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Preface

There is a saying which goes: “Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me.” No doubt this expresses noble sentiments of resilience and perhaps even humility. However, words and even single-word names can do immense damage to a person’s reputation.

There is a creative power in human language—for good or evil, truth or falsehood, clarity or obfuscation. Such linguistic creativity and its origin are the theme of this book.

What drew me to the topic of language and its creative ability?

I was a latecomer to the subject and at that point still some way from a scriptural perspective on language. My interest in language was initially stimulated by Ludwig Wittgenstein who was in the background of my PhD.

That scriptural perspective became much clearer on coming across the work of John Walton. My previous vague and ill-informed views on the context of the ancient Near East (ANE) and its bearing on the Genesis creation account received a new direction. It was through the ancient significance of a name being part of a thing’s existence that I saw a way into my theme on the creative power of language.

The setting of the Genesis creation account in the wider cultural context of the ANE is not a subject in which I have any expertise. l will rely on Walton’s work and to a lesser extent on John Hilber to deal with background issues for my theme. These two scholars present a slightly contrasting emphasis which I take to be complementary. I will say a little more about their approach since it was so helpful to me in developing my theme.

Walton shows the ancient focus on creation’s order and its ‘function’ in the sense of progressing a goal-directed purpose to bring order from an initial non-order. The maintenance of the resulting order was a major concern of the ANE.

While there was an understanding of the material aspect of creation affecting everyday life, that was not a significant concern of the creation accounts. This very likely applies to the Genesis creation account as well as the surrounding creation stories, though the roles, character and being of the neighbouring gods were very different from the God of the Hebrews.

Hilber has a somewhat different emphasis as he describes various ways by which material considerations were never far from their conceptual world, including the origin stories. For believers with a high view of Scripture, that raises the unsettling possibility of Scripture being mistaken in matters relating to material structures, given our current scientific knowledge.

Hilber addresses this by applying a linguistic approach where God accommodates our human understanding, which has similarities to what we ourselves do in our everyday speaking. I found this not only helpful, but also an important means to progress my linguistic theme.

With the work of Walton and Hilber, I felt I could develop a perspective on human language which does justice to the Genesis account and the limited ancient understanding of material causes, processes and structures. It also enabled me to see human language as being creative in a way which mirrors the creative speaking of God.

These comments lead naturally to the book’s title, The Creative Word. I might even summarise this by the question: What is the significance of Adam naming those animals?

It is inevitable that my academic studies influenced my approach, at least to some extent. For example, I do not propose to rely much on philosophical or theological arguments and theories. Instead, I will use examples of language use to develop my theme, which also helps to see how that ancient understanding relates to our own in different ways. This descriptive rather than theorising approach is typical of Wittgenstein’s later philosophy. However, apart from a few of his examples along with an occasional explanatory note, I take his thought no further; my interests lie elsewhere.

This book is not intended for those who might want more in-depth material on the ANE, philosophy, theology, biblical studies or the Hebrew text of Genesis. Particularly with the ANE and the biblical text, I have relied on the knowledge of experts.

This book is intended for those who take an intelligent interest in their faith by looking at the ‘big picture’ rather than all the fine detail. If readers’ interests are stimulated to look further into particular areas, the relevant references are in the text and notes. In the case of the ANE, I would certainly recommend readers do so if the subject is unfamiliar to them. I found that ANE background particularly helpful and indeed, a fascinating topic in its own right.

While the ANE background is an important contextual aspect of the Genesis creation account, I also need to show its relevance to contemporary readers. I try to do this with illustrations from our own language and practices.

One aspect of relevance is that our linguistic creativity takes place within a complex mix of social and personal factors, including controversial cultural trends. While I have had a marginal church involvement in watching these trends develop, I will not analyse them in detail, which many writers have done better than I could. However, such contemporary trends provide excellent illustrations which I will use on occasions alongside many others.

To conclude, readers may not agree with all the material which builds my theme. However, I hope that I have conveyed something of the relevance of the Genesis creation account for our lives today. And in particular, something of our dignity as human beings made in the image of God. Despite so much evil and tragedy along the way, I believe that dignity will nevertheless be finally established through Jesus Christ.

Anticipating just some of the coming material in this book, it is Christ who opens the door for us to receive a new name and abide with God in a temple as it were, a new creation which embraces heaven and earth. (Rev 3:12)

In this, the last book of Bible echoes that Genesis creation account, with naming and temple terms which were probably better understood by those ancient Hebrews than they are by many of us.

I hope my book helps us to better understand the relevance of that ancient Genesis narrative.





1. Introduction

What’s in a name?

That which we call a rose by any other word would smell as sweet.

William Shakespeare: Romeo and Juliet1


In Act 2, Scene 2, Juliet says the above to Romeo. How can the family names of the Montagues and Capulets, their family names, incorporate an enmity that threatens their love? Surely a mere name cannot have that power. The love between Romeo and Juliet transcends those names, or any other words for that matter.

Just as a rose’s sweet smell is unaffected by whatever that flower’s name might be, so her love for that same person, Romeo, endures whatever Romeo’s family name might be. The real person, Romeo, surely lives beyond an arbitrary and ephemeral name.


“What’s in a name?”


Nevertheless, while only a name, it is that family name which Juliet finds so hostile, even though she denies it. “’Tis but thy name which is my enemy, Thou art thyself.” Their family names are experienced as almost being inter-family enmity because those names are embedded in that lived enmity.

Similarly, the name ‘rose’ may be much more than a changeable label for a flower. The name itself conveys something of the reality of that beautiful flower and its sweet smell, which we experience with so much pleasure in our lives.

There may be a great deal to those names, and to many other kinds of names we assign. Names often embody a deeper context of lived human reality than merely being a convenient and changeable label for reference purposes. Juliet uses the rose-named metaphor to good effect, though it also undermines itself.

Even more compelling are their own names, ‘Romeo and Juliet’, which echo down the centuries with an enduring significance for us today.2


1.1 Thematic Outline

To name something is at the heart of this book. While Juliet questioned the significance of a name, at the start of the Bible we find Adam naming the animals. And before that, God also names the parts of creation. When we then find God not only naming, but that his speaking brings creation into being, human language may have a creative power of its own. In a nutshell, that is the theme of this book.

Language is an enormously complex and varied subject, so we have to narrow our focus or point of view, which we might call selecting a ‘perspective’. That perspective may also come with unmentioned assumptions, which we should bring to light.

We are not concerned with details like spelling, grammar, parts of speech, punctuation, expressing ourselves clearly and all the useful things, which, hopefully, we learnt from our parents and at school. Neither are we concerned with the historical development of different languages, relations between them, the many forms and genres of literature, the endlessly varied ways of speaking and rhetorical techniques, or the theories of linguists.

Our major focus is on the significance of language within the wider purpose of human life as seen from the perspective of the Christian faith. Hence, the Genesis creation account is also at the heart of this book.

However, in coming to the Genesis creation, we must begin with some preparatory work. The last thing we should think about is modern science. Rather, we will try to enter the cultural context of the ancient Near East (ANE) from which Genesis originates.

Other cultures3 may look at the world in a rather different way to our own, though these might also be related since we live in the same world. I was once told that “to get into someone else’s shoes, we must first step out of our own shoes.”

This shows the two-sided nature of the task. To see things from another culture’s perspective, we must first recognise our own often unquestioned assumptions. Leaving those behind is to get out of our own shoes.

Hopefully, none of this contextual emphasis will be news to any student of literature, or of the Bible.

Hence, two preparatory chapters follow this introduction. We first look in more detail at the ANE context to identify common elements with Genesis as well as significant contrasts. A particularly important matter is the significance of a name in the ANE, which for them was necessary for something to fully exist.

We will also see that the Genesis creation account and the ANE were much less concerned with material causes, processes and structures than we are. Their interest was with the role different elements played within the whole and in relation to the gods, or to the God of the Hebrews.

Put differently, the ANE was concerned with order and function as in role or purpose, rather than material properties, causes and structures. The fear of our world falling into disorder or non-order was a real one. Those cultural differences make it hard for us to enter into that ancient world of thought.

However, there are common elements which we will consider, particularly in the second preparatory chapter. We are not entirely disconnected from those ancient people since we all live in God’s ordered creation.

Following this preparatory work, we come to Adam naming the animals. This is not a moment for hilarity; him naming the animals is reflected in so many of our own practices. We then relate our speaking to the image of God in ourselves and our mandate to populate the world and rule it as good stewards or vice-regents on God’s behalf.

This implies we investigate and come to understand more of His creation, which Adam starts to do in naming the animals. Such an understanding is coupled with our language having a creative aspect, which mirrors in a derivative way God’s creative word in the Genesis creation account. At this point, we have reached the heart of a scriptural perspective on human language.

We then proceed with examples to show something of the wider creative ability of our language, and how it is creative. By now, the reader will likely have potential objections, which we must deal with. The most serious is where Genesis portrays some aspects of the creation in a way which we now know to be mistaken, arising from that same linguistic creativity. We must consider how to deal with this without losing the authority and reliability of scripture.

To finish, we consolidate our theme with two important topics.

The first is that God sees His creative work as ‘good’, indeed it was ‘very good’. We will relate this to our own speaking of what is ‘good’, and see how value, purpose and significance is integrated into creation. We also take account of eating the fruit from that tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the garden, which is the tree of wisdom.

This has consequences for our linguistic creativity—for good or evil.

Then secondly, how do we speak about and to God, which we have largely taken for granted so far? God is a being who is not of this world and is beyond our comprehension, yet we cannot avoid using the language of our familiar life. Our linguistic creativity will need some contextual constraint if it is not to distort our understanding of the being of God.

The conclusion at the end will consolidate our material, and particularly the relevance of the creative power of our language shown in contemporary cultural trends.

This brief overview of our direction of travel may seem a little abstract, so there will be numerous examples to help us along.

To make a final introductory comment on the scope of this book, I am not overly concerned with the detailed exegesis of the Genesis text or what might be the precise meaning of Hebrew terms. When necessary, I shall reference the expertise of others.

The wider cultural background of the ANE is itself a large subject. For readers who wish to look at this in depth, I shall reference a few important works. For my purpose, I will confine myself to what is necessary to progress my theme.

Two other disciplines have a bearing on this book’s theme. These are philosophy and theology, which have both developed significantly over many centuries. Like the sciences, they may also become the lens through which we see the ANE context and may thereby distort it.

However, there are a few useful philosophical terms and related concepts for us to be familiar with, so some introductory comments on these two disciplines are called for.




1.2 A Philosophical Perspective - Two Important Terms

To start with philosophy, there has always been an interest in language where the philosophy of language is an extensive subject. However, it has traditionally been rather a poor relation among other philosophical topics.4 The most prominent philosophical concerns have been around what it means for something to exist as one thing rather than another (ontology), knowledge (epistemology), logic, ethics and aesthetics. The term ‘ontology’ has a place in this book and in the literature to which I refer, so I should say a little more about it.

We need to distinguish different kinds of being, as Adam does in naming the animals. What these kinds of being are is an ontological question. For example, a human being is at least in part a material being, and in that respect has a material ontology along with other material objects.

By contrast, though numbers are applied to material objects in counting for example, a number itself is not a material object, so can be considered as having a non-material or abstract ontology. Many philosophers have searched for some fundamental or essential ontological characteristic which separates different categories of being. This may then lead to a definition of what something is.

However, we can also consider a human being from different ontological aspects, or complementary ways of what we are. There is a material ontological aspect along with the aspect of being in the image of God, which is not a material ontological category.

If we ask what is most fundamental about human beings, a Christian believer will most likely say it is the image of God, since that uniquely distinguishes us from all other material animals and living systems. Differing ontological perspectives are important as we continue.


Another common philosophical term is ‘metaphysics’, which concerns the fundamental nature of reality. The basic idea is how the experience of our senses or our thinking and reasoning relate to that which in some way lies outside of, or is other than ourselves and our faculties.

We might say that our mind and concepts mirror or map onto a ‘reality’, which is other than our mind and concepts. Hence, metaphysical questions frequently underlie other topics, including ontology.

Again to briefly illustrate, we might say the existence of God or some foundation to ethics are what we believe or feel within ourselves as true about what is beyond or transcends ourselves. To call these ‘metaphysical questions’ indicates something of the philosophical character of our reference to the being of God or a foundation to ethics.

Then, if language, mind and that external reality can be related by a more detailed metaphysical model or theory, we might be more confident about having access to true knowledge of such an external reality.5

If we now approach our language theme from a metaphysical perspective, whatever else it does, a name refers to something. Terms such as ‘human person’, ‘image of God’, the number ‘one’ or a material object such as a ‘brain’ distinguished from a ‘mind’, are all names which refer to different ontological categories or kinds.

If we then consider how the name refers to those ontologically different kinds of existents, we have an example of a metaphysical question. We are trying to move from human language to a reality which we refer to but lies outside our language, reason and what we perceive through our senses.6

Such an approach would traditionally be considered the philosophical task in dealing with a metaphysical question. If metaphysics sounds an abstruse subject remote from everyday life, indeed it is. This detachment from everyday life is shown when philosophers question the casual use of the term ‘real’ or ‘reality’ as in “What do you mean by ‘real’?”

This is due to a potential metaphysical gap between our sense perceptions, thinking, concepts and even language itself, distinguished from what’s ‘really out there’. Readers might be relieved that we will not deal with the many and varied metaphysical theories about reality.

However, there will be occasions when we need to move from our speaking to what our speaking is about, which is particularly so with God. When we do so, we will use varied examples as illustrations to assist us with what, from a philosophical perspective, is a metaphysical question.

The reader, particularly those with little philosophical background, might note in passing how these new philosophical terms, or names of concepts rather than objects, help us see our relation to the world in different ways. It is an early example of the creative power of language, which is our theme.

I will not focus on philosophical issues and mostly confine any philosophical and more academic details to the supplementary numbered notes. However, I admit that the various philosophical systems we now have were produced by some of the greatest minds in response to questions that continually fascinate us. Indeed, many have touched on important aspects of created realities. Even so, the complex subtlety of creation seems to have defied all-embracing philosophical theories.

Philosophical discussions have a serious purpose, often trying to get to the truth. They should not be lightly dismissed. We should also recognise that some outstanding philosophers have taken a more sceptical approach to philosophy, particularly to metaphysical theorising. Yet there have been helpful developments in the philosophy of language, some of which influences this book.

So, we should say something more positive about philosophy which finds a place in this book. Philosophers are rarely experts in the technical details of a subject that is their interest. For example, philosophers of science might not make any significant contribution to scientific knowledge. What they do is probe and question matters which influence but also lie outside the body of scientific knowledge.

They might investigate how the predominant beliefs in a society influenced scientific developments. They might ask on what basis we supposedly ‘know’ the principle of the uniformity of nature or why the natural world has a striking mathematical character.7

These questions certainly require reasonable knowledge of relevant scientific developments. However, it will not include holding a test tube in a laboratory while wearing a white coat and submitting the results to a learned journal, to make the point a little crudely.

This book does something similar by avoiding technical linguistic details while asking questions about the bigger picture of language in human life, creation and in relation to God Himself.

Doubtless, my outline so far on some of the philosophical aspects of our subject needs a much fuller treatment. While we will occasionally touch on philosophical and metaphysical issues, we need to go elsewhere to achieve a credible perspective on language.

I turn next to the theology of the Christian faith.




1.3 A Theological and Scriptural Perspective

To close this introduction, I make two further qualifications on the theological perspective, in addition to the thematic outline presented earlier. (1.1)

Firstly, I will place myself within the Christian faith and its roots in the Bible. That is the faith I know. For me to refer to other religions may lead to their distortion. My focus on the Christian faith is also part of my own commitment, which includes what might be called a more traditional or high view of the authority of scripture.

I should disclose my own beliefs since these inevitably influence my approach to the subject. The same might be said for any other approach; a wholly neutral or supposedly objective vantage point is not possible. Yet, I hope I can be self-critical when required, and aware not just of my own limits but also of the influence of our contemporary Western culture on myself; it is hard to eliminate that completely.

Secondly, when mentioning the creation account in Genesis 1–3, many believers will likely ask how my theme relates to the historicity of the account, including that of Adam and Eve. By ‘historicity’, I do not mean how and when Genesis originated and what different documents and traditions might be identified in the text we now have. I leave that to scholars in the relevant disciplines.8

A different concern with historicity is whether the Genesis creation account deals with the age of the universe, whether the creation was brought into existence in six days similar to our own familiar days, the place of biological evolution and whether Adam and Eve as real people were created ‘de novo’, directly by God outside any evolutionary process or other material causes.

Such questions can dominate discussion about Genesis in some churches.

To go a little further, these questions are often framed in terms of the text having a ‘literal’ sense in contrast to a more metaphorical or perhaps poetic sense. The term ‘literal’ can be confusing. It usually means that words or concepts have a sense arising from our familiar life, with ‘days’ being 24-hour periods for example. There is no metaphor or other figurative language involved.

However, any ‘literal’ sense in an ancient culture may be very different to our own. That culture might not privilege familiar life or the material world as we do, affecting how we should apply any sense of ‘literal’ to them.

Another possible confusion is with the term ‘creationist’, which is sometimes used to characterise arguments for a young earth. Yet, surely all Christian believers accept that God created this universe and ourselves. All believers are in that sense ‘creationists’ while taking different positions on the historicity of the Genesis account.

In this book, I will not evaluate such questions given that our theme is human language. That theme requires us to position ourselves in the context of the ANE. This exposes us to a very different understanding of the world, which we will prioritise above philosophy, contemporary science and any wider cultural assumptions we hold.

Hence we must try to avoid reading contemporary debates into the text. Nevertheless, prioritising the ANE context has implications on debates about historicity in the sense above, if that context is not concerned with addressing the questions we pose.

Hopefully however, careful attention to the ancient context may give a more rewarding and faithful account of the Genesis creation, even if it leaves us with questions to which we do not have adequate answers. 9

We should remember what God said to Job: “Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Tell me if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know!” (Job 38: 4, 5) Job got no answers to such questions and so it may be for us, despite our scientific progress.




1.4 Chapter Outlines

The chapters which follow this introduction are briefly summarised below. They follow the thematic outline earlier (1.1).


2. The Context of the ancient Near East, opens with an important point, which continues throughout the book. Language is not confined to spoken words or written symbols following rules of grammar, though that is true as far as it goes. Our saying and doing are woven together within the lives we live. Furthermore, the lives we live are within a wider society, and hence the cultural context is important in understanding the Genesis text.

That leads to the chapter’s main theme, which is to approach our subject from the cultural context of the ANE. To do this effectively, we must recognise and leave behind our own cultural background and embedded assumptions. Our focus is on the way the ANE thought about the ‘existence’ of something, and the importance of a ‘name’ being given.

Giving a name is also the entry to our theme of developing a perspective on language. The chapter closes by briefly comparing the Genesis creation account with the opening of the Babylonian creation epic, the Enuma Elish, to illustrate the position of Genesis within its wider cultural context. However, we will also note some very significant differences.

In this chapter, I will rely on specialist knowledge, particularly the work of John Walton, to set out the background on which I can then build.10


3. Relating the Ancient to Our Contemporary World aims to show that while ANE thought and context are very different to our own, that ancient context is not entirely disconnected from our contemporary lives and practices.

In this chapter, we look at both similarities and differences to our own contemporary practices with some examples and analogies. That will help us leave our own assumptions behind while still having the continuity of a shared human life within God’s creation.


4. The Creative Word: Adam Names the Animals moves to the heart of this book’s theme. It draws together some brief and scattered points from the previous preparatory chapters by setting out the theme in four cumulative steps. The man, Adam, is our working example.

We first see him begin to understand the order of the world as he names the animals. We then relate his naming and understanding to the rule he is to exercise, being the image of God. We note the close relation between kings and the way their statues and other images were related to their patron deities. This has implications for the Genesis portrayal of the image of God in ourselves.

Then we go on to Adam naming the animals as mirroring the creative speaking or Word of God, which brings an ordered creation into being. Finally, we see how Adam’s naming of the animals is itself in part a creative act, for which I introduce the term ‘construct’.


5. Creativity and the Construct Model has more examples of our linguistic creativity, now employing a ‘construct’ approach. While Adam naming the animals remains in view, these examples go beyond the simple naming of objects. An important point is that the construct approach which I adopt does not float free from the realities of human life and God’s ordered creation in which we are located.

It has been an ongoing theme that in our language the doing and saying are woven together into our lives and within God’s creation. Hence, there are constraints on what we say, what makes sense, and that on many occasions our speaking and constructs can be critically verified—and need to be!


6. Some Objections and Challenges: Objections will occur to readers, and a few of the more serious ones are addressed in this chapter. Perhaps the most serious is the portrayal in Genesis of the structure of the cosmos.11 While this is common enough in the ANE, it is hard to avoid concluding that it is mistaken.

How do we handle this if we want to maintain the authority of scripture? We also look at some challenges which are not so much objections to my theme but how we deal with the instability of contemporary linguistic constructs.


7. What is Creation’s ‘Good’? Here, we consider God viewing His creation as ‘good’. What does that mean in the context of the ANE? Given our own varied use, how does the ANE relate to our use of the term? Most importantly, there is the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and how eating its fruit affects our linguistic constructs—for good or evil.

This chapter is to identify the varied sense of ‘good’. It illustrates something of the creativity of our language, which is reflected in the Genesis account.


8. Speaking about and to God. Since God is other than this world, how do we use language which is rooted in human life within this created world when speaking about and to God the Creator? While there is a metaphorical element here, we must also make sense. We look at logical bounds to our speaking about God and how that logic of God is set within the context of scripture. We cannot
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