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1. What Makes Genesis Different?
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In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.

—Genesis 1:1–2, ESV



How should Bible readers think about Genesis and the Hebrew story of creation? Is it myth? Is it history? Is it a story just like every other story of cosmic origins from the ancient world? Or, if Hebrew cosmology is not the same as other stories from the ancient Near East, what makes Genesis different? In the following pages I will show that at its core Genesis is different because the Hebrew worldview was fundamentally different from the worldview of its neighbors.​1

Modern Scholarship Moving Toward a Mythical View
In the study of literature from the ancient Near East, a significant number of scholars over the past 60 years (both secular and religious) have argued that the creation story of Genesis is mythology akin to, and shaped by, the shared cultural perspective of the ancient world. The most recent Christian scholar to adopt this approach is William Lane Craig in his book In Quest of the Historical Adam. Craig’s mytho-history view sees Genesis, not as a complete falsehood, but rather as a point of convergence between the Hebrew worldview and the worldview of the typical person living in the ancient Near East. But do these various theories of Genesis as myth provide the best way to view Hebrew creation? Before I answer that question, let me define a few key terms.
	How did I come into being?

	How can I know the meaning of my life?

	What is the right thing to do?

	How can I fulfill my moral purpose?

	What happens when I die?


The Hebrew worldview, it will be shown, is grounded in their cosmology. Now, given a particular worldview, we apply it to various fields of inquiry such as human origins, ethics, history, etc., through what is called a paradigm. A paradigm, then, functions inside our worldview to provide a field-specific framework to determine what counts as knowledge. These concepts of worldview and paradigm are important for understanding what makes Genesis different from other ancient Near East mythologies.

Scholars who accept what I call a convergent worldview paradigm treat the people and events of Genesis 1–11 as literary symbols with little or no relationship to history or to the material realities of the cosmos. Convergentists believe that, like every other people group of the ancient Near East, the Hebrew priests and scribes used the mythologies of Genesis to teach important religious truths and justify Israel’s temple practices. In this sense scholars who advocate for the convergent worldview paradigm see a clear unity between Genesis and all ancient cosmologies.

Does a Historical View Make More Sense?

In contrast to those who read Genesis 1–11 as myth, my own study leads me to the conclusion that the story of Genesis is historical narrative with a theological purpose (or what I call theo-history). We should not assume, however, that the synergy of theology and history in Genesis undermines the historical accuracy of the text. As Old Testament scholar Eugene H. Merrill notes, “One cannot seriously lay claim to a theological history of the Old Testament that does not draw upon actual historical events that took place precisely as the biblical texts describe them.”​2 In this sense, we can approach Genesis with confidence knowing that neither the theological purpose nor the literary style of the text isolates us—the modern reader—from the historical people, places, and events of Genesis.

The Hebrew theo-history of creation was undergirded by a worldview that did not converge with that of her neighbors but significantly diverged from the surrounding nations. Scholars like John Oswalt in his book The Bible among the Myths hold this view, which I label a divergent worldview paradigm. Divergentist scholars argue that while the literary style of Genesis includes elements common to other ancient mythologies, the content itself is quite distinct. These two models, the convergent worldview paradigm and the divergent worldview paradigm, will be in view as I analyze the Hebrew creation story throughout the book.

The essential elements of the Hebrew origin stories are distinct from other ancient mythologies and similar only in their secondary (or what philosophers call accidental) elements. Specifically, there is broad agreement that the genre of Genesis has clear points of unity with many ancient mythologies. However, these common elements—regardless of how they are categorized by different scholars—do not outweigh the contrasting elements of style and fact that define the genre of theo-history. Merrill, alongside fellow scholars Roy B. Zuck and Darrell Bock, note that despite the diversity of literary styles employed throughout Genesis and the entire Pentateuch, “Literary form, as helpful as it might be in specific instances, has little to say about the fundamental character of the Pentateuch as theological literature.”​3 In other words, literary style does not define the substance of the Genesis story. Genre classification does not undermine the reliability of Genesis 1–11 as a source of cosmic and human history. Unlike other ancient cosmologies, the Hebrew worldview perceived the people, places, and events of Genesis as historical and not merely religious symbols.

Hebrew cosmology—written by Moses in an ancient language for ancient peoples—reflects the unique Hebrew worldview that was shaped by direct revelation from YHWH. (YHWH is the tetragrammaton for Yahweh, the God of the Israelites. I will use YHWH throughout the book.) The inspired nature of Moses’s historical narrative gives the modern reader confidence that we can understand the meaning of the text. The uniqueness of Genesis as theo-history means that Hebrew cosmology offers a dependable foundation for knowing something true about our material origins which, in turn, shapes ethical priorities, directs moral decision-making, and guides scientific inquiry.

To understand how Genesis is unique from ancient Near East mythologies, the next chapter will look beyond literary style and examine three theological elements that are essential to the Hebrew worldview: (1) Genesis is monotheism, not polytheism/panentheism; (2) Genesis is special revelation, not cultic theology; and (3) Genesis is theo-history, not mytho-history.
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2. What Genesis Is and Is Not
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But he thus overjoy’d, O Fruit Divine, sweet of thy self, but much more sweet thus cropt, forbidd’n here, it seems, as onely fit for God’s, yet able to make Gods of Men: and why not Gods of Men, since good, the more communicated, more abundant growes, the Author not impair’d, but honourd more? 

—John Milton, Paradise Lost (5.67–5.73)​1



Since the beginning, humans have struggled with the desire to be like God. Following in the footsteps of Adam and Eve, we imagine that knowledge gives us the power to write our own story of origins and determine our own destiny. Is Genesis merely one of those stories? How much of Hebrew cosmology was shaped by ancient Near Eastern religions and how much was shaped by YHWH’s self-revelation? Most scholars agree in principle that the Hebrew writings were influenced by the religion, culture, and politics of the ancient world. Numerous references to foreign kinds, gods, and cultic practices make clear the necessity of understanding biblical cosmology within both its literary and historical contexts. However, the fundamental difference between scholars is what they accept as essential versus what they accept as secondary (accidental) to the Hebrew worldview.

Genesis Is Monotheism, Not Polytheism or Pantheism
One clear distinction between Genesis and other ancient myths is the revelation that YHWH alone reigns as the sole Creator and only God. This resolute monotheism was, from the beginning, an essential quality of Hebrew cosmology.

For the peoples of the ancient Near East, their creation stories were steeped in polytheism—a belief that the world is inhabited by many finite gods (driven by their many human-like desires such as sexual pleasure) who ruled over their own special domain. Another useful word suited to the discussion of ancient mythologies is panentheism. As defined by Norman Geisler, panentheism refers to the finite-godism of the various ancient Near East religions whose gods were limited in power and existed simultaneously both in the human world and the world outside of it.​2 Unlike Israel, the peoples of the ancient Near East believed in a collection of gods who existed above the material world yet remained interconnected with the very fabric of nature itself.

The peoples of the ancient world, Israel excepted, did not perceive history as an arrow of progress from a past moment in time toward some fixed end. Human history for these peoples was a drama played out in the cycle of life and death among the gods. The gods of the ancient Near East were limited in power, lived in a constant state of battle, and the death of any one god was meaningless to the existence of the cosmos. Ancient people saw themselves as creatures who served these finite gods and goddesses: humans whose earthly existence reflected the same cycle of life and death. Humans—forever bound to their gods—were conscripts in this eternal drama and, therefore, the lives they extinguished in battle or the people they enslaved had no moral significance.

In




























	Myths are narratives, whether oral or literary.

	Myths are traditional stories handed down from generation to generation.

	Myths are sacred for the society that embraces them.

	Myths are objects of belief by members of the society that embraces them.

	Myths are set in a primeval age or another realm.

	Myths are stories in which deities are important characters.

	Myths seek to anchor present realities such as the world, mankind, natural phenomena, cultural practices, and the prevailing cult in a primordial time. 

	Myths are associated with rituals. 

	Myths express correspondences between the deities and nature. 

	Myths exhibit fantastic elements and are not troubled by logical contradiction or incoherence.​13















	They use genre identification as a tool to justify the modern bias against the supernatural.

	They offer no objective criteria for distinguishing between essential and nonessential elements within any given set of creation stories. 

	They do not advance our understanding of how each creation story reflects the divergent worldviews among ancient Near Eastern civilizations. 
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