genesis and assume that since it is discussing creation, it must be focused on the material cosmos. We indiscriminately read the details of the text from our material perspective and believe that we are reading the text literally.


  As we discussed in the previous chapter, however, the cognitive environment in the ancient world was very different from ours. Therefore, we must be cautious about reflexively imposing our cultural assumptions on the text. Indeed, to do so risks undermining the authority of the text by attaching it to ideas it was not addressing. As people who take the Bible seriously, we are obligated to read it for what the human communicator conveys to us about what God was revealing. The human communicator is going to do that in the context of his native cognitive environment.


  Our procedure, then, is first to set aside our own cultural assumptions as much as we are able and then to try to read the text for what it is saying. Armed with our insights from a study of the text, we then take a look at the broader ancient Near Eastern cultural context to determine in which ways the Bible shows a common understanding and to identify ways in which God’s revelation lifted the Israelites out of their familiar ways of thinking with a new vision of reality. We cannot start by asking of the Bible our scientific questions. The Bible is not revealing science, and the biblical authors and audience would be neither aware of nor concerned with our scientific way of thinking. Our questions would not resonate in their minds, and neither would they even have meaning to them. Likewise, we cannot start by seeing how or where the Bible corresponds to scientific thinking that we have today if we have not yet understood the text in its original context. We need to penetrate the ancient text and the ancient world to understand their insider communication and their cognitive environment. We want to know what questions they were answering and what the biblical communicator is affirming from his perspective. It is the Bible’s claims that have authority, and our procedures must focus on those claims as they were originally intended.


  As we begin, then, we cannot assume that we know what kind of activity create conveyed in the ancient world. Some people give value to taking the biblical text “literally,” and, although that term can be a little slippery, we can all recognize the value of reading a text for what it intends to say—no more and no less. Having said that, we cannot be content to have the English text be the ultimate focus of that kind of attention because we recognize that the English text is already someone’s fallible interpretation. All translation is interpretation, and we have no inspired translations. We have to analyze the Hebrew terms and their nuances as best we can.


  If the translation “create” takes us in the right direction (and I believe that it does), we start with the idea that we are dealing with a verb that expresses the transition between nonexistence and existence. Consequently, before we can gain further understanding of the verb translated “create,” we must investigate what constituted ultimate existence in the ancient cognitive environment. We cannot assume that they shared our materialistic, naturalistic, scientific perspectives and values or our obsessive focus on the physical world. We must set those aside and read the text afresh.


  If creation involves a transition from nonexistence to existence, then a creation or origins account is likely to begin with the description of nonexistence. The way an account describes the initial situation prior to creation can therefore help us to see what it means by non­existence. With this procedure in mind, we are basically asking the question, what sort of origins account is this? We cannot assume that it is the same kind of account that we would write, and we cannot assume that our intuition will take us the right direction. Intuition is culturally shaped.


  The initial situation is described for us in Genesis 1:2 (and again in Gen 2:5-6). In fact, when we consider the many cosmology texts in the ancient world, we find it is commonplace to begin with a description of non-creation—the pre-creation condition. We will return to this after a consideration of the biblical account. The biblical account begins with Genesis 1:1, which is not a description of any actual activity of God.1 Alternatively, it is widely recognized that Genesis 1:1 serves as a literary introduction to the subject matter that the chapter is going to discuss, stating the activity that God will be involved in. The main supporting evidences for this conclusion are (1) the fact that throughout Genesis sections begin with a literary introduction (Gen 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; etc.) and (2) the literary form of the account, concluding with a statement that on the seventh day God completed his work (Gen 2:2). This work was the work of creating (Gen 2:3, same word as in Gen 1:1), and what was created were the heavens and the earth (Gen 2:1). Thus, God’s creating of the heavens and the earth took place in the seven days. Genesis 1:1 is outside the seven days, so we know that Genesis 1:1 tells the reader what is going to happen in the seven days. So we would read: “In the inaugural period [this is the nature of the Hebrew word ‘beginning’], God created the heavens and earth, and this is how he did it.” The actual account, therefore, begins in Genesis 1:2, where we find the description of the pre-creation situation.


  As Genesis 1:2 opens, we find that material is already present (earth, seas) and that this inchoate world is covered with water and darkness. Again, we know that ancient Near Eastern cosmologies share this characteristic. Darkness and sea are conditions of non-order. But if material is already present, we are immediately prompted by the text to ask why it does not begin with no material if it is going to recount material origins. This should make us curious.


  The most important descriptor that is offered in Genesis 1:2 is the Hebrew combination tōhû wābōhû, translated in the NIV “formless and empty.” The implications are that materiality is generally present but without shape, and that the stage is empty of players. We must investigate whether that is what the Hebrew words actually convey.


  The biblical writers left us many books, but a dictionary was not among them! We, therefore, have to try to determine what the words mean. The methodology for such lexical study has been firmly established and is confirmed as sound based on what we all recognize about language and how it works. Words mean what they are used to mean. There is sort of a social contract about how words can be used and what they communicate. Words can be given new meaning for a small group of individuals to use among themselves, or new meanings can develop in response to societal needs. In all of these cases, we can determine what words mean by the contexts in which they are used.2


  The combination tōhû and bōhû occurs two other times in the Hebrew Bible (Is 34:11 and Jer 4:23, and bōhû never occurs by itself).3 These uses offer no basis on which to determine that bōhû refers to emptiness. Usage is insufficient to establish its meaning. Sadly, then, we have to be content with what we can determine about the meaning of tōhû. In its twenty occurrences (more than half in Isaiah), we find that it often describes a wilderness or wasteland (e.g., Deut 32:10; Job 6:18; 12:24; Ps 107:40). It can describe the results of destruction (Jer 4:23). It is used to convey things that have no purpose or meaning (e.g., idols, Is 41:29, and those who make them, Is 44:9). All its uses can be consolidated in the notion of things that are of no purpose or worth. They are lacking order and function.


  It now becomes clear that the starting condition in Genesis 1:2, the pre-creation situation that describes nonexistence, is a condition that is not lacking material. Rather, it is a situation that is lacking order and purpose. “Formless” is not a good choice because it still implies that material shape is the focus. It is not. This leads us to the conclusion that for Israel, creation resolves the absence of order and not the absence of material. If this “before” picture conveys “nonexistence,” we would deduce that “existence” is not a material category for them; it is a functional category pertaining to an ordered condition.


  This conclusion is further confirmed in Egyptian cosmologies, where the desert and the cosmic seas are described as nonexistent. Despite their obvious materiality, they are not considered to exist because they are not fully part of the ordered world. It is also confirmed in Sumerian and Babylonian texts, where the beginning state is described as “negative cosmology” or “denial of existence.” The absence of creation is characterized as major gods not living, daylight and moonlight not shining, no vegetation, no priests performing rituals, nothing yet performing its duties. It is a time outside time. This same feature has long been recognized in the opening lines of the most famous Babylonian cosmology, Enuma Elish:


  
    When on high no name was given to heaven,


    Nor below was the netherworld called by name . . .


    When no gods at all had been brought forth,


    None called by names, none destinies ordained.4

  


  Such texts express the pre-creation state as one lacking divine agency, a time in which the gods were not yet performing their duties.5 In Genesis, however, the spirit of God is hovering over the waters—divine agency ready to move into action.


  The next step in trying to clarify the nature of the ancient origins account in Genesis is to examine the operative verbs used in the account. The Hebrew verb translated “create” is bārāʾ (Gen 1:1, 21; 2:3), and the verb translated “made” is ʿāśâ (Gen 1:7, 16, 25, 26; 2:2, 3). The former occurs about fifty times in the Hebrew text, the latter over 2,600 times. Here I will only summarize conclusions since the detailed study has been done elsewhere.6


  By observing the direct objects of the verb bārāʾ throughout Scripture, one can conclude that the verb does not intrinsically pertain to material existence. Although a number of occurrences could refer to material creation, many of them cannot. Ones that may refer to material existence only do so if we presuppose that materiality is the focus of the verbal activity. Those that clearly do not refer to materiality easily fit into the category that describes activity bringing order, organization, roles or functions (such as rivers flowing in the desert, Is 41:20; a blacksmith to forge a weapon, Is 54:16). Since the “before” picture deals with the absence of order, it is easy to conclude that bārāʾ pertains to bringing about order, as it often demonstrably does.7 Absence of order describes non­existence; to bārāʾ something brings it into existence by giving it a role and a function in an ordered system. This is not the sort of origins account that we would expect in our modern world, but we are committed to reading the text as an ancient document. In this view, the result of bārāʾ is order. The roles and functions are established by separating and naming (in the Bible as well as in the ancient Near East). These are the acts of creation. They are not materialistic in nature, and they are not something that science can explore either to affirm or to deny.


  The second verb, ʿāśâ, is more complicated. When beginning Hebrew students learn this vocabulary word, they are told that it means “to do, make.” But that does not begin to cover the scope of this word’s usage. In its more than 2,600 occurrences, it is translated in dozens of different ways. Consequently, one cannot say that the word “literally means ‘make.’” Perhaps even more importantly than the six occurrences of the verb in Genesis 1, the verb is used in Exodus 20:11: “In six days the LORD made [ʿāśâ] the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them.” This verse figures prominently in discussions of the six days of Genesis 1 and what happened in them.


  When we look carefully at the context in Exodus 20:8-11, we learn that for six days people are to “do” (ʿāśâ) all their work, and on the seventh day they are not supposed to “do” (ʿāśâ) any of their work. We could therefore plausibly conclude that the reason given in the text is that God “did” his work in the six days of Genesis 1. The heavens, earth and sea are his work. In fact, Exodus 20 is alluding to Genesis 2:2-3, where it is indicated that on the seventh day God completed the work (same Hebrew word translated “work” in Ex 20) that he had been “doing” (ʿāśâ). Then, most significantly, we are told what that work was in Genesis 2:3: the work of creating (bārāʾ) that he had “done” (ʿāśâ). In Exodus 20:11, God is doing his work, and that work is the creating described in Genesis 2:3. Bārāʾ is what God “does.” Bārāʾ is associated with order and functions, and this is what God did.


  If we substitute the verb “do” into all the verses in Genesis 1 that appear in translations as “make,” the result is not a good English idiom (“God did two great lights”). However, other options are readily available. There are numerous places where NIV chooses to translate ʿāśâ as “provide” (18x) or “prepare” (46x). Genesis 1 might be read quite differently if we read “God prepared two great lights” or “God provided two great lights.” Such renderings would be no less “literal.” Perhaps a way to grasp the general sense of ʿāśâ is to understand that it reflects some level of causation. (Note, for example, verses like Gen 50:20 and Amos 3:6.)8 To say it another way, causation at any level can be expressed by this verb.9


  Other interesting usages of the verb include the following:


  
    	The phrase ʿāśâ nepeš can mean “to take people under your care” (Gen 12:5; cf. Eccles 2:8).


    	For the midwives who defied pharaoh, God provided families (ʿāśâ bāttîm, Ex 1:21).


    	The Israelites are to celebrate the Sabbath from generation to generation (Ex 31:16; cf. Ex 34:22; Num 9:4-14; etc.).


    	Responsibilities are assigned to the Levites (Num 8:26).


    	Priests are appointed (1 Kings 12:31).


    	The phrase ʿāśâ šālôm means “to establish order” (Job 25:2; cf. Is 45:7).

  


  In Genesis 1:26, God determines to “make” (ʿāśâ) humankind in his own image. This is an important statement, but we should realize that it does not pertain to what he does uniquely for just the first human(s). The Bible is clear in numerous places that God “makes” (ʿāśâ) each one of us (Job 10:8-9; 31:15; Ps 119:73; 139:15; Prov 22:2; Is 27:11; 43:7).


  Finally, when we examine the direct objects used with the verb ʿāśâ, we find many examples where they are not material:


  
    	God makes the Israelites (Deut 32:6, 15; Ps 149:2; Hos 8:14) and the nations (Ps 86:9).


    	God made (ʿāśâ) the moon to mark seasons (Ps 104:19);10 cf. lights to govern (Ps 136:7-9).


    	God made (ʿāśâ) constellations (Job 9:9; Amos 5:8).


    	The wind was established (ʿāśâ) (Job 28:25).


    	God makes (ʿāśâ) each day (Ps 118:24).


    	God makes (ʿāśâ) lightning to accompany the rain (Ps 135:7; Jer 10:13).

  


  These instances show us that the Hebrew communicators did not have to have a material-manufacturing activity in mind when they used the verb ʿāśâ.


  We have looked at only two of the main verbs for the activities of creation. As we look at the wide range of creation statements throughout the Bible, we will discover that the biblical communicators often used words that we tend to think of as referring to material manufacturing for addressing that which is not material, specifically, for cosmic ordering:


  
    	Formed summer and winter (Ps 74:17)


    	Created the north and south (Ps 89:12)


    	Mountains born; world brought forth (Ps 90:2; mountains are material, but birthing them is not a material description of their origins)


    	Planted the cedars of Lebanon (Ps 104:16; trees are material, but planting them is not a material description of their origins)


    	Created waters above the skies (Ps 148:4-5; terminology applied to that which we know does not exist)


    	Building the house with Wisdom (Prov 8:12, 22-29)


    	Forms human spirit (Zech 12:1)

  


  In conclusion, we cannot consider these verbs to intrinsically reflect material production, either because the direct objects are not material or because the verbs do not represent any sort of understanding that we adopt as scientifically viable.


  Furthermore, we find that the way God carries out these creation activities (created, made, caused) is at times by “separating” and “naming.” To distinguish something from other things is to create it; to name something is to create it. For example, naming a room and giving it a distinct function distinguishes (separates) it from other rooms and represents the “creation” of the room. In our house, a room had previously been used as a dining room by its former owners. We decided we didn’t want it to be a dining room so we called it a “den,” gave it a function as a den, put in it the furniture of a den and began to use it that way. By its name and function it was distinguished from other rooms in the house, and thus the den was created. And it was good (functioned as it was intended to function). This serves as a good illustration of the role that naming, separating and determining a function have in the creation of a room and its existence as that room. It is important to realize that separating and naming are also prime creation activities in the rest of the ancient Near East. Note, for example, the opening lines of the famous Babylonian creation epic, Enuma Elish, quoted earlier (p. 29).
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