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1
What this book is about

The Bible and Science

The Bible is the source text for the Christian faith. But the world in which the Bible texts were produced and compiled, over a period of several centuries, was enormously different from the present world of the twenty-first century. In particular, the ideas and assumptions about the natural world and its meaning have passed through great cultural changes. One of the most significant of these changes has been the emergence of experimental science as the basis for explanations of what happens in the physical world.

This shift in our cultural mentality raises the question of how sacred texts that arose in very different cultural circumstances can continue to be the basis of an active and lively faith. I state at the outset that my answer to this question will be positive, but difficult questions have to be faced and some traditional attitudes to the Bible may have to be revised.

Interest in the relationship between scientific knowledge and Christian faith has increased enormously during the past few decades. This interest has been expressed in the publication of many books aimed at a wide range of readership, and in the creation of new university courses. Among the authors particularly prominent in this development are Ian Barbour in the United States and John Polkinghorne and the late Arthur Peacocke in Britain. Many others have also made worthy contributions to this debate.

However, this growth of interest in the subject has focused almost entirely on what may be described as the philosophical or historical aspects of the relationship. The questions generally addressed may be summarised, with some simplification, as of the type “Is it reasonable for a scientist to adhere to the Christian faith?” or “Is scientific methodology consistent with religious belief?” or “How has the relationship between faith and science been understood in the past?” These questions and the answers offered are of great value in a society which prizes scientific knowledge and expects evidence to be produced if claims about knowledge or truth are to be accepted.

The nature of much of the popular literature in the recent Science and Religion debate can be illustrated from the promotional words on the back cover of Francis Collins’ helpful book The Language of God. Collins “takes the reader on a stunning tour of modern science to show that physics, chemistry and biology – indeed, reason itself – are not incompatible with belief.”1 The conclusion “not incompatible” is typical – the discussion is not about absolute proofs but about probabilities and alternative means of arriving at working conclusions.

During the twentieth century science moved away from the confidence of the Newtonian world to the more difficult world of Einsteinian relativity, Heisenberg uncertainties and quantum mechanics. In many ways this transformation of the scientific approach opened new opportunities for dialogue between scientific ideas and religious beliefs. The relationship between these two forms of knowledge was no longer as clear as the more mechanical nineteenth century science had assumed. The analysis of these probabilistic trends in scientific thinking has been another valuable theme in recent literature. However, in this book I do not intend to examine these scientific issues in detail – they are part of the assumed background. This book is primarily about the Bible and its place as a foundational religious text in a scientifically dominated society.

The place of the Bible in the relationship with science has been a neglected theme in these recent developments. Christian faith has generally been treated as a “known”, so questions about its relationship with science can be framed in the forms described above. However, the Bible itself is a foundational element in the Christian faith, and the increased knowledge provided by the scientific endeavour also raises questions about these source documents. It should not be assumed that there is a fixed phenomenon called Christianity, which remains unchanged, while all that requires investigation is the relationship of Christian faith to modern science. The Bible itself has to be examined in relation to scientific thought – this exercise may reveal not only that the relationship between Christian faith and scientific knowledge is changing (or should change), but also that Christian faith is itself changing because of the impact of scientific thought on the way Christians understand the Bible.

The books of the Bible were written over a period of many centuries, between several hundred years BCE (though some individual texts may be considerably older) and the first century of the Christian era. Human beliefs and worldviews during all this time may be described as “pre-scientific”. The emergence of science, not only as an investigative activity but also as a mode of rational thought based on empirical evidence, is usually regarded, at least in the Western world, as beginning in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.2 A crucial role in bringing about this mental change was played by the recognition that the planetary system circulated around the Sun and not the Earth. The discovery of the heliocentric nature of the solar system was particularly associated with the Polish mathematician-astronomer Nikolai Copernicus (1473-1543) and the Italian mathematician-engineer-astronomer Galileo Galilei (1564-1642). In numerous ways this new perception moved European thought away from the medieval view of the world inherited from classical times.

Expanded knowledge of the world’s geography and topography also arose from the voyages of maritime explorers from the late fifteenth century onwards – the explorers brought home examples of plants and animals, and information about other peoples and cultures, that had no place in the prevailing European view of the world, which was derived from biblical or classical sources. This new knowledge contributed along with the findings of the astronomers to the profound revision of long-held ideas. Among the mental changes gradually introduced into Europe by these discoveries were the recognition that the Earth was not the physical centre of the universe (with consequent questions about the place of the Earth in God’s purposes), that heaven and hell could no longer be regarded as physical locations at the extremities of height and depth respectively, and that there was much more variety in the world and its peoples than had previously been recognised.

To describe the pre-sixteenth century world as “pre-scientific” is not intended to denigrate the knowledge and many practical skills exercised in earlier societies. Greeks, Romans, Egyptians and other cultures from the Middle East and further east had achieved striking advances in philosophy, poetry, drama, mathematics, astronomy and the practical skills required for the construction of buildings, navigation across open seas, and the government of large extents of territory. Some of these discoveries were foundational for the whole of subsequent Western knowledge. Describing these societies as pre-scientific is simply a recognition that before the emergence of empirical science, the physical causes of events were largely unknown. As Keith Ward has written:


…until the seventeenth century even the most intelligent observers were not generally aware of the true causes of most of the physical changes in the universe. That is to say, virtually no one thought that changes occurred in accordance with universal, mathematically quantifiable laws of nature …for most of human history even those who most assiduously sought to discover the true causes of change were mistaken about those causes.3



These ancient cultures had developed to the point at which individuals could be released from the basic requirements of subsistence living to concentrate their productive efforts on specialised activities for which they were particularly skilled – such a specialisation of employment is an essential ingredient for urban living and the development of “civilisation”. These specialisations might include, for example, metalwork or soldiering or building, enabling others to concentrate on leatherwork or the manufacture of clothing or the processing of food. Activities beyond the basic needs of living will also emerge from this process of specialisation. Thus in more developed societies there will be some people who will be enabled to concentrate on activities such as the writing of poetry or the creation of music.

Some ancient societies were well endowed with technological skills in fields such as agriculture, natural medicines, building and construction, the manufacture of tools and weapons, and in some cases seafaring. The societies described in the one or two thousand years of biblical history possessed many of these capabilities. But these substantial achievements were limited in two important respects: first by the size of what could be seen by the human eye, and second by the weight of what could be handled by human or animal muscle power, assisted to some extent by ropes, pulleys and levers: ancient technologies were limited by what could be seen and handled. The inner workings of things were not well understood. For example, the functions of the human body and the nature of disease were known only in the broadest outline: it was not until the seventeenth century CE that the circulation of the human blood system was clarified by William Harvey (1578-1657). The influences which lay behind the patterns of the weather and the consequent variations in agricultural output were not known until, also in the seventeenth century, the fundamental importance of atmospheric pressure had been established, initially by Evangelista Torricelli (1608-1647), Galileo’s assistant and successor in Florence. In earlier centuries very few measuring instruments were available, partly because of the difficulty of manufacturing to the required precision but more importantly because of the absence of awareness of the questions which needed to be asked and the values which needed to be measured.

When we consider the geographical location of the historical and religious events described in the Bible, it is remarkable that ancient Israel and the Jewish people remained in a relatively undeveloped state while surrounded by a series of sophisticated civilisations. These surrounding nations had enormous successive impacts on the story of the Jewish people, which makes it even more surprising that Israel seems to have absorbed little of the technological achievements of her neighbours. At one stage the early forebears of the nation, or at least a sub-group within the alliance which later became the nation of Israel-Judah, were slaves in Egypt. The achievements of Egypt in constructing massive temples, palaces and pyramids, and maintaining a complex society based on intensive agriculture, are well known, and according to the biblical account the Israelite slaves participated in some of this construction work. Yet when they escaped and established a nation and a land of their own, centuries elapsed before Israel could boast any equivalent buildings, and even then very few. The kingdoms of Israel and Judah were then successively overwhelmed by the powerful nations of Assyria, Babylon and Persia – the Babylonians made substantial progress in the fields of astronomy and mathematics, but little interest in these fields is found in our knowledge of the Hebrew people. Later still, in the period between the completion of most of the Hebrew Scriptures (the Old Testament) and the events described in the New Testament, the Jewish nation was conquered by the empires of Greece and Rome, with their achievements in philosophy and literature, architecture, military power and social organisation. The Greek philosopher Aristotle (384-322 BCE), who of all the classical Greek writers approximates most closely to the later pattern of an investigator of the natural world (though Aristotle’s method was primarily observational and philosophical rather than experimental), lived during the period approximately represented by the gap between the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament.

Yet, in spite of these associations with some of the most technologically advanced nations of their times, the nation of Israel appears to have absorbed little of the technological drive of their conquering neighbours, at least as far as we can detect from archaeological exploration and from their literature preserved in the Bible. The main contributions of the ancient Israelite people were in the realm of ethics and religion. Perhaps the association of relatively advanced technology with nations frequently regarded as enemies served to insulate Israel from moving in this direction. We must also recognise that the literature preserved in the Bible may be an unrepresentative cross-section of what was happening at the time, first because the Hebrew Scriptures deal mainly (though, as we shall see, not entirely) with religious topics which may exclude information about the place of technology, except insofar as this is revealed by reading between the lines; and second because the authors of the texts of the Hebrew Scriptures were, again as far as we can tell, mainly prophets, priests and officials who were not concerned to tell us anything about the nation’s interest in technology. In spite of these qualifications, the impression remains that Israel was a technologically backward society surrounded by more advanced empires.

The purpose of this book

The purpose of this book, therefore, is to examine how scientific knowledge and scientific methods of thought relate to our understanding of the Bible. This exercise should undergird the wider debate about the relationship between science and the Christian faith.

Since my purpose is to examine the biblical texts themselves in comparison with later scientific knowledge, the fact that the texts may not be fully representative of their contemporary society is not a serious disadvantage. The biblical texts, which followers of both the Jewish and the Christian faiths regard as in some way revelatory of God, are the important source material with which we are concerned. The extent to which these texts reveal facets of contemporary life in ancient Israel is an interesting question, but my present purpose is to examine the content of the texts as they stand. The degree to which the texts reflect accurately or fully the contemporary way of life is a separate issue which I will touch on only when it bears on my primary question. In other words, there may have been more technology in the biblical societies than the texts reveal, but the primary interest of Christians is in the texts – the societies behind the texts are of interest in illuminating the texts, which are themselves the source material for Christian faith.

In subsequent chapters we will conduct detailed examination of many texts in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, with specific reference to their assumptions about the working of the natural world. My orientation is not solely historical or textual; rather, I am hoping to help present-day believers in their interpretation of our source texts. These texts were created in societies with assumptions very different from our own about the operations of the physical world around us.

A major result of our study of the Scriptural texts will be that the biblical writers believed in the direct activity of God in the natural world. The events in question might be weather conditions, earthquakes, conceptions, deaths, and many other occurrences. We now know much more about the physical reasons for these phenomena, and a modern reader wishing to retain a role for God might prefer to render the statement more subtle by saying that God “was responsible for” or “was behind” the event rather than “performed” the event. This difference of outlook can create an intense hermeneutical problem: do we have to accept the worldviews of the original authors and understand the events in the physical world in the same way as they did? Or should we reinterpret the text in conformity with our present scientific understanding of the world? Or is some middle ground possible? If some reinterpretation is necessary, how much of the original sense is lost? Is it possible for a scientifically oriented reader in the twenty-first century to appreciate the sense and impact of the original, while also retaining scientific integrity? These are the crucial questions raised in this book and will be thoroughly explored in Chapter 7 when we have examined all the relevant biblical data.

At this stage a single example will help to illustrate the issue which will be faced many times throughout this book. The Bible text may say quite bluntly that God performed a particular act, while we may prefer to understand that the event happened as a result of a process which had been in continuous operation for some time, perhaps a very long time, before the event happened. The first two chapters of the book of Joel describe in graphic terms a devastating invasion by locusts, and Joel 2.11 states that this is the Lord’s army and that the Lord is giving the orders:


The Lord utters his voice at the head of his army; 
How vast is his host! 
Numberless are those who obey his command. 
Truly the day of the Lord is great; 
Terrible indeed – who can endure it?

Joel 2.11



In our present times most believers would be reluctant to attribute a locust plague, or any similar form of disaster, to such a direct intention of God. We would prefer an explanation based on climatic factors, recent weather and wind directions, or the demographic pressures on insect populations. Lessons would be learned, and steps taken to mitigate such events in future if possible. How should we resolve this potential conflict of understanding as we read biblical accounts of divine action? This example illustrates the problem of the exercise of Christian faith in a cultural environment very different from that in which the faith originated. Should a Christian accept the bald statement that God did it, or is a more nuanced interpretation possible – and if the latter, is faith diminished or increased? These issues lie behind all the subsequent studies in this book.

Four preliminary issues

Before we progress into detailed themes and texts, four initial issues need to be clarified.

First, I wish to avoid the view that there is a single “biblical” approach to some of the questions we shall address. The biblical texts were created by many different authors over a period of more than a thousand years, say between 1000 BCE and 100 CE, though some parts may lie outside these limits. During such a long period social conditions, religious beliefs and knowledge of the world all changed substantially, and the meanings of words and even the languages used were different (the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek languages are all employed in the biblical texts). It should not be expected that every author had the same perspective on human experience, on the being of God, or on the relationship between the two. Of course there are uniting themes throughout the Bible, but large differences should also be expected, particularly between the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament, but also within these two major parts of the Bible.

Some Christians may feel that the Bible must contain a certain unity because it deals with “the divine plan of salvation” or because it is “divinely inspired” or because it has to be “Christ-centred”. These ideas may be correct to some extent, but such considerations should not obstruct a careful analysis of particular texts. The concept of revelation through the Scriptures has been to a large extent superimposed on the texts after they were collected into a single volume. In this book I am hoping to concentrate on the meaning of the texts in the milieu in which they first arose before addressing their interpretation in the light of scientific knowledge. For the most part, my approach will be to allow the different biblical books, or even sections within books, to speak for themselves without attempting forced harmonisations. When I use the word “biblical” I am therefore intending a simple description of a particular group of texts: I am not implying a single theological viewpoint throughout.

Second, I hope to avoid any impression of using “proof-texts”. A glance through the pages of this book will reveal places where I have assembled numerous biblical texts relating to the issue under discussion. In most cases I have quoted the actual texts rather than merely given the verse reference – in this way I hope the reader will be convinced of the strength and frequency of the points I wish to make. This reproduction of texts may give the impression of a list of proof-texts, taken out of their original context within a biblical book and a particular historical setting. I cannot express too strongly my principled opposition to such a practice – my assembled texts are intended as illustrations of a viewpoint held by the writer or writers, not as “proofs” of an idea. I have examined the context of every Scripture quotation used, and have taken account of the latest scholarly views of the background and original meaning. I have not felt it necessary to give an extended exposition of every text – this would not be relevant to my immediate purpose – but I have endeavoured to use every text in the sense intended in its original setting, insofar as that can be established. In some cases this has required a more extended examination of the original sense – this should not necessarily be read as an endorsement in our modern, scientifically oriented situation. In books such as the Psalms and Proverbs, which contain material for worship in many settings, or wisdom of general application, the exact context will often be harder to detect. In these books it is more likely that the ideas contained were regarded as universal truths, though the cultural background or setting of the worship remains important.

Third, this book concentrates on the presence or absence of scientific knowledge in biblical times and the relationship between ancient and more recent world views. This means that many grander themes in Christian theology such as the nature of “salvation” or the Christian view of atonement will not be directly addressed, though there may be repercussions between the topics dealt with here and larger theological questions. Indeed, it would be a pity if that did not happen.

The fourth preliminary question relates to the words “nature” or “natural” or the expression “the natural world”. The use of these words may suggest the existence of an independent entity, the natural world, which should be considered separately from the being of God, thus prejudging the question of the relationship of the world to God. The very use of a concept such as “natural” may be already endowed with a hidden assumption of a distance between the divine and the material. Many of the biblical writers themselves may not have recognised the suggestion of a “natural” world other than the world controlled and determined by God. These are issues to be explored in later chapters of this book. Meanwhile, it would be heavy-handed and overbearing to exclude altogether the use of words such as natural, or to introduce clumsy qualifiers such as “so-called natural”. For the present let it suffice to say that my use of words and expressions involving the term “natural” means the physical world, including both the non-human world and the physico-biological aspects of the human world. The recognition of a zone described as natural is based on the existence of physical forces immediately responsible for the effects we see. It does not imply a mystical or quasi-personal existence such as “Mother Nature”. Humans have to be regarded as natural, at least in our physico-biological existence. I do not wish to prejudge the question of whether there is a world of physical processes operating independently of God, but equally it would make for a very laboured text if I avoided completely the term “natural”.4

Human and non-human aspects

In this study I will examine the biblical attitudes towards both the human and non-human aspects of the natural world. The two primary focuses of the whole Bible, it may be said, are God’s purposes and human behaviour, and how to bring these two together. The historical books, the laws and the prophecies of the Hebrew Scriptures tell the story of God’s dealing with one particular nation and how they should live in the land. The New Testament is almost entirely composed of the life and teaching of Jesus, the emergence and growth of the Christian church, and collections of letters giving advice to churches or individual Christians. The main reflective parts of the Bible, the Psalms and other wisdom literature in the Hebrew Scriptures, where a view of nature for its own sake might be found, are also primarily concerned with human life and the divine-human encounter, though it is here that we will find a particularly rich source of information on a biblical view of the physical world.

Because of this overwhelming concentration of the biblical texts on the divine-human relationship, the views of the biblical writers about the non-human world have to be found embedded within what they have to say about human behaviour in society, or about the worship of God. Nevertheless, a wealth of information is available, even though much of it derives from incidental references.

The structure of the book

Chapter 2 addresses the question of where the biblical writers believed that God was to be found. In Chapter 3 I will examine texts concerning the role of God in the non-human world of landscape, animals and the weather, although as we shall see it is ultimately impossible to distinguish between a non-human world and the world as the home of mankind – for the biblical writers the world had been created as a home for mankind. Our modern idea that the world had existed for billions of years without human life was of course unknown to them. In Chapter 4, therefore, we progress to examine the views of the biblical authors about the divine-human relationship that dominate and underlie what they have to say about the physical world. Chapter 5 considers the relationship between miracles and magic, which appears to have changed in character over the period of biblical history. The discussion of miracles leads naturally to a consideration of God’s omnipotence.

Chapters 2 to 5 will conclude with a short comparison of the biblical view with a modern, scientifically informed view of the phenomena under discussion. Discussion of the major theological issues will be retained until Chapter 7.

In Chapter 6 I explore the presence in the texts of both early ideas that might loosely be described as proto-scientific and other beliefs that are definitely beyond scientific verification.

Chapter 7 examines the intellectual choice we have to make: should we adjust our thought frames to the biblical perspective, or must we reinterpret biblical ideas to be more conformable to those of our own times and culture? I will propose something of each. Science has revised our understanding of the physical world and how it functions – this should unquestionably and unashamedly be regarded as an advance or improvement on earlier knowledge, because we are closer to a true description of how the physical world works. These relatively recent science-based insights will inevitably have some impact on the way we read and understand the Bible. But in other respects we have to adjust our thought frame to the biblical, for three main reasons:

(a) In some sense the Bible is foundational for Christian belief (though the exact sense has to be explored, and our starting assumptions may be changed as a result of the findings described in this book);

(b) Some aspects of Christian belief which may be assumed or stated in the Bible lie beyond the scope of science to confirm or deny (this issue is explored in Chapter 6);

And (c) the New Testament contains the closest witness we have to Jesus Christ, who is and always must remain the focus and the Lord of the Christian church. So it is inherently imperative that some views and teachings of the New Testament should be brought with urgency to the twenty-first century.

We know many things that the biblical writers did not know. Scientific investigations have made this possible, and we should not be ashamed of nor deny our increased knowledge. This may give the impression that at times I am raising serious and critical questions about the biblical text. I hope that I have already said enough to convince readers that this book is neither anti-Bible nor anti-Christian. The opposite is the case. When making comparisons between biblical views and the more recent understandings informed by science, I am not making anachronistic judgements against the biblical views. A text can only be judged in its contemporary setting. The Bible is central to Christian faith and therefore needs to be well understood. However, present-day Christians can only be confident in their faith while also taking into account present-day knowledge. The Bible was written in times and conditions very different from our own – different in the ideas about the world itself and how it operates, different in the understanding of human life, and different in the perception of the divine. At the very least, our understanding of the Bible will improve if we understand more of the worlds from which it came.

A note on Stories and Myths

Most readers of the Bible recognise that some of its stories have the character of folk-tales or “myths”. We must be careful to understand the word “myth” in its technical, literary sense rather than the meaning the word has acquired in much popular usage. In common speech a myth is simply a story which is untrue: for example, “He told me he was at the football match, but that was a myth.” He was not at the game, he was elsewhere – he had told a lie. In its technical sense, however, a myth is “an ancient traditional story of gods or heroes, especially one offering an explanation of some fact or phenomenon” (Chambers Dictionary, 1993). So a myth is probably not “true” in the sense that if you had been there with a camera or recorder you would have observed exactly what the story tells – and even the idea that there was a “there” where you might have been with your camera or recorder is dubious. But a myth is much more than an untrue story. It is a story about gods or heroes, as the Chambers’ definition states, with a meaning relevant to the times of the author making use of the story. It gives a meaning or an interpretation of events or places within the author’s own experience, or it offers insights into the general state of mankind, or the nature of divinity, or the relationships between mankind and God or the gods. If the author’s interpretation is accepted by the reader, the myth may still be regarded as “true”, though in a sense different from what might be called factual truth.

The uneasiness that some people feel when the language of myth is applied to the Bible relates to the question of where to draw the line. If one story in the Bible is regarded as myth in the sense described in the preceding paragraph, what is to prevent the same ascription to all the stories of the Bible, even those most precious to personal faith and Christian life? If, for example, the stories of creation and the Garden of Eden are understood as mythical, could the Gospel stories of the life of Jesus be treated in the same way? Fears such as these lead some people to apply blanket criteria to all the texts of the Bible, treating them all as factually true as though recorded by a faultless and non-selective observer. In my view, such practices diminish the value and richness that can be achieved from a more subtle approach to the differing character of the biblical material.

Unfortunately, there is no simple answer to this difficulty. The Bible contains no marginal annotation saying “Here be myth”, or “This story comes from an ancient tradition”, or “The likeness of these characters to any real person living or dead is only approx-imate”. No – it is necessary to read intelligently and to discern the internal signs which distinguish one kind of text from another.

Many such signs are available. First, a simple distinction exists between prose and poetry, and modern translations of the Bible help readers who are unfamiliar with the original languages to identify these differing types of text by printing poetry in verse form. Even without the assistance of poetic structure, it will often be obvious from the language that imaginative description is being used. When the lovers in the Song of Solomon say “Your eyes are doves” or “His legs are alabaster columns” (Song of Solomon 1.15; 4.1; 5.15) we know that we have to apply poetic imagination to the passage – even so, we might struggle to determine how “doves” is a complimentary description of the woman’s eyes. Other clues about the nature of a text are found in the style of writing, or the repeated use of particular words, or the theological or political outlook which the text displays. Internal contradictions or interruptions to the train of thought may indicate where texts from different sources have been combined. Even those biblical books which appear to be historical, such as 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 and 2 Kings, must be read in the awareness that all history is written from a particular perspective and with a purpose, which will colour the authors’ selection of material and methods of presentation.

In short, there are no short cuts in the intelligent reading of Scripture. The Bible is a library which has come to us through a complex but largely unknown series of events. We should be ready to see a range of literary forms and a variety of points of view. We should read intelligently and openly.

One unavoidable problem raised by an intelligent, scientific approach to the Bible is the nature of “miracles”. This theme is considered in more detail in Chapter 5, and without at this point pausing to define an exact meaning of miracle, it can scarcely be denied that the phenomenon of miracle is strongly present in the Bible, in both the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament. Does the acceptance of myth as a literary form lead inevitably to questioning whether the miracles described in the Bible should be regarded as actual events?

This is a huge question, with its own extensive literature.5 The very meaning of “miracle” is not as clear as is sometimes assumed. The scientific world is itself now more ready to accept the occurrence of extreme and abnormal events, inexplicable on the basis of current knowledge, than was the case in, say, the nineteenth century. This is one of the ways in which scientific thought and religious belief have actually drawn closer in their methodologies rather than further apart.

Some religious people would say that the acceptance of miracles is an essential part of belief in God. In his very nature as supreme over the physical world, God is able to perform actions that are impossible for any human and may appear contrary to the physical order. Texts such as the following suggest that the ability to perform miracles is an integral aspect of God’s being:


You are great and do wondrous things; you alone are God. 
Psalm 86.10 
Remember the wonderful works he has done, his miracles, and the judgements he has uttered. 
Psalm 105.5 
Who alone does great wonders. 
Psalm 136.4



Psalm 86.10 may appear to be a statement of monotheism, but it has been suggested that “you alone are God” has here the sense of “matchless” or “unique”.6 However, the sense that God does wonderful things beyond the power of humans (and, possibly, of any other gods) is certainly present. Walter Brueggemann has proposed that “wonders” should be translated more emphatically as “impossibilities”, though he recognised that in liturgical usage some of the intensity of this meaning is lost.7 The couplet “great wonders” in Psalm 136.4 is supported by the Hebrew text, though regarded by some commentators as tautologous.8 Equally, it may be accepted as emphatic.

The central miracle in this biblical story of miracles, it is frequently claimed, is the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead. It is commonly argued that if God can accomplish that, other miracles should not present any intellectual problems. Or, conversely, if other miracles are questioned, the resurrection of Jesus and the entire foundation of the Christian faith are open to doubt. I suggest that we need a more careful approach than these arguments would imply. It is possible to question some reported miracles while affirming others. In this respect the texts of the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament are of very different character: the elapsed time between the events reported and their commitment to written text is much shorter in the case of the New Testament, and the availability of supporting witnesses much greater. I believe it is possible to maintain a faith in the resurrection of Jesus while exploring critically other biblical accounts of miracle. In this book I will be particularly concerned to examine those reported miracles which touch upon a scientific understanding of the processes of the natural world.

It is important to note that those parts of the Bible regarded as myths or educational stories do not necessarily inform us of the real views of the biblical writers about the operation of the natural world, though they may contain some elements of the writer’s worldview. To give an example, which will anticipate the subsequent identification of the passages which I believe should be regarded as myths or educational stories, the fact that the book of Jonah tells of a large fish which swallowed Jonah whole and three days later spewed him alive and well on a beach should not be taken to mean that the writer really believed that such things actually happen. It is a story, possibly even a children’s story, and in such stories impossible things happen. The naive literalness in the way this story has been understood by generations of Bible readers is a sad comment on the absence of literary imagination.

In some cases, the text will contain a mixture of mythical elements alongside the actual views of the author(s) about the real nature of things. The creation narratives of the early chapters of Genesis, for example, include an authentic picture of the ancient Hebrew understanding of the cosmology of the universe (or, perhaps more accurately, one Hebrew understanding of cosmology – we should not assume this was the only one in circu-lation), combined with mythical stories of the primal human ancestors. It should not be supposed that the original author(s) actually believed that snakes could once talk (even though this seems to have been believed by some subsequent commen-tators!). Most present-day interpreters accept, of course, that these chapters of Genesis include passages which arose from very different literary and theological traditions.

So which parts of the Bible would I exclude as evidence for an ancient view of the natural world because of their mythological or story-telling character? (They should not, of course, be excluded from the study of other theological questions). First, the early chapters of Genesis include many elements which are mythological in this sense: the creation stories, the lives and ages of the patriarchs, the strange story of the union between the sons of God and the daughters of men (Genesis 6.1-4) which has been described as “undisguised mythology”9, and the story of Noah’s ark and the flood. These chapters, purporting to tell the story of the earliest period of human life, clearly contain many elements which fit the dictionary definition of “traditional stories of heroes” – or patriarchs. Some interpreters, I believe, have done great disservice to the relationship between Christian faith, the Bible and scientific knowledge by attempting to create scientific explanations of these events as literally told. These chapters are stories, and the attempt to make them consistent with our present scientific knowledge is misguided.

In addition to these early chapters of Genesis, I would argue that the books of Jonah and Daniel should not be regarded as accounts of historical events, but as educational stories (possibly with a germ of a basis in historical persons or events). They should not be read as descriptions of how the world works.
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