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xiPrologue

One day, our eldest son came running in from the garden and announced: ‘I just saved Toby’s life!’ Charlotte and I were initially grateful to our brave boy. But then his younger brother came in, soaking wet and furious: ‘Joel just pushed me in the pond!’ We stared at our sons, trying to make sense of their contradictory claims. Finally, the penny dropped. As a fan of Blue Peter, a popular British TV programme, Joel was on a quest to collect all their ‘badges’. But the coveted gold badge still eluded him. This special prize was only awarded to young people who bravely intervened to save someone’s life. And so it made sense. With an ulterior motive, Joel crept up behind his brother, shoved him in the pond, half dragged him out and then ran inside to claim his reward!

This amusing incident highlights the importance of understanding texts within their context. When events become isolated from their original setting, motives and actions can easily be misconstrued. The topics covered in this book have been subject to a bewildering array of claims and counterclaims. Sceptics decry the Bible as primitive and morally dubious, while believers respond with various rebuttals. How can we even begin to discover the truth? Well, perhaps we need to revisit the original context in which these issues arose. xiiThat’s the purpose of this book. It addresses seven challenging topics by understanding them within the overarching plotline of the Bible.1

Don’t think for a minute that this is merely an academic exercise. These are not abstract philosophical ideas, but gritty issues etched into the biographies of real people. Making sense of these topics will help resolve contemporary dilemmas too.


	When we understand the creation stories in their ancient context, we won’t be bullied into making a false choice between either science or the Bible.

	When we appreciate that the conquest of Canaan was a unique moment in Israel’s history, it reveals why these stories do not justify violence or hatred today.

	When we understand the male sex culture in ancient Rome, the teachings of the Apostle Paul appear less outdated and more like an original #MeToo movement.



We should bear in mind that while the Bible was written for us, it wasn’t written to us.2 We’re tuning in to texts that originated a great distance from our immediate context. We must travel back through centuries of cultural change to really make sense of the laws, stories and letters in the Bible. If you isolate a few verses from their original setting, God’s book can easily be made to sound offensive, outdated or contradictory. However, as my family’s pond drama shows, when we appreciate the backstory, it reveals a quite different perspective. Of course, no one can claim to be an expert on all seven topics, least of all me. Instead, this book is pitched at an introductory level. It provides an accessible and thought-provoking chapter on each subject – subjects that most scholars write whole books about.

xiiiThe Bible is trending

We were driving down the road in our rather old, dilapidated car when our daughter pointed to a passing vehicle: ‘Dad, can we get one of those instead?’ It made me smile because the car in question was a Skoda. When I was Lucy’s age, we used to tell jokes about them: What do you call a Skoda with two exhaust pipes? A wheelbarrow. How do you double the price of a Skoda? Put fuel in the tank. Within a generation, an object of derision has become highly desirable. Skoda has turned its image around.

The Bible’s reputational status seems to be on the rise in our cultural moment too. As western civilisation faces a meaning crisis, some influential voices are returning to the Bible as a valuable source of wisdom. British historian Tom Holland has highlighted the role of the Judeo–Christian Scriptures in forming values we now take for granted, including human rights, compassion for the vulnerable and consent in relationships. Ironically, when sceptics attack the Old Testament for its legalism or brutality, they are judging it by standards the Bible itself has established. The Canadian psychologist Jordan Peterson has also drawn a large following by unpacking scripture as a source of meaning in the face of suffering and malevolence. In addition, the Bible features prominently with a host of other influencers: social activists like Ayaan Hirsi Ali, musicians like Nick Cave, podcasters like Joe Rogan and explorers like Bear Grylls.

Older generations may still have an aversion to the Bible, but among younger people, there’s a new curiosity. Perhaps that’s why you are reading this book? You want to make sense of the Bible for yourself. I hope so. There’s no better way to spend your time. However, I should warn you that God’s book has some tough ideas and rough edges. Stray beyond familiar verses, and you will encounter perplexing passages that throw xivyou off balance. It took me a while to realise this. Having grown up in a Christian home, I took the Bible on trust from an early age. However, in my late teenage years a conversation with a sceptic disrupted my simple faith. He claimed that the Bible was full of contradictions. I decided to read the whole thing to find out for myself. What I actually discovered was incredible harmony, given the timescales involved and the range of authors who compiled the sixty-six books that make up the Bible.3

However, what troubled me more were passages that involved brutality, outbursts of anger and terrifying warnings of judgment. Sunday School lessons had not prepared me for this. Now, I felt conflicted. On the one hand, I wanted the Bible to be the ‘Word of God’. On the other hand, I didn’t like some parts of it. I have since grown to appreciate that our reasons for trusting the Bible run deeper than whether we like it or find it convenient. How will we ever discover the truth if God is not allowed to communicate anything that makes us feel uncomfortable? Surely, the Bible’s special status and value depends on it conveying truths from beyond ourselves, which cannot be easily accommodated. In an age of culture wars, echo chambers and fake news, the Bible offers solid ground and a firm place to stand.

After years of further wrestling, reading and questioning, including a PhD in theology, I’m writing this book to share what I wish I’d known in my late teens and twenties. The Bible is simultaneously a life-giving source of truth and a complex narrative with some controversial passages. When sceptics dismiss it out of hand, I wonder: ‘Have you actually read it?’ The Bible has stood the test of time and transformed civilisations for a reason. But when believers glibly state that the Bible is the Word of God, I also wonder: ‘Have you actually read it?’ Tough topics in the Bible cannot be resolved by simplistic answers or xvdogmatic assertions. Even after we’ve wrestled hard and drawn on the best insights available, we’ll still be left with mysteries. But that’s where faith comes in. Can we learn to trust God with things beyond our finite understanding? No matter how knowledgeable we become, there is no escaping this.

How to get the most from this book

Our primary focus in these chapters will not be on how the Bible was formed or whether the manuscripts are reliable. Instead, our focus will be on tough topics that surface within the story of the Bible.4 I’ve deliberately chosen subjects which our modern culture finds most problematic. Someone in medieval China or Victorian Britain may have shrugged their shoulders at things we consider ‘tough’ but would stumble over other teachings we applaud. These seven topics are unashamedly for our cultural moment.

The book closely follows the big plotline of the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. En route, we’ll grapple with laws about women and slavery, brutal warfare in Canaan, traumatic suffering in Babylon, impossible miracles by Jesus, teachings about sex that rocked the Roman Empire, and visions of heaven and hell that are literally out of this world. Maybe one or two of these topics are particularly concerning you right now? If so, dip into the relevant chapters and scratch the immediate itch. But then go back to the start, because this book will be most impactful if you follow the chronological order. It brings the added benefit of learning how the whole Bible forms one coherent story that centres on Jesus. Here’s how our seven topics hang together:xvi

[image: Symbols atop a bold line. From left to right: the world in a flask, stone tablets with broken chains, a sword, a kneeling person, bread and fish, interlocking male-female symbols, a tombstone.]

Long Description
Symbols atop a bold line with text below. From left to right: 1. Creation and science. The planet earth in a glass round bottom flask. 2. Exodus and slavery. Broken chain and stone tablets inscribed with roman numerals i to x. 3. Conquest and violence. A bloodied sword stabbed into the ground. 4. Exile and suffering. A kneeling person with hands held up. 5. Gospels and miracles. Five loaves of bread, two fish and a napkin in a basket. 6. Letters and sex. Interlocking hearts which are also the male-female symbols. 7. Revelation and judgment. A tombstone inscribed with RIP and a cross.




At a glance, each topic may seem rather daunting. So I’ve divided the seven parts into shorter chapters, which you can read in ten-minute bursts. For those who want to dig deeper, there’s also a ‘side-note’ section within each part that tackles a related issue, as well as more information in endnotes. Each mini-chapter concludes with a suggested Bible passage to read and a question to reflect on. These exercises will help to consolidate your thinking. And why not invite friends to read along with you and discuss each topic together? On my website, you will find discussion guides, reading plans and other resources (andrewollerton.com).

Today, I’m father to three teenagers – the Skoda girl and the pond boys! I enjoy the challenge of keeping up with their questions and pushbacks about the Bible. They ask things I’ve never thought about and face challenges I never anticipated. This includes issues around identity, sexuality, global responsibility, ecological fears and new spiritualities. So I’ve finished each topic with a letter to one of them, based on actual conversations we’ve had. It’s an honest moment that distils all the thinking and touches down in the real world. If you are a parent, pastor or youth leader, these letters provide a conversation starter to help you discuss tricky topics together.

At times, the impression has been given that there are some things we shouldn’t question. Just believe the Bible and do what it says. So we suppress honest doubts and hide disappointment or confusion. However, intellectual challenges and xviilife’s hardships are unavoidable, and these can trigger a full-blown crisis of faith. How can we develop a more robust confidence that grows stronger under pressure? I believe we need to lift the lid on the Bible so that tough topics can be explored and discussed in safe spaces. You may be a spiritual seeker who is new to the Bible or a believer who’s already given it some thought. You may be a younger person at the start of your journey, or someone who’s been round the block more times than I have. Whatever your background, we all need permission to grapple with tough topics raised by the bestselling book of all time.


1Part 1

CREATION

Can we take Genesis seriously in a scientific age?

[image: The planet earth in a glass round bottom flask.]

Science and the Bible explain the world differently, but there is no necessary conflict. Scientific discoveries reveal evidence of purpose and design, from the Big Bang to DNA, while Genesis reveals the architect behind it all.




3Introducing the God-or-science dilemma

A few years ago, I visited a National Trust property called Woolsthorpe Manor. In the seventeenth century it was home to a young and inquisitive genius who investigated the implications of an apple falling from a tree. At his family home in Lincolnshire, Sir Isaac Newton also experimented with refracted light and tried to fathom the laws of motion that govern the universe – all before the age of twenty-four. Now, I’m not a National Trust type, but this proved to be a memorable visit. In the science centre, I paused to listen to a curator who was using a glass prism to show how rainbows form when light refracts through raindrops.

While in mid-flow, two young women, also not National Trust types, interrupted him: ‘But I thought God created rainbows?’

I wish you could have seen the look on the curator’s face. Surprise quickly turned to disdain: ‘That’s what people used to believe, before science disproved God.’

Now I couldn’t resist joining in: ‘But didn’t Isaac Newton believe God established the laws of nature that cause rainbows to form?’

Before the annoyed curator had a chance to reply, one of the women said to the other: ‘You don’t know nothing about God. You threw a rock through a church window!’

4That revelation silenced all of us. Light refraction no longer seemed important. Instead, I wandered off to have my photo taken next to the famous apple tree where Newton hit on gravity.

That conversation about rainbows captures the dilemma at the heart of this chapter: does the explanatory power of science make belief in God less plausible? In particular, can we still take the creation stories in Genesis seriously? The National Trust curator articulated a popular belief that the Bible and science are opposed to each other, so you must choose between them. The secular narrative goes something like this: In the past, natural phenomena were attributed to ‘God’ because we didn’t know any better. But now, we understand why seasons change, diseases spread, tides rise and rainbows form. We no longer need ‘God’ or the Bible to make sense of the world. Thanks to science, we’ve grown up and moved on.

I wonder if you’ve heard similar ideas expressed on social media or in conversation with friends. Perhaps you’ve tried reading Genesis and wondered whether stories about Adam and Eve or Noah’s ark are for children. We can’t take them seriously as adults, can we? Whether you’re a science guru or someone who panics when you see a periodic table, these questions are important. If we want to progress beyond the first few pages of the Bible, we need to wrestle with the creation stories. They form an essential backdrop to everything that follows. So don’t opt out of the debate. Instead, let me show you why science and the Bible enjoy a more harmonious relationship than the National Trust curator suggested. To achieve this, we need to understand Genesis on its own terms. And that doesn’t require equations or Bunsen burners. After all, Genesis was written to make sense to ordinary people, standing on planet earth, without a microscope or telescope to hand, but wondering where everything came from and what it all means. If that’s you, then we’re good to go.


51

The relationship between science and faith

The idea that religion and science are in a permanent state of conflict is fake news. Recent studies have shown that the percentage of professional scientists in America who profess belief in God is around 50 per cent, and more than 60 per cent of recent Nobel Prize winners (laureates) identified as Christians. Science has not squeezed out belief in God. Instead, there is an impressive list of groundbreaking scientists, men and women, past and present, who share a strong faith. For example, the founder of modern genetics was a Christian priest, Rev Gregor Mendel (1822–84), and the head of the Human Genome Project that first sequenced DNA coding in the entire human body was a Christian called Francis Collins.

Far from science undermining faith, many brilliant minds have discovered the opposite. The more physics, chemistry and biology reveal the intricate conditions that allowed the universe to form and complex life to develop, the more they detect a mystery at the heart of reality, an inexplicable sense of design, direction and purpose. From the farthest star to the smallest cell, science is revealing new wonders that demand a fuller explanation.

6[image: Pie chart of different religions of Nobel laureates in science. The largest segment is Christian (65.4%) followed by Jewish (21.1%).]
Religion of Nobel laureates in science from 1901 to 20001


Long Description
Pie chart of different religions of Nobel laureates in science from 1901 to 2000. Clockwise from largest to smallest segments: Christian (65.4%), Jewish (21.1%), Atheist and Agnostic (7.0%), Freethinker (3.4%), Buddhist (1.1%), Muslim (0.8%), Hindu (0.7%), Others (0.6%).




The Bible itself begins with an awe-inspiring account of the origins of everything. Genesis purports to reveal not only the beginning of the space–time universe but also what it means to be human and the meaning of life itself. However, Christians disagree sharply on how to interpret Genesis. Some have tried to accommodate the findings of science; others have resisted anything but a literal interpretation of the six days of creation. Truth be told, we can’t all be right, but we do need to stay humble and open to each other. Our understanding of the Bible is partial and incomplete.

Nevertheless, a more basic conviction can unite us: in the end there will be a perfect correspondence between the world God created (nature) and the words that God inspired (Scripture). On this basis, no Christian has anything to fear from accurate science and no scientist has anything to fear from the true meaning of Scripture. Our understanding of both nature and Scripture may be faulty, but these two sources ultimately complement each other because they share the same author.


7SCIENCE CAN PURIFY RELIGION FROM ERROR AND SUPERSTITION; RELIGION CAN PURIFY SCIENCE FROM IDOLATRY AND FALSE ABSOLUTES. EACH CAN DRAW THE OTHER INTO A WIDER WORLD IN WHICH BOTH CAN FLOURISH.

Pope John Paul II2


Science can reveal things about the natural world that help to expose faulty interpretations of the Bible. For example, in the seventeenth century, Galileo famously challenged the prevailing view that the sun revolved around the earth. His new theory sparked a controversy with the Catholic Church that culminated in the trial of Galileo (1633). However, historians have recently shown that the debate was more about personality and politics than the Bible.3 Galileo’s new theory primarily opposed the ideas of the Greek philosopher Aristotle (384–322 bc). His theory that the earth was the fixed centre of the universe remained dominant until the seventeenth century. But Galileo helped to disentangle science from this ancient error and so enabled a better interpretation of Scripture. Poetic verses referring to the earth standing on ‘pillars’ (Psalm 75:3) and being ‘firm and secure’ (Psalm 93:1) were now seen for what they were – metaphors capturing the stability of our world under God’s providential care.4 The brilliant chemist and devout Christian, Robert Boyle (1627–91), therefore argued that science helps us understand the ‘written’ book of Scripture by revealing more of the ‘created book’ of nature.5

Equally, the Bible provides a fuller explanation of reality than science ever can. You cannot measure love by its height or beauty by its weight. And yet these immaterial values are more real than the objective world that we can see and touch. The tools of science only assess a limited slice of reality. Think back 8to the rainbow conversation. Understanding light refraction isn’t the whole story. The reason we get our phones out when we see a rainbow is because of something beyond the laws of physics, don’t you think?

Have you ever wondered why there is order and beauty in nature at all? The material world seems to come with natural laws and mathematical logic already baked in. Without this, our universe would be random chaos and science experiments would be impossible. Where did this mysterious sense of order and purpose come from? As C. S. Lewis noted, the presence of laws in nature suggests there must be a lawgiver.6 And this lawgiver has arranged things so that light refraction results in elegant colour explosions. Don’t you think that demands an explanation? Along with Sir Isaac Newton, I believe rainbows are both natural phenomena which science can investigate and majestic signposts that point to a benevolent creator. As a poem in the Bible puts it:


The heavens declare the glory of God;

the skies proclaim the work of his hands.

Psalm 19:1


I love exploring the great outdoors because I feel more in touch with God in wild places. Recently, I had the opportunity to climb Mount Olympus in Greece. I stayed overnight at a high-altitude hostel and set off while it was still dark the next morning. I arrived at the summit ridge just as the sun was rising over the Aegean Sea. All alone, I cried out in wonder and spontaneously sang an old hymn: ‘How Great Thou Art!’ My tuneless voice somehow felt in tune with the chorus of nature. Perhaps you’ve had similar experiences?

9When you stop and think about it, things we take for granted are nothing short of miraculous. The fact that there is something rather than nothing, order instead of chaos, conscious persons not just inanimate matter. The more science expands our understanding of how the world works, the more it requires a fuller explanation. In his book, Return of the God Hypothesis, Stephen Meyer shows that within the scientific community itself there is increased openness to evidence of design, purpose and transcendence within the natural world.7 So, instead of feeling threatened, we can adopt a positive stance. Good science and the truth of Scripture work in harmony to provide the most satisfying explanation of life on planet earth.8

That said, our task from here is not primarily to examine scientific discoveries. Others have attempted this, and I will draw on their work. But I am no scientist. Instead, our task will be to understand Genesis on its own terms. To achieve this, we will first need to consider what kind of literature we’re dealing with, including the ancient context. Then we will consider how stories of creation in the Bible relate to modern science, before wrapping up with some tips on how to interpret Genesis today.

[image: Read icon: an open book.]

READ: Psalm 19:1–14

[image: Reflect icon: a loading circle icon.]

REFLECT: What metaphors does this psalm use to celebrate the wonder of nature (vs. 1–6) and the words of God (vs. 7–14)? How would you respond to the claim that science and faith are in conflict with each other?


102

How should we understand Genesis today?

[image: Genesis 1:1 in Hebrew script.]

Genesis 1:1

The opening verse of the Bible looks unusual in the original language of Hebrew, don’t you think? It’s a reminder that Genesis comes from a different context to ours. Traditionally, the author was thought to be Moses, though many scholars debate this. Either way, the finished version of Genesis that we use today may date to around 500 bc. As we noted in the Prologue, Old Testament scholar John Walton has a pithy way of summing up the challenge this presents: Scripture is intended for us but it wasn’t written to us.9 Genesis was originally written to semi-nomadic people living in the ancient world. No wonder some bits seem quite foreign, even when translated into modern English.

With this in mind, let’s imagine Genesis is a foreign country, which we plan to visit. How would you prepare for the trip? One option would be to go completely native. This is what 11biblical scholars attempt to do. They learn ancient Hebrew, read all the sources from that period and study artifacts from archaeological digs. Now, I’m assuming the go-native option may be impractical for you. Fortunately, we can still benefit from Bible translations and commentaries that experts have developed without needing to learn Hebrew. Phew.

The opposite extreme is what I call the Brits-abroad approach to the Bible. With no preparation whatsoever, you land in a foreign country still wearing jeans and a puffer jacket. Your all-inclusive holiday means staying by the pool, only venturing out to the supermarket in the afternoon and the pub in the evening. You laugh at the locals because they seem strange and raise your voice when they don’t understand you. Stereotypical Brits abroad have no intention of learning about the place they’re visiting. They just want some quick fun before flying home. Sadly, this approach to the Old Testament is all too common. Many people only ‘visit’ a few tourist hot spots, whether upbeat psalms or messianic prophecies, and rarely stop to appreciate the ancient culture or get to know the locals. What a missed opportunity.

This chapter is like a Lonely Planet Guide to Genesis, so you can explore it with greater confidence. We may not have time for the go-native approach, but we don’t have to be Brits-abroad. When we learn to appreciate the original language, culture and history, exploring Genesis becomes a life-changing experience. So what do we need to know before touching down?

1. Genesis originated in the Ancient Near East

At risk of stating the obvious, Genesis was not written with scientists like Charles Darwin or Stephen Hawking in mind. The world in which Genesis originally belonged had a whole other set of assumptions and stories about the universe. Remember, 12the Bible did not fall from heaven, nor did God inspire it in a vacuum. We need to understand a bit about the Ancient Near East (ANE) to appreciate the context in which Genesis was born. The ANE refers to cultures and empires that developed throughout the Bronze and Iron Ages in an area roughly equivalent to the Middle East. Here, humans developed more intensive forms of agriculture, which could sustain densely populated communities. This led to the development of cities, centralised governments, law codes and organised armies. The ANE is therefore also referred to as the ‘cradle of civilisation’.

[image: Simplified map of the Ancient Near East from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian gulf with major civilisations marked.]
Cultures and empires in the Ancient Near East


Long Description
Simplified map of the Ancient Near East from the Mediterranean Sea to the Persian gulf with major civilisations marked. From top left, clockwise, the civilisations are: Hittite Kingdom [Turkey], Levant, Mesopotamia, Assyrian Kingdom,  Babylonia [Iraq], Egyptian Kingdom.




Over the last two hundred years, archaeologists have discovered thousands of tablets with writing that dates to the Assyrian and Babylonian Empires. In 1872, an English Assyriologist called 13George Smith was sifting through recently discovered clay tablets in the British Museum when he stumbled across the Gilgamesh Epic from Mesopotamia. Allegedly, when he realised that it contained the story of a great flood, he climbed on top of a table and started ripping off his clothes.10 I’ve done some research in the British Museum, and this rarely happens!

Why did George get so carried away? Because his discovery unlocked our understanding of the world in which Genesis originated. Since then, other texts have been discovered that contain ancient origin stories from Mesopotamian and Egyptian cultures. They include some similarities with Genesis, such as an original watery chaos, humans being formed from earthy elements and stories of a great flood. Initially it was assumed Genesis must have borrowed heavily from these other stories. More recently there’s been pushback as scholars realise the relationship is more complicated. Instead of blatant copying, Genesis is more like a counter-narrative that subverts these rivals.

Let me show you why all this matters by highlighting some points of comparison:


In the beginning, God …

Genesis 1:1


Every ANE culture believed in multiple gods who were part of the natural world. So they began their origin stories with a description of how different gods came into being, often through violence and bloodshed. But Genesis is unique. It confidently affirms monotheism – there’s only one God. And it refuses to give any explanation for where God came from. Today, people still ask: ‘Who created God?’ According to Genesis, the question is a category error. While every material object or person must have a beginning, God is not an object 14located within the space–time universe. Instead, God is the eternal Spirit, who has no beginning.


God made two great lights – the greater light to govern day and the lesser light to govern the night.

Genesis 1:16


In the ANE, people attributed godlike qualities to nature. For example, the Egyptians worshipped Re, the sun god; the Mesopotamians worshipped Yarikh, the moon god. But Genesis 1:16 deliberately avoids naming the ‘sun’ or ‘moon’. Instead, they are called the ‘greater light’ and ‘lesser light’. Now, don’t get hung up on the moon being a reflector not an emitter. That’s not the point. Genesis is demystifying nature. The sun and moon are not gods to be worshipped. They’re just lights. This was an astonishing move in the ancient world. Today, it reminds us that our fate is not decided by star-signs or ‘Mother Nature’. We’re in much safer hands.


God created the great creatures of the sea.

Genesis 1:21


In ancient stories, the sea contained mythical creatures who were thought to be a source of chaos. Even the gods struggled to control them. But in Genesis, God effortlessly calls forth all of creation, including sea monsters.11 Nothing is out of his control. The literature of the ANE was anxiety ridden; plagued by an underlying apprehension that chaos was about to take over. But Genesis is a peace-inducing narrative. Violent beasts and chaotic sea creatures all answer to the Almighty.

Now imagine Bill the Babylonian or Izzy the Israelite reading Genesis in their ancient context. What would have struck 15them as unusual? No doubt the claim that there’s only one God, who has no beginning … and that God is not part of nature … and that nothing is outside his control.12 These are the great truths that Genesis introduced in the face of rival stories. Ironically, the more we appreciate the ANE background, the more relevant the message of Genesis becomes to our culture, don’t you think? That’s why the Brits-abroad approach is so limiting.

2. Genesis is rooted in history

Six days of creation. Man made from dust and a woman formed from his rib. A massive flood and a floating zoo. What are we to make of these stories in Genesis? Are they describing what actually happened, or are they mythical legends invented by Bronze Age goatherds? Sadly, these questions have proven divisive. I can hear eggshells crunching. But there’s no point avoiding the issue. Let me outline the approach I find most convincing, while leaving space for you to disagree.

Certain features within Genesis 1–11 suggest there is underlying history to the stories of creation, Adam and Eve, the Garden of Eden and the great flood. But as we’ll see, it’s not the kind of history we’re used to. Here’s why:


	At a meta-level, the universe described in Genesis is not a fantasy world full of mermaids, orcs and dragons. Nor is it a Norse legend or a Greek myth with gods and superheroes flying around. Instead, Genesis tells a story rooted in the familiar world of animals, humans, fish and stars. It’s not introduced like a fairy tale or a fable: ‘Once upon a time …’ It presents itself as real-world history.

	16The style of Genesis 1–11 is basically narrative not poetry. The author uses a Hebrew sentence structure, known as vav-consecutive, which is a storytelling device used to narrate a sequence of events.

	Genesis 1–11 includes two genealogies, which record generations of descendants from Adam to Abraham. They are clearly not intended to be exhaustive lists. Nevertheless, genealogies from other ANE texts do not include fictional characters. So Genesis seems to be charting the lives of real people in history.



The rest of the Bible also seems to take for granted that Genesis 1–11 is grounded in history. However, the fact that Genesis is based on real events does not mean it provides a literal description of what happened in strict chronological order. The creation stories are not an ancient equivalent of a CCTV camera.13 Genesis does a lot more than report the bare facts. So, if it’s not fictional mythology or journalistic reporting, then what is it?


THE FIRST QUALIFICATION FOR JUDGING ANY PIECE OF WORKMANSHIP FROM A CORKSCREW TO A CATHEDRAL IS TO KNOW … HOW IT WAS MEANT TO BE USED.

C. S. Lewis14


3. Genesis is theological history

We’ve been trained to think that good history is neutral, objective reporting. An account of the D-Day landings should reconstruct as closely as possible what you’d have seen if you’d been there. But in the ancient world, history was a form 17of storytelling, designed to convey a message about how the world works.

Some books in the Bible that we call ‘history’, such as Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, were originally classified as the writings of the prophets. Jesus would have grown up thinking these books were prophetic stories, not neutral reporting.15 We’ll revisit this in Part 3. But for now, it’s not a matter of what’s true or false. Truth can be conveyed in a variety of ways. Imagine an image taken by the James Webb Telescope, which gives a literal photograph of the stars. Now imagine Vincent van Gogh’s painting ‘Starry Night’, one of my favourites. They both capture the same underlying reality but in very different ways. Neither is right or wrong. It depends on their intended purpose. I believe the creation stories in Genesis are more like an impressionist painting than a literal photo.

As we visit the foreign country of Genesis, we should therefore keep in mind that it is the work of an inspired author with a theological purpose. It’s not a DIY manual on how to construct a universe, nor is it a documentary series by David Attenborough. It’s an origin story about where everything came from and why things matter. Many scholars therefore label Genesis 1–11 ‘theological history’.16 That sounds right to me. Perhaps it would help to imagine the sort of disclaimer that appears at the start of a movie: ‘The following is based on a true story, though some events have been adapted for creative purposes.’ Like a skilful movie director, the author of Genesis stirs and provokes the imagination of audiences who are a considerable distance from the original events. Of course, there’s a measure of creative licence needed to achieve this. But the creation accounts in Genesis are ultimately grounded in reality.

18Those who read Genesis as pure myth risk detaching the story from history. Those who treat Genesis as a plain account of exactly ‘what happened when’ are in danger of missing the point. Unlike Brits abroad, we mustn’t ignore the local culture or misinterpret the signposts. Genesis uses figurative language to give an absorbing explanation for the origin and purpose of everything. What could be more important than that? Now, with this Lonely Planet Guide in hand, we are ready to explore the famous creation stories found in Genesis itself.

[image: Read icon.]

READ: Genesis 1

[image: Reflect icon.]

REFLECT: Count how many times the phrase ‘God saw that it was good’ recurs. What does God seem to enjoy about creation? Do you think Genesis 1 is more like a photograph or an impressionist painting?
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How does Genesis 1 relate to modern science?

Our task in this chapter is to consider the creation of the cosmos as described in Genesis 1. Then in the next chapter we will consider the creation of humans in Genesis 2. Both are tricky topics that involve some Tension Points, where the account in Genesis is not easy to reconcile with the current scientific consensus. Rather than giving dogmatic answers, for each Tension Point I will outline a range of credible responses. We’ll also explore several Touch Points, where recent scientific discoveries seem to dovetail with Genesis. You may be surprised to realise that, within the disciplines of physics, chemistry and biology, there are surprising points of alignment with the Bible. Could it be that the findings of modern science are converging with ancient stories told in Genesis? Let’s find out.


THE FIRST GULP FROM THE GLASS OF NATURAL SCIENCES WILL TURN YOU INTO AN ATHEIST, BUT AT THE BOTTOM OF THE GLASS GOD IS WAITING FOR YOU.

Werner Heisenberg (1901–76)17


[image: Touch point icon: two arrows pointing towards each other, with emphasis lines around where they touch.]

20THE BEGINNING AND THE BIG BANG

 

Bill the Babylonian would have been shocked to see that, unlike other creation myths, Genesis does not include any origin story for God. Now let’s consider another surprising feature: Genesis does describe the beginning of the material universe. Ancient cultures largely assumed the earth and the heavens were eternal. However, the opening line of Genesis imagines a moment when the universe blinked into existence.18

Until the twentieth century, scientists also assumed the material universe had always existed in a ‘steady state’. However, in 1927, Belgian priest Georges Lemaître proposed an alternative explanation, based on Einstein’s theory of gravity. What if the universe has expanded over time from an infinitely small, dense, hot point in the distant past? Many opposed the idea, including Einstein himself, who thought the claim was driven by religious convictions rather than hard science. Fortunately, Edwin Hubble’s extraordinary space telescope (launched in 1990) sent back images which suggest that Lemaître was correct.

Rather like a balloon being blown up from a singular point, the universe is in a continual state of expansion. Galaxies surrounding the Milky Way are moving further and further apart. On that basis, if you travelled all the way back in time you would reach a moment when the entire universe exploded into existence, through some sort of ‘Big Bang’. This begs the question, what or who caused everything to explode from nothing? Things don’t just pop into existence or randomly appear.

If you’re a parent, perhaps you occasionally hear a ‘big bang’ upstairs where your children are playing. You rush into the hallway and shout: ‘What on earth was that?’

The reply comes back: ‘Nothing!’

21But you don’t believe them, right? You know better than to believe that nothing could cause something. Things don’t just happen. Now, apply the same logic to the universe. There must be an eternal cause behind it all.19 The story told in Genesis therefore makes sense of the revised scientific consensus: ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’ (emphasis added).


PEOPLE ARE INCREDULOUS ABOUT THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS CHRIST AND YET THEY ARE CONVINCED THAT THE ENTIRE UNIVERSE WAS SMALLER THAN THE HEAD OF A PIN AND, FOR NO REASON, INSTANTANEOUSLY BECAME EVERYTHING? OK. I’M STICKING WITH JESUS ON THAT ONE!

Joe Rogan, Podcaster20
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THE AGE OF THE EARTH

 

At university, I studied geography. The course began with a field trip to study geomorphology and rock formation. As we stood overlooking a glacial valley, the professor asked: ‘How old is the earth?’

Being keen, I volunteered an answer based on my simple belief in Genesis: ‘About ten, or maybe fifteen thousand years?’

The professor looked aghast and quickly retorted: ‘I think you would be better in the Religious Studies department … Try 4.5 billion years!’

In a bid to hide my embarrassment, I replied: ‘So I was close, then?’ But it was too late. My faith had hit the rocks.

22A bit of intellectual humiliation can be good for us. The professor provoked me to wrestle with the Bible more deeply. Since then, I’ve completed other degrees in theology and history. However, despite all the study, I still feel ambivalent about the age of the earth. On the one hand, a plain reading of Genesis does not suggest the earth is billions of years old. Christians over the centuries have assumed the earth is young not old. Saint Augustine (ad 354–430) thought God created everything instantaneously. Even a week would be too long for the Almighty! Others, like Basil the Great (ad 330–78), interpreted the six days of creation as literal twenty-four-hour periods. In the seventeenth century, Irish Archbishop James Ussher (1581–1656) tried to fix a calendar date for the first day of creation: 22 October 4004 bc. Though many disagreed with Ussher’s calculations, no one suggested the age of the earth should have nine zeros on the end.

So how do we resolve the tension? Let me outline three possible options, each of which has some strengths and weaknesses.

1. Young Earth Creationism

This view interprets Genesis literally and concludes that the earth is less than twelve thousand years old. For this to be the case, dating methods used by scientists must be wrong. Young Earth Creationists (YEC) have developed arguments to explain their theory.21 For example, a catastrophic event such as a global flood could dramatically accelerate processes of rock formation, ice-age development and glacial erosion. On this basis, present rates of formation and decay are far slower than they were in the past. YEC therefore argue that dating methods used by scientists to calculate the age of the earth from present rates of change are deeply flawed.


23THE PERSON WHO THINKS THE EARTH WAS CREATED 6000 YEARS AGO MAY BE WRONG. BUT THEY’RE NOT AS WRONG AS THE PERSON WHO THINKS THE UNIVERSE HAS NO CREATOR AT ALL.

Alvin Plantinga22


2. Old earth gap theory

Despite the arguments of YEC, evidence from star explosions, sedimentary rock formation, plate tectonics and fossil records suggest there is ‘deep time’ in the earth’s history. For example, in 1987 a supernova or star explosion occurred that was so clear it could be seen by the naked eye. However, the dying star was 160,000 light years away from earth. Think about it. If the light from the explosion reached us in 1987, the universe must be at least 160,000 years old. The only alternative is that light travels much faster than we thought or that we’re watching some kind of cosmic video recording rather than the event itself. Both options seem unlikely.

So if the universe is old, how might we reconcile this with Genesis? Some have proposed a lengthy gap between when God first created the material universe (Genesis 1:1–2) and the six days of creation. This would mean the fabric of the universe, including planet earth, could be much older. Millions of years of geomorphic formation may have occurred before the six days of creation. This approach still struggles to account for evidence that suggests organic life traces back much further. But perhaps God created some things, including humans, with an appearance of age or ancestry? After all, when Jesus turned water into wine, the wedding guests thought it was a mature vintage, even though he’d only just made it. Perhaps God did something similar with creation. Perhaps Adam had a bellybutton even though he did not have a mother? Perhaps the first trees in the Garden of Eden had rings in their trunks even though they were created instantly?

243. Old earth day-age theory

According to this approach, the six ‘days’ of creation should not be interpreted literally as twenty-four-hour periods. After all, the word ‘day’ (Hebrew yom) has several meanings. Most obviously it refers to a weekday, but it can also indicate longer periods of time.23 Given that the sun did not exist until day four, the days of creation don’t seem to be standard timeframes. Instead, John Collins suggests that the days of creation were a storytelling device, drawing on a familiar concept – the working week – to communicate how God made the world.24 It was a helpful analogy, but not a literal description with exact time codes.

On this basis, imagine each of the six days represents a lengthy period. Each ‘day’ begins with a divine burst of energy and the impartation of new information, captured by the phrase: ‘And God said …’ After this, natural processes run their course for potentially millions of years, until the next ‘day’, and so on. Each of the six days was therefore more like an epoch of time. Personally, I find this more credible as it takes the sequence of days in Genesis 1 seriously, while accommodating scientific evidence.25

The age of the earth remains hotly contested. Christians differ on how best to interpret the issue. But remember, Genesis is not a Physics textbook, and it does not come with specific dates. So, whichever option you favour, the age of the earth need not undermine your overall confidence in the Bible.


IN MATTERS THAT ARE OBSCURE AND BEYOND OUR VISION, EVEN IN SUCH AS WE MAY FIND TREATED IN HOLY SCRIPTURE, DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS ARE SOMETIMES POSSIBLE WITHOUT PREJUDICE TO THE FAITH WE HAVE RECEIVED.

Saint Augustine (354–430)26
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25FINE TUNING AND THE GOLDILOCKS UNIVERSE

 

No matter how many zeros you put on the age of the earth, the bottom line remains: the universe cannot explain its own existence. As a verse in the New Testament puts it: ‘By faith we understand that the universe was formed at God’s command, so that what is seen was not made out of what was visible’ (Hebrews 11:3, emphasis added). Over recent decades, scientific discoveries have highlighted the unlikely odds of our existence. The universe is balanced on a razor’s edge. About fifty constants and quantities must be precisely aligned, with infinitesimally small margins, for life to be possible. Imagine the universe like an enormous combination lock where every dial is set to exactly the right number. This ‘fine tuning’ of variables has been nicknamed the cosmic welcome mat. It’s as if the universe saw us coming and aligned everything so that life could be sustained.

For example, zoom out with a telescope and travel back to the formation of stars. Carbon atoms were generated when supernovas exploded under intense heat. But the conditions necessary for this to happen are unimaginably precise. Now zoom in with a microscope. It turns out that the key building block for all forms of life is carbon. At the risk of sounding a bit Hollywood, we are made from stardust. But without a perfect set of circumstances, star explosions would not have generated carbon, and we would not be here. Physicist Sir Fred Hoyle (1915–2001), who discovered the level of fine-tuning required for carbon to form, famously concluded that: ‘a common sense interpretation of the facts suggests a superintellect has monkeyed with the physics’.27

26The fine-tuning argument is also referred to as the ‘Goldilocks’ principle because, in the story, the bears need their porridge to be ‘not too hot, not too cold, just right’. Along with the fine tuning of the universe, there are also attributes specific to planet earth, which suggest there is purpose and intention behind human existence. For example, the precise distance between the earth and our sun, or the fact that the earth tilts on its axis at exactly 23.5 degrees. These convenient features ensure that our ‘blue planet’ is hospitable and life-sustaining, with an ample supply of drinking water in liquid form. Change the location or angle of our planet by a tiny fraction, and any available H2O would be vapourised or permanently frozen. Instead, like the story of Goldilocks, it’s ‘just right’.

Various attempts have been made to convey the extraordinary odds. Sir Roger Penrose, a Nobel Prize winner, calculated the likelihood of just one variable known as the ‘cosmological constant’ being exactly right for the universe to have expanded not imploded at the beginning. The number he came up with was one part in 1010123. That is so large, it has more zeroes
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