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Why a historical understanding of early Genesis is
integral to evangelical belief and practice

ANDREW LEE

ABSTRACT

Within evangelical scholarly circles there continues
to be sharp debate as to how one should understand
the earliest chapters of Genesis. Some maintain it is a
historical narrative meant to be understood ‘literally,
whilst others seek ways to justify a figurative under-
standing. Those who belong to the latter group typically
adopt a somewhat subjective approach to these chap-
ters; at times appearing to undermine the veracity of
God’s word. Yet by examining how some of the key events
of early Genesis are understood in the wider canon of
Scripture, one can see that a historical understanding is not
only coherent and consistent, it is integral to evangelical
belief and practice.

INTRODUCTION

In Reading Genesis 1-2: An Evangelical Conversation,
editor J. Daryl Charles brings together five scholars he
describes as ‘representative of wider evangelicalism’
(Charles 2013, p.viii). Notably, only one of them, Todd
Beall, believes Genesis 1-2 to be historical narrative,
‘meant to be taken literally’ (p.45). Though the other four
all acknowledge the presence of prose narrative, they
reject that Genesis 1-2 is in any way historiographical.
Richard Averbeck, for instance, says it is a ‘cosmogony’
(p.17); John Collins thinks of it as ‘exalted prose narrative’
(p.83); Tremper Longman III believes it is ‘high style literary
prose’ (p.123); and John Walton says it is a ‘cosmology’
(p.145). Consequently, these four scholars believe large
parts of Genesis 1-2, and indeed 3-11, are a mixture of
quasi-poetry, mythology, and symbolism, and should
largely be understood figuratively.

Though such exchange naturally gives rise to questions
of genre and biblical hermeneutics (i.e. interpretation),
it also invites one to consider how the rest of Scripture
understands early Genesis. After all, if one believes that all
Scripture has been divinely ‘breathed-out,” or ‘inspired,’
by God (2 Timothy 3:16 ESV, NLT), then any textual
relationships can be relied upon for their coherence and
consistency. Thus, this article begins in part one by briefly
addressing the question of Genesis’ genre as well as
establishing some of the essential principles of evangel-
ical hermeneutics. Parts two to four then examine how
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the wider canon understands the following three events:
the six days of creation; Adam and the ‘fall;’ and Noah
and the worldwide flood. All quoted Scripture is from the
ESV unless stated.

PART ONE - GENRE AND INTERPRETATIVE
METHOD

In terms of genre, there are certainly good textual
reasons why early Genesis should be categorised as
historical narrative. Not only is its extensive use of the
waw consecutive (‘And God said’ etc) a defining feature of
this Hebrew form, the repeating refrain eleh téledét (‘these
are the generations of’) occurs regularly in both chap-
ters 1-11 and chapters 12-50. Thus, it seems inconsistent
to classify early Genesis any differently to the rest of the
book. Yet this is precisely what some scholars seem keen
to do. The problem, however, with genres such as ‘exalted
literary prose’ and ‘high style literary prose’ is they
appear to be invented. Indeed, though hermeneutical
scholars vary slightly in their precise classifications,
there is broad agreement that Scripture comprises the
following genres: historical narrative; poetry; wisdom;
prophecy; parable; and epistle. Though Longman III (2005)
concedes that Genesis 1-11 is not poetry, he offers no
explanation as to what he means by ‘high style literary
prose. There is thus a sense of subjectiveness; an invented
genre used to justify a figurative reading.

Turning to biblical hermeneutics more broadly, a
subjective approach to Scripture has been present ever
since the first century AD. By this time there were two
principal interpretative methods within Judaism: the
literal sense and allegory. It was the latter which was highly
subjective. Whilst the literal sense was at all times
governed by the text itself, allegory invited the interpreter
to seek out Scripture’s deeper ‘truths’ — to dismiss the
plain, ordinary sense of a text in favour of the figurative
or more exotic — and as a consequence to often deny the
historicity of recorded events.

One of its leading exponents was Philo (20 BC to
AD 45); he said only foolish people would read early
Genesis ‘literally, though as one scholar notes he was
also keen to ‘vindicate Jewish theology before the court
of Greek philosophy’ (Longenecker 1999, p.31).* Yet the
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literal sense did not deny the presence of figurative
language in Scripture; indeed, reading a text literally
should not be conflated with the literal sense. Nevertheless,
the literal sense gave primacy to a plain, straightforward
reading. This was predicated by the fact God had plainly
spoken to man through human language and wanted to
be understood. For instance, the Israelites were instructed
to ‘write ... the words of this law very plainly’ (Deuter-
onomy 27:8); elsewhere, when Peter cites Joel to explain
the events of Pentecost (Acts 2:14), the Greek word he
uses is apephthenxato, meaning ‘to speak plainly’ (Peterson
2009, p.135).

Many of the principles that underpinned the literal
method were developed by the Jewish scholar Hillel (c. 30
BC to AD 9), and it was his school that Paul later attended.?
Yet despite such background, it was the allegorical method
which by the sixth century had become normative
within Christian scholarship, largely due to Origen
(AD 185-254) and Augustine (AD 354-430). Though the

work of the former
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intentionally built on the well-known Ugaritic myth of
the fertility god Baal. Yet with regards to his first point,
a straightforward reading of Exodus 20 indicates it is
Genesis which is the model for Exodus; that through God’s
perfectly created order he established a work/rest pattern
for man to imitate. In terms of Averbeck’s second point,
it must be remembered that by the time Moses writes
Genesis, he has observed at first-hand God’s unsurpassable
power and might: firstly in a series of contests with Egypt’s
man-made deities; then breaking Pharaonic ideology
by killing every firstborn; and then supernaturally using
the Red Sea to both free the Israelites and drown the
Egyptians. It therefore seems highly unlikely that at the
conclusion of events which God himself had brought
about ‘to make for himself an everlasting name’ (Isaiah
63:12b), God would then ‘inspire’ Moses to write a creation
account based on myth.

Of course, even if one accepts six 24-hour days of
creation, there is still the question of whether these are
consecutive days. Lennox (2011) says Exodus 20 ‘could ...

a straightforward reading of Exodus
20 indicates it is Genesis which is the
model for Exodus; that through God's
perfectly created order he estab-
lished a work/rest pattern for man

was subsequently be interpreted that way’ though not demanded (p.57). Yet

declared heretical the passage would seem to demand such interpretation
and destroyed, the since the primary use of Genesis’ waw consecutive is for

latter remained the ‘consecutive actions ... in sequence’ (Pratico and Van Pelt

standard-bearer for
biblical hermeneutics right up to the Middle Ages. Other
spurious methods then followed, which was why the
sixteenth-century Reformers were so keen to re-establish
an exclusively literal hermeneutic (subsequently other-
wise known as grammatical-historical exegesis).

PART TWO - SIX DAYS OF CREATION

In Exodus 20:8-11, God says, ‘Remember the Sabbath
day, to keep it holy. Six days you shall labour ... For in
six days the Lord made heaven and earth ... and rested
on the seventh day’ Arguably the most important word
in this command is ‘holy, meaning ‘to set apart’ (Hilton
2000, p.67). Thus, God instructs the Israelites that just
as he created the universe in six days and rested on the
seventh, so they too must follow this pattern for work
and Sabbath rest. As Grudem (2016) argues, it seems
undeniable from the text that as far as ancient Israel
was concerned, this Sabbath was a period of 24 hours.
Moreover, there is no indication that ‘day’ and ‘days’
should be understood differently. Nonetheless, though
Averbeck (2013) does not deny this work/rest pattern,
he believes it was not established in Genesis, but for the
first time here in Exodus. He therefore thinks of the six
days of Genesis as an analogy; one that ‘derives from and
reinforces the pattern of the working week’ (p.31). Such
thinking complements his belief that Genesis has been
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2007, p.195). Interestingly, though Hamilton (1990) says
‘science shows ... it is absurd ... to think the universe was
created in one week’ (p.53), he accepts there is nothing
in the text which would legitimise a reading other than
six consecutive 24-hour periods. What enables him to
‘reconcile’ Scripture and science is Averbeck’s (2013)
mythological perspective.

PART THREE - ADAM AND THE ‘FALL’

In Luke’s gospel account, after identifying Jesus as
God’s ‘beloved son’ (3:22), Luke provides the following
genealogy: ‘... Jesus ... being the son ... of Joseph ... the
son of David ... the son of Jacob ... the son of Abraham
... the son of Noah ... the son of Adam, the son of God’
(3:23-38). As Edwards (2015) notes, by identifying Adam
as ‘the son of God, Luke complements Paul’s identifi-
cation of Adam as a ‘type of the one who was to come’
(Romans 5:14). Lamoureux (2013), however, says because
science has shown ‘Adam never existed’ (p.58), Luke’s
genealogy is an example of the Holy Spirit accommodating
man'’s flawed knowledge of human origins. Yet as already
acknowledged, though God certainly has ‘accommodated’
man to the extent he has spoken through human lan-
guage, Jesus himself makes it clear that this is no barrier
to communicating truth (John 17:17). Naturally, if Adam
did not exist, then Luke’s genealogy is greatly under-
mined.
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Notwithstanding this, Dunn (1988) believes that when
Paul refers to both Christ and Adam in Romans 5 he is
contrasting ‘living history’ with ‘mythic history’ (p.289).
Dunn therefore believes such contrast is valid even if one
of the persons did not exist. Yet this fails to account for
what Paul says in 1 Timothy 2: ‘I do not permit a woman
to ... exercise authority over a man ... for Adam was formed
first ..." (vv.12-14). In this instance, Paul is not contrasting
people, but simply rooting male headship in creation
(Grudem 2012). Furthermore, given that Paul has already
warned against myths (1 Timothy 1:4), it seems highly
unlikely he would use a fictitious story to support his
argument, particularly as the ‘myths’ to which he refers
are most likely a warning against ‘Jewish allegories of
creation’ (Mounce 2000, p.20).

1 Timothy 2:12-14 also presents problems for those who
accept the historicity of Adam, yet reject the fact he was
‘formed ... (Genesis 2:7). Alexander (2008), for instance,
seemingly influenced by John Stott’s ‘homo divinus,’
believes Adam was part of the Neolithic community
whose roots date back 200,000 years to the emergence
of modern humans. Yet it seems slightly inconsistent to
believe Paul was correct to think of Adam as historical, yet
not in the fact he was formed by God. Moreover, if Adam
was not formed, then Paul’'s entire argument appears
scuppered. It therefore seems more credible to believe
Paul’s use of the Greek verb plassé (‘to form’) is
deliberate, particularly since this verb was used by the
Greek Septuagint writers to translate the Hebrew word
yatsar (i.e. ‘form’) in Genesis 2:7.

Moving on to the ‘fall;’ Paul writes, ‘... sin came into the
world through one man, and death through sin ... [and] led to
condemnation for all ...” (Romans 5:12-21). In other words,
though Adam sinned on an individual basis, his trans-
gression had a universal impact since it meant sin had a
beginning in the world (Mahony 2011). As a consequence,
God pronounces a curse on the natural world (Genesis
3:17b-18), which is why Paul also writes, ‘creation was
subjected to futility, not willingly, but ... in hope that [it]

.. will be set free from its bondage to decay’ (Romans
8:20-21). The Greek words for ‘creation’ and ‘corruption’
are ktisis and phthoras respectively. Most commentators
agree that the former refers to non-human creation,
whilst the latter refers to ‘animals ... destined to be killed

. and consumed’ (Bauer et al. 1979). Thus, Scripture
plainly teaches that Adam'’s sin brought death upon all
creation.

Nevertheless, Polkinghorne (2011) says Adam’s ‘fall’
must be understood figuratively, not because it is
demanded by the text, but because it is demanded by
evolution. Elsewhere, Enns (2012) says evolution has
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turned an evangelical understanding of sin and death
on its head; that death is not the enemy to be defeated
since it positively ‘ensures workable populations’ (p.147).
Though Paul writes that death is the ‘last enemy to be
destroyed’ (1 Corinthians 15:26), Enns says one cannot
rely on Paul since he was ‘an ancient man ... with ancient
... thinking’ (p.93). Stott (2011), meanwhile, says there
must have been death prior to Adam given what the
fossil record teaches. Working through these arguments,
one can see that Polkinghorne breaches a key principle
of the literal interpretative approach outlined earlier.
Enns’ position is actually useful since it highlights how
many of those who accept evolution have also effectively
embraced what is known as the intuition theory of inspi-
ration. According to this concept, writers of Scripture
are considered no different to any other religious leader
(Erickson 2015). Finally, in terms of Stott’s work, it is
noticeable that in reference to Colossians 1:20 (where
Paul says Christ came to ‘reconcile to himself all things’),
Stott says one ‘cannot be sure to what Paul was alluding’
(p.228). Yet as Moo (2008) explains, it teaches that through
the cross, the entire fallen creation has been brought
back under God’s sovereignty; that the original perfect
order will be restored.

PART FOUR - NOAH AND THE WORLDWIDE
FLOOD

As a result of Adam’s sin and the subsequent great
wickedness, God regrets making man but finds right-
eousness in Noah. He therefore tells him, ‘I will bring a
flood ... upon the earth ... [and] everything thatis on the
earth shall die ..." (Genesis 6:17). The global extent of this
flood is seemingly affirmed in Isaiah: ‘... like the days of
Noah, when I swore that the waters ... would never again
cover the earth’ (54:9 NIV). Seely (2004), however, says all
empirical data indicates there never was such a global
flood. To support this biblically, he notes that in 2 Samuel
18:8, a passage without a global context, one finds the
same Hebrew word for ‘earth’ (eres) as that found in
Genesis. He therefore says ‘earth’ in Genesis could just
as likely refer to a localised event. However, though it is
true that eres can mean earth or land (Harris et al. 1980),
in Genesis it seems clear that planet earth is in view,
particularly since God’s command to Noah, ‘be fruitful
and multiply and fill the earth’ (Genesis 9:1), repeats
that originally given to Adam. By contrast, 2 Samuel 18
concerns a battle in a forest, which is no doubt why most
translations render eres as ‘countryside’ (e.g. NASB, N1V,
NKJV).

Later in the New Testament, the writer of Hebrews
says, ‘By faith Noah, being warned by God concerning events
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as yet unseen, in reverent fear constructed an ark for the saving
of his household ..." (11:7a). Longman I1I and Walton (2018),
however, say there was no ark construction since it was
‘inherently not seaworthy’ (p.40). They contend that Noah
and the ark is an example of where the author of Genesis
was humanly ‘inspired’ by certain historic events (e.g. a
flood), and that such events were then given a ‘second
inspiration’ by God in order to teach theological truths
through figurative language (p.5). They go on to say that
one must not ‘set a dichotomy between history (equaling
“‘real”) and mythology (equaling “not real”) (p.17). In
response to these claims, the first is problematic since
the Greek word for ‘constructed’ is kateskeuasen: a word
often used in reference to shipbuilding (Bauer et al.
1979). With regards to the second claim, Longman III and
Walton seem to be embracing another questionable
theory of inspiration: the illumination theory. Such a the-
ory posits that

those wha deny the historicity of early
Genesis are forced into interpretations
across Scripture that are either not
credible or simply undermine the divine
nature of God's word.

Scripture was pro-
duced through the
Holy Spirit merely
heightening the

of the
human author (Erickson 2015). The third claim, mean-

powers

while, is simply a reflection of post-modernism; where
objective truth no longer exists (Honeysett 2002). Collins
(2003) and Lamoureux (2013) appear to have been similarly
influenced: the former arguing that Genesis is ‘true
myth’ (p.66); the latter contending that God used myth to
communicate truth.

The fact one should trust the historicity of Noah and
his ark is reaffirmed by what the author of Hebrews goes
on to say. He refers to Noah as ‘an heir of the righteous-
ness that comes by faith’ (11:7b), then lists other Old
Testament men and women of that same faith (e.g.
Abraham [v.8], Sarah [v.11], and Isaac [v.20]; through to
‘David and Samuel and the prophets’ [v.32]). As Beall
(2013) contends, it is hermeneutically unjustifiable to
treat some of these people as historical, but not others.
Indeed, the fact Noah and his ark are part of history is
affirmed in 1 Peter 3:20-21. As Jobes (2005) rightly notes,
Peter sees a relationship between how Noah and his
family were once saved di hydatos (‘through water’) and
how believers today are saved di anastaseos (‘through
resurrection’). Naturally, such relationship is difficult to
maintain if the former never existed. The fact Peter goes
on to identify a relationship between a former world ‘del-
uged and destroyed’ and a present one ‘reserved for fire’
is also instructive (see 2 Peter 3:6-7 NIV). As both Green
(2008) and Schreiner (2013) note, Peter is saying that just
as God once destroyed the former world, so he will bring
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this world to an end. As in Noah's day, this does not mean
complete annihilation (Svigel 2014), but unlike Noah'’s
day, it does mean restoration without sin and death
(Svigel 2014). It means the return and reign of Jesus
Christ.

CONCLUSION

This article has shown that ever since the time of the
New Testament, there has been a struggle between those
embracing a plain reading of Genesis 1-11, and those
advocating a figurative interpretation. A plain historical
understanding is not only justified by the text itself, it is
perfectly congruent with the entirety of God’s word. By
contrast, those who deny the historicity of early Genesis
are forced into interpretations across Scripture that are
either not credible or simply undermine the divine
nature of God’s word. More significantly, perhaps, a plain
reading of early Genesis supports the Christ-centred
narrative running throughout Scripture; that through
him God’s original perfect creation will be restored. As
such, an historical understanding of early Genesis is
integral to evangelical belief and practice.

ENDNOTES

1. Thus, when Longman III (2013) says those science-
educated evangelicals who reject evolution have
committed ‘intellectual suicide’ (p.126), there is a
sense that, like Philo before him, he wants Scripture
to conform to what the world considers wise.

2. Though some accuse Paul of using allegory in
Galatians 4:24, he is neither allegorising the text nor
denying its historicity; indeed, many argue it would be
preferable to understand the passage as an analogy
(e.g. Fung 1988).
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