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The Lost Truth of Genesis
A.W. Morris

Abstract: Scholars such as John Walton have correctly identified
the need for modern interpreters to understand the Ancient Near
Eastern (ANE) context in which the Bible was written. What they
have failed to do is follow their own reasoning to its theological
conclusion by analyzing the context in which the ANE worldview
developed. This study will demonstrate that the idolatrous ANE
conflation of false gods with the material universe is fundamentally
incompatible with the ontological distinction between the one true
God and his material universe as revealed in the Bible. Even if
ANE people did hold to a purely functional rather than material
ontology, their ontological conflationism cannot form the
interpretive basis for understanding the truth of the book of
Genesis.
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here is an ancient Sumerian proverb—not unlike many
found in the biblical book of Proverbs—which says,

(He) who builds like a lord, lives like a slave.
(He) who builds like a slave, lives like a lord.?

Is this a theologically neutral statement? It certainly does not
appear to take any position on the existence of God(s) or any
moral or ethical implications that might follow. On its face this
is nothing more than a tidbit of practical life wisdom, presumably
gleaned from countless attempts to sort out what later generations
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would call a “standard of living.” In this world of limited
resources, if a person spends all his money building the largest
possible house (or, in contemporary society, buying the largest
possible house), then that person won’t have anything left to live
on. But if a person builds or purchases a more modest house, then
that person will actually have some money left over to enjoy it.
The proverb does not say anything about where houses come
from or whether there should be different socio-economic classes
or what people should and should not be doing inside their
houses. It’s simply a pithy nugget of economic wisdom with
which any reasonable atheist and any reasonable Christian would
most likely agree because, as far as it goes, the statement is
theologically neutral.

In recent years, much has been written on the issue of how to
interpret the early chapters of Genesis. Authors such as Walton,?
Collins,* and others have correctly identified the need for modern
Western interpreters to understand the Ancient Near Eastern
(ANE) context in which the book of Genesis was written.

However, this raises an additional question: What was the
context in which the ANE culture and worldview developed? If
it is necessary to understand the ANE context in which Genesis
was written, then is it not also necessary, in order to interpret
ANE writings correctly, to understand the context in which they
were written? Of particular interest to this study is the question:
Was the ANE context theologically neutral?

Walton, in his Lost World books, has analyzed numerous
ANE writings in order to ascertain the most relevant features of
the ANE context. His conclusion can be visually represented
thus: the peoples of the ANE, in particular the Sumerians,
Egyptians, and Babylonians, each had their own culture and
belief system; and these systems had certain beliefs in common.
The “sum total” of the commonalities among these cultures
formed what will be termed the ANE Worldview:

3 John H. Walton, The Lost World of Genesis One: Ancient Cosmology
and the Origins Debate (Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity, 2010), 9-15.

4 John C. Collins, Reading Genesis Well (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2018), 169ff.
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Since the nation of Israel developed within this ANE worldview,
their understanding of reality, including their understanding of
God and descriptions of what they believed God did, was
expressed from within the perspective of this worldview:
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The foundational question to be addressed in the present
study is “What was the context in which the ANE Worldview
developed?” To put it another way, where did the ideas that
formed the ANE Worldview come from?
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In particular, to what extent were these ideas theologically
neutral, like the aforementioned Sumerian proverb, and to what
extent were they theologically incompatible with the biblical
perspective about the nature of the one true God? To the extent
that they were theologically neutral, they would certainly
provide valuable and necessary insights into the meaning of the
book of Genesis; but to the extent that they were theologically
incompatible, they cannot form the interpretive basis for
understanding the book of Genesis.

The Spiritual Context of the Ancient World

If the only way to determine what the earliest people groups
believed is to analyze what they wrote, how would it even be
possible to evaluate the context of the earliest known human
writings? How would it be possible to determine where their
ideas came from without some written record of the development
of those ideas?

In the absence of first-hand accounts of early human pre-
history, the most reliable source not squarely in the realm of
mythology would most likely be the New Testament. What little
the NT does say about early humanity is treated as historically
factual and theologically relevant to its immediate audience; and
to avoid any appearance of circular reasoning by using ANE
writings (the OT) to analyze other ANE writings, this study will
examine how the NT views the spiritual condition of the ancient
world.

The worldview of the NT authors was primarily a composite
of Second Temple Judaism and Greco-Roman influences. The
apostle Paul, for example, was a foreign-born Jew (Acts 22:3)
who was also a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37) conversant in Greek
poets and philosophers (Acts 17:28). Peter and John were Jewish
fisherman  (Luke 5:1-11), also conversant in  Greek
religious/philosophical terminology (John 1:1-5, 2 Pet 1:3).
Therefore, whatever the NT authors wrote about the ancient
world would not have been directly influenced by the worldview
they were analyzing. Although they knew and at times quoted the
book of Genesis (Eph 5:31, 1 Pet 3:6, 1 John 3:12, Heb 7:1-3),
their knowledge of it as a finished product put them more in the
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position of post-game commentators able to analyze the entire
game rather than players on the field in the middle of the game.

According to Romans 5:12-14, sin was present from the
beginning of humanity, and the earliest sin of Adam affected all
of humanity until the time of Moses:

(Rom 5:12) A tolto omep &t | For this reason, just as through
one man sin came into the
world, and through sin death,
and therefore to all men death
auaptiag 0 Bdvatog, kal oUtwg €l | spread, because all sinned,®

mavtag GvOpwmovg O Bdvatog

£vOg avBphdmov 1 auaptia €i¢ TOV
kéouov elofilfev kal & tAg

811iABev, €@’ O TdvTe fiuaptov-

(5:13) &xpt yap véuov duaptia v | for until the law sin was in the
world, but sin is not accounted
where there is no law,

¢v  kbouw, auaptia d¢ oLk
g¢AAoyeitat un 8vrog véuov,

(5:14) &AN ¢Pacilevoev 6 Bdvatog | but death reigned from Adam
until Moses even over those not
sinning in the likeness of the
transgression of Adam, who
opoluartt tig mapaPdosws Adau | was a type of the future one.

66 €otiv TUTOG TOoU péAAOvTOG.

Gro Adap uéxpt Mwicéwg kal €ml
TOUG uf] Adpaptoavtag €mi TQ

As a result of the first sin of Adam, death spread to the ancient
Sumerians, Egyptians, and Babylonians, because the Sumerians,
Egyptians, and Babylonians all sinned. Also, death reigned over
the Sumerians, Egyptians, and Babylonians even though they did
not sin in exactly the same manner that Adam did.

According to 2 Peter 2:5-6, God sent the flood upon the
apxatov kéopov (“ancient world”) as a judgment against the

doePav (“ungodly / impious™®):

5 All Scriptural translations are the author’s unless otherwise noted.

6 William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker, Walter Bauer, and F. Wilbur
Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early
Christian Literature (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2000), 141.
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(2 Pet 2:5) kai dpxaiov kéopov | ...and if he did not spare the
ancient world but preserved the
eight of Noah the herald of
righteousness from the world
katakAvopov  kéouw &oefdv | flood brought on the ungodly,

gnagag

oUK €@eioato GAN Sydoov Nde
dikatooOvng khpuka £@UAaev

Although this event occurred before the ancient Sumerian,
Egyptian, and Babylonian civilizations developed, the text is
clear  about  the cause of  the KOTOKAUGUOV

(“cataclysm [flood]”)—the d&oéfeia (“ungodliness”) that had

spread to the entire world.
The next verse likewise confirms that God leveled the cities
of Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes for the same reason:

(2 Pet 2:6) xai téAeig Zodéuwv | ...and turned to ashes the cities
Sodom and Gomorrah,
condemning them to ruin as an
example of what future ungodly
Oméderypa ueAAOVTwv doeeiv | ones will be consigned to...

101K WG

kal Toudppag Te@poag
KATAGTPOP] KATEKPLVEV

From the time of the flood until the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah, which occurred during the lifetime of Abraham,
aoéPera (“ungodliness”) again multiplied to the point that it

warranted a catastrophic divine judgment. Although this
particular event happened after the ANE creation stories had
been written, this is still clear evidence of deeply entrenched
sinfulness in these ANE cities between the time of the flood and
the establishment of the Sumerian, Egyptian, and Babylonian
civilizations.

In Luke 17:26-29, Jesus drew comparisons between his
second coming and both of the cataclysmic judgments mentioned
in 2 Peter 2 (cf. Matt 24:37-39):
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(Luke 17:26) kai kabwg €yéveto | ...and just as it was in the days
of Noah, so it will be in the days

¢v taic Nnuépaic N@e, ovtwe €otat
6 MHEPALS o of the Son of Man:

kal v taig fuépaig tod viod tol
avOpomouv

(17:27) fiobrov, &mvov, éyduovv, |they were eating, drinking,
tyauilovro, dxpt fic fuépac | MAITYINg, giving in marriage,

) s T \ . | until the day Noah went into the
elofiAOev N@e €ig TV K1Pwtov Kal ark and the flood came and

MABev 6  katakAvopds  kal | destroyed everything.
dnAeoev TAVTAG.
(17:28) ‘Opoiwg kabwg éyéveto v | In the same way, just as in the
days of Lot they were eating,
drinking, buying, selling,
planting, building;

Taig NUépalg AWt fioblov, €mvov,
nyépalov, éndAovv, E@UtevOV,
@KodSuovv-

(17:29) 1} 8¢ fuépa ¢EfAGev Awt |but on the day Lot went out
from Sodom, fire and brimstone

rained from heaven and
destroyed everything.

arno Zodduwv, &Ppeev mip kal
feiov 41’ obpavol kal GmwAeoev

TAVTaG.

In both instances Jesus highlighted the fact that people in the
ancient world were going about the ordinary business of living,
completely unaware that cataclysmic judgment was just around
the corner.

More to the point of the present study, Romans 1:18-25 goes
into greater detail about specific sins of humanity since the
beginning of the world, again using the term dcéPewa
(“ungodliness™). This spiritual condition that was identified as
the cause of the cataclysmic judgments against the ancient world
was also identified as a defining characteristic, along with the
related term &dikia (“unrighteousness™), of those who actively

suppress truth about God:
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(1:18) ’AmokaAVmteTar yap Opyn

Peod 4m  oUpavod émi  mdocav

Goéferav kal adikiav avBpdmwv

OV TV GAffsiav  év &dikig

Katexéviwv,

For the wrath of God is
revealed from heaven against
all ungodliness and

unrighteousness of men who in
unrighteousness suppress the
truth,

(1:19) &6t td yvwotdv tod Oeol
@avepdv €0TIV €V avTOoiC 6 0£0G yap
a0TOIC EQAVEPWOEY.

because what can be known of
God is manifest among them,
because God has manifested it
to them.

Knowledge of God has been accessible to humankind since the
beginning of the world because God has made it accessible.
Humankind is not ungodly and unrighteous because they are
unaware of God but rather because they have chosen to suppress
the knowledge of God that God himself has revealed to them.

For his invisible attributes
from the creation of the
world have been clearly
discerned in what has been
made, both his eternal power
and deity, so that they are
without defense,

because although they knew
God, they neither glorified
nor gave thanks to him as
God, but rather became
futile in their reasoning and
their senseless heart became
darkened.

(1:20) t&x yap adpata avtol a&mod

KTIoEWG  KOOMOU  TOIC  TOLNUACLY
voovUueva kabopdtal, 11 te G&1diog
abtod Svvaulg kai Oei6tng, €i¢ 1o

gival adTov¢ dvanoAoyftoug,

(1:21) 81611 yvovteg TOV OOV 00X WG
Beov €86&acav A noxapiotnoav, AN
guataiddnoav €v toi¢ dradoyiouoig
abT®V Kal €okoticbn n dovvetog
avT®V Kapdia.

The expression ano kticewg k6ouov (“from the creation of the
world”) is similar to Jesus’ appeal to the marriage of Adam and
Eve as God’s original plan &m0 d&pxfi¢ kticewg (“from the
beginning of creation” [Mark 10:6, citing Gen 1:27, 2:24]). In
Romans 1, Paul is clarifying the universality of human
sinfulness—ever since the original creation God has made known
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his 6g16tng (“deity / divineness,”” “the fact that he is God®) in

clear enough fashion that humankind has no possible claim of
ignorance. In fact, Paul makes exactly the opposite claim
concerning humankind: they did know God vyet refused to
acknowledge and glorify Him as God.

(1:22) @dokovteg eivar  cogoi | Claiming to be wise, they
uwpdvoncav were shown to be foolish

(1:23) kai fAAa&av thv 86&av tob |and exchanged the glory of
the incorruptible God for
images in the likeness of
corruptible men and birds and
metelv@dv kol TeTpamddwv  kal | quadrupeds and reptiles.

apBaptov  Oeod év  Opolwpati
gikovog  @Baptod dvOpdmov kal

EPTETAOV.

Although the ancients may have had some claim to wisdom about
theologically peripheral matters like economic practicality, the
foolishness of their theological foundation was revealed in their
exchange of the glory of the unseen God for man-made objects
of worship. Verse 23 sounds strikingly similar to Psalm 106:20,
in which Israel, in the course of repenting of her many sins,
includes Aaron leading the nation to worship the golden bull:

(Ps 106:20) And they exchanged 079327NR 1M
their glory for a similitude of a bull Yy 598 29w N°3303
that eats plants. T TR

The nation of Israel was guilty of what humanity in general had
been guilty of all along—exchanging the glory of the
transcendent and incorruptible God for images in the likeness of
just about any component of God’s creation.

" 1bid., 446.

8 Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of
the New Testament: Based on Semantic Domains (New York: United Bible
Societies, 1996), 139.
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(1:24) A0 mapédwkev avtovg 6 Oeog | Therefore, God gave them
over in the desires of their
hearts to the uncleanness of

dishonoring of their bodies
atipdlecbar ta cwuata avT®V £€v |among themselves,

é¢v tai¢ émbuplag TV kKapdidv
abt@®v  ei¢  akabapoiav  Tol

avToig
(1:25) oftiveg upetAMAa&av thv |Who exchanged the truth of

God for a lie and worshiped

, , e _ | and served the creation rather
goePfaoOnoav kol EAdtpevoav Tf| than the creator, who is

ktioel mapd tov kticavra, 8¢ €otwv | blessed forever, amen.

GAfBsiav tol Be0d €v t@® Pevdel kal

g0Aoyntog i Tovg aldvag, Gunv.

Verse 25 elaborates further on verse 23 using an additional set of
opposites. In verse 23 the contrast was between the a@6dptov

(“incorruptible”) God and @Baptold (“corruptible”) creation.
Here the contrast is between the &Anfsiav (“truth”) about God
and the Pe0der (“lie”) of worshiping the kticer (“creation™)
rather than the kticavta (“creator”).

Though relatively few in number, these NT passages dealing
with the ancient world paint a fairly clear picture. From Adam
onward, humanity has been guilty of ungodliness and
unrighteousness characterized by the active suppression of the
truth God has revealed about himself. From its earliest
generations, humanity has been exchanging the truth of God’s
transcendence for the lie that God’s creation is somehow worthy
of worship; and the consequences of this idolatrous exchange
have worked themselves out not only in Sodom and Gomorrah
but even at times among God’s people (Judg 17-21).

Ancient Near Eastern Creation Stories

The NT paints a fairly grim picture of ancient humanity in
general, but to what extent do any of these passages apply
specifically to the ancient Sumerians, Egyptians, and
Babylonians? The aforementioned Sumerian proverb proves that
the ancients were certainly capable of speaking (and writing)
truth, so how can the overall truthfulness of the ANE Worldview
be evaluated?
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One of the most revealing windows into any people’s
worldview is its cosmology. A people’s beliefs about how and
why the universe came to be the way it is are essentially the
cornerstone upon which its entire worldview is built. Walton’s
analysis of ANE creation stories has led him to a number of
propositions that he believes form the foundation of the ANE
worldview. The most basic and foundational of these
propositions is that the ANE creation stories offer accounts of
functional origins rather than accounts of material origins:

If we follow the sense of the literature and its ideas of creation, we
find that people in the ancient Near East did not think of creation
in terms of making material things—instead, everything is function
oriented.... Creation thus constituted bringing order to the cosmos
from an originally nonfunctional condition. It is from this reading
of the literature that we may deduce a functional ontology in the
ancient world—that is, that they offer accounts of functional
origins rather than accounts of material origins.®

A number of authors have attempted to refute this
proposition,’© but in the present study such attempted refutations
are unnecessary. This study will assume that Walton’s
proposition is correct but then raise an additional question:
Where did this “functional ontology” originate? How did the
people of the ANE arrive at this exclusive interest in functional
origins and non-interest in material origins?

The relevant features of ancient Egyptian cosmology are well
summarized by Egyptologist James P. Allen:

... the Egyptians lived in a universe composed not of things but of
beings. Each element is not merely a physical component, but a
distinct individual with a unique personality and will. The sky is

® Walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 35.

10 See, e.g., Lydia McGrew, “Review of John H. Walton's The Lost
World of Genesis One,” http://whatswrongwiththeworld.net/2015/03/review
_of_john_h_waltonsthe_l.html; Dominic Statham, “Dubious and Dangerous
Exposition,” https://creation.com/review-walton-the-lost-world-of-genesis-
one.
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not an inanimate vault, but a goddess who conceives the sun each
night and gives birth to him in the morning. The atmosphere that
separates sky from earth is not an empty void, but a god. The Duat
is not merely a mysterious region through which the sun passes at
night, but the god Osiris. Even the vast and lifeless outer waters
have an identity, as the god Nu.*

In the minds of the ancient Egyptians, there was no
distinction between the gods and the universe. As Allen explains,
it’s not that the sky goddess created the sky, but rather that the
sky was a goddess. This appears to be different from the later
Western philosophies of pantheism*? and panentheism.® Perhaps
a more accurate term would be “conflationism.” The ancient
Egyptians conflated the gods and the universe to the point that
there was no distinction between them. Walton comes to a similar
conclusion:

...it is important to note that in the Egyptian descriptions of cosmic
geography, all of those elements that we might consider cosmic
structures (firmament, sun, moon, air, earth, etc.) are depicted as
gods. This is strong evidence that the Egyptians were more

11 James P. Allen, Genesis in Egypt: The Philosophy of Ancient
Egyptian Creation Accounts (New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 1988), 8 (emphasis
original).

12 «pantheism may be understood positively as the view that God is
identical with the cosmos, the view that there exists nothing which is outside
of God, or else negatively as the rejection of any view that considers God as
distinct from the universe” (William Mander, “Pantheism,” Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, rev. July 7, 2016, https://plato.stanford.edu/
entries/pantheism/.

13 «“panentheism considers God and the world to be inter-related with
the world being in God and God being in the world. Panentheism seeks to
avoid either isolating God from the world as traditional theism often does or
identifying God with the world as pantheism does. Traditional theistic
systems emphasize the difference between God and the world while
panentheism stresses God’s active presence in the world and the world’s
influence upon God. Pantheism emphasizes God’s presence in the world but
panentheism maintains the identity and significance of the non-divine.” John
Culp, “Panentheism,” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, rev. June 3,
2017, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/panentheism/.
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interested in the functions of these gods than in the actual material
structures. The gods represented authority and jurisdiction. The
attributes of the deities were manifested in the cosmic elements.
The cosmos functioned as an extension of the gods, and the gods
functioned within the cosmos.

This last statement is particularly telling. In the minds of the
Egyptians, the gods functioned within the cosmos, which was
itself an extension of the gods and a manifestation of their
attributes. Although this sounds similar to both pantheism and
panentheism, it sounds more like the “conflationism” of which
Allen speaks—the cosmic structures were depicted as gods,
thereby blurring, if not completely eliminating, any distinction
between the gods and the cosmos.

The pioneering Sumerologist Samuel Noah Kramer analyzed
a number of Mesopotamian creation texts and reached the
following conclusions about the cosmology of ancient Sumer:

1.

First was the primeval sea. Nothing is said of its origin or birth,
and it is not unlikely that the Sumerians conceived it as having
existed eternally.

The primeval sea engendered the cosmic mountain consisting
of heaven and earth united.

Conceived as gods in human form, An (i.e., heaven) was the
male and Ki (i.e., earth) was the female. From their union was
begotten the air-god Enlil.

Enlil, the air-god, separated heaven from earth, and while his
father An carried off heaven, Enlil himself carried off the
earth, his mother. The union of Enlil and his mother earth set
the stage for the organization of the universe — the creation of
man, animals, and plants, and the establishment of
civilization.®®

Kramer identified the Sumerian goddess of the primeval sea
as Nimmu, who was described in a list of Sumerian gods as “the

14 Walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 30.
15 Kramer, History Begins at Sumer, 82-83.
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mother, who gave birth to heaven and earth.”!® As with the
ancient Egyptians, the Sumerians did not appear to draw any
distinction between the gods and the material universe—they
conceived of heaven and earth as gods in human form.

The cosmology of ancient Babylon is similar to that of
ancient Sumer. Jastrow identifies Apsu and Tiamat as essentially
the god and goddess of the primeval waters:

Apsu and Tiamat are, accordingly, synonymous. The combination
of the two may be regarded as due to the introduction of the
theological doctrine which we have seen plays so prominent a part
in the systematized pantheon, namely, the association of the male
and female principle in everything connected with activity or with
the life of the universe. Apsu represents the male and Tiamat the
female principle of the primaeval universe.’

Jastrow also notes that the Babylonians did not appear to
conceive of any point in time before the primeval waters. Rather,
they conceived of Apsu and Tiamat as the earliest gods who
sexually procreated all subsequent gods in order to bring the
primeval chaos into order.®

If these ANE scholars are correct, then the most reasonable
explanation for this alleged ANE non-interest in the material
origin of the universe is that they did not believe the universe had
a material origin. Since the Egyptians believed that all the major
components of the universe (e.g., sun, earth, sky) were gods and
the gods had no material origin, therefore the universe had no
material origin. Since the Sumerians and Babylonians traced all
of their gods back to the gods and goddesses of the primeval
waters, they would not have had any concept of what came
“before” the primeval waters since the gods and goddesses have
always existed.

These ANE creation stories provide the clearest possible
examples of exactly what Romans 1:18-25 is talking about. The

18 1bid., 81-82.

17 Morris Jastrow, The Religion of Babylonia and Assyria (Boston: Ginn
& Company, 1898), 411.

18 1bid., 412-13.
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fact that they deified certain elements of the creation is clear
proof that they had exchanged the truth about the God for a lie
and were worshiping the creation rather than the Creator (Rom
1:25). By conceiving of the waters, sky, and earth as gods who
engage in human activities like procreation, they exchanged the
glory of the incorruptible God for images in the form of
corruptible men (Rom 1:23). These ANE creation stories are not
the uninformed observations of people who once thought the
earth was flat—they are an idolatrous usurpation of the glory of
God (Rom 1:21-23).

Is the One True God Concerned with Material Origins?

Although the ANE cosmology / ontology has been shown to
be inherently idolatrous, there is still the question of whether or
not the material origin of the universe was of any concern to the
biblical authors. It is possible that the inspired writings of the one
true God have a functional rather than material cosmology for
reasons other than idolatry; and if God did not intend for his
people to be unnecessarily interested in the material origin of the
universe, then there is no reason to expect that he would have
revealed anything about it to his people. Deuteronomy 29:29
teaches that God has not revealed everything he possibly could
have to his people and that he is under no obligation to reveal
anything beyond what he already has.

The question is this: Is the one true God concerned with
material origins? Perhaps more to the point, is God concerned
that his people know at least something about the material origin
of the universe, or is this not a topic that is even worth
mentioning in his special revelation? God’s revelation to
humanity is never based on what humanity is or is not interested
in—it is based on what God decides that humanity needs to know.
Does the Bible give any reason to think that humanity needs to
hear about its material origin?

The answer from Scripture is a clear and unequivocal yes.
God is unquestionably concerned that his people know about the
material origins of the universe in order to understand and
maintain the ontological distinction between God the
transcendent Creator and his creation. The first two of the Ten
Commandments deal specifically with this distinction:
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(Exod 20:3) You shall not have for A2 ®O
yourself other gods in my presence. -5y oony oooR

%
(20:4) You shall not make for yourself a To-mwyn 85

carved image or any likeness of what is in | «pix 73370-551 Son
the heavens above or what is on the earth |~ "Ly ‘Hanpg
below or what is in the waters under the o LT
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The term D18 n’ﬂ'ng (“other gods™) appears more than
sixty times in OT passages ranging from Moses’ initial reception
of the command to prophetic passages and historical accounts all
the way up to the Babylonian exile (e.g., Jer 44, 2 Chr 34).
Beyond the simple command to uphold a monotheistic belief in
the one true God is the theological corollary that anyone or
anything other than God is by definition a created thing. A
number of OT passages clearly teach that in reality there is only
one God and no others. In the first part of Isaiah 45:5 God
declares:

(Isa 45:5) I am YHWH and there is no TV PR MY MR
other; besides me there is no God. DoToR O8NS

The declaration 7Y 1981 17 "8 (“I am YHWH and
there is no other”) is repeated in Isaiah 45:18, and the similar
declaration 7w 1981 ‘7;:;";3: (“l am God and there is no other”)
occurs in Isaiah 45:22 and 46:9. Similarly phrased declarations
occur in Deuteronomy 4:35-39, 1 Kings 8:60, Isaiah 45:14, and
Isaiah 45:21. Since there is only one actual God, any 2§ 5%
(“other god”) is not an actual transcendent deity, but nothing
more than part of the creation—either an angelic being (Col
2:18), a component of the material universe (Exod 20:4), or an
immaterial concept within the creation such as science or
materialism. Therefore, to create and worship any kind of false
god rather than believe in and worship the one true God is to
deify the creation.
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The second commandment (Exod 20:4) prohibits idolatry in
the opposite direction. Whereas Exodus 20:3 prohibits elevating
creation to the level of deity; the second commandment prohibits
lowering the one true God to the level of creation. The most
glaring violations of this were the golden bulls built at different
times by Aaron (Exod 32) and Jeroboam (1 Kgs 12:25-33).

In Deuteronomy 4:15-19, God expands on the prohibition of
the second commandment using terminology nearly identical to

that of Genesis 1:

(Deut  4:15) You shall watch
yourselves diligently, for you did not
see any form on the day YHWH spoke
to you at Horeb from the midst of the
fire,
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(4:16) lest you act corruptly and make
for yourselves an image in the form of
any figure, in the similitude of male or
female,
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(4:17) in the similitude of any animal
that is on the earth, in the similitude of
any winged bird that flies in the air,
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(4:18) in the similitude of any creeping
thing on the ground, in the similitude
of any fish that is in the water under
the earth,
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(4:19) and lest your eyes be lifted up
to the heavens and you look at the sun
and the moon and the stars, all the
hosts of the heavens, and you are
seduced and bow down to them and
serve them which YHWH your God
has apportioned as signs to all the
peoples under all the heavens.
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Israel was forbidden from rendering YHWH in the image of
any 7271 (“male”) or 1323 (“female”) person (Gen 1:27), 13
(“animal / livestock” [Gen 1:24-25]), m22 (“bird” [Gen 1:20-
22]), wn (“creeping thing” [Gen 1:24-25]), or 127 (“fish” [Gen
1:26]). Israel was likewise forbidden from allowing themselves
to be seduced into thinking that the 3232927708 A7~ NYY
wnRWI~NY (“sun and moon and stars”), which God had created
for the benefit of people on earth (Gen 1:14-18), were to be
considered objects of worship. By covering every “creation
category” from Genesis 1, the author is clarifying beyond any
possible exception that no part of the creation is to be thought of
as any kind of deity.

The Creation Event

Walton consistently emphasizes that he does believe in
creation ex nihilo and that the Bible does teach creation ex nihilo,
although not in the early chapters of Genesis.?® He affirms
Christological creation texts such as John 1 and Colossians 1 as
well as the theological principle of the non-contingency of God.?°
However, if Walton and the NT texts are correct that God created
the material universe ex nihilo, then that event would have
occurred before any humans were created and therefore before
any human worldviews were formed, ANE or otherwise.

Since the creation event occurred before any human
worldviews developed, any description of it is by definition not
bound within any human worldview. If someone wished to
describe an historical event such as the assassination of Abraham
Lincoln, some knowledge of 19th century American history and
culture is necessary in order to communicate meaningfully about
the event. Without at least a basic knowledge of the United States
of America, the office of the presidency, and the American Civil
War, it is not possible to even speak about the event in any
meaningful way. The creation event, on the other hand, did not

19'Walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 44.
20 John H. Walton, The Lost World of Adam and Eve (Downers Grove,
IL: Intervarsity, 2015), 33.
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occur within any human country or culture and is therefore not
bound by any particular worldview.

Since the conflationism of the ANE worldview cannot have
any bearing on the intent of the divine and human A/authors of
inspired Scripture, is there any reason to exclude the material
origin of the universe from the text of Genesis 1? Walton
addresses this question in his tenth proposition (“The Seven Days
of Genesis 1 Do Not Concern Material Origins”):

In a last effort to cling to a material perspective, they ask, why
can’t it be both? It is easy to see the functional orientation of the
account, but does the material aspect have to be eliminated
altogether??

Notwithstanding the unnecessary rhetorical flourish (since
when is raising a perfectly logical question some sort of
desperate “last effort to cling” to something?), Walton’s reasons
for answering his own question in the affirmative do not
withstand serious examination. The first problem with Walton’s
reasoning is a simple logical fallacy: a functional ontology does
not by definition exclude a material ontology. Even if Walton is
completely correct that ANE people were interested in functional
rather than material existence (which they may not have been),
and even if this view were not inherently idolatrous (which it is),
functional existence presupposes material existence. A material
object cannot have a function unless it materially exists. To say
that the ancients were concerned primarily with functional
origins does not by definition exclude the possibility of them
being equally concerned with material origins, and to argue that
the reason the ancients were not interested in material origins is
because they were only interested in functional origins is illogical
on its face. Walton is trying to prove a negative which is not
logically excluded.

Walton lists four evidences for his proposed “exclusively
functional” ontology in the first chapter of Genesis®*:

21 walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 92-93.
22 1pid., 93.



58 The Journal of Ministry & Theology

1. The nature of the governing verb (bara’, “to create”) is
functional.

2. The context is functional (it starts with a nonfunctional world
in Gen 1:2 and comes back to a functional description of
creation after the flood in Gen 8:22).

3. The cultural context is functional (ancient Near Eastern
literature).

4. The theology is functional (cosmic temple).

In response to point 1, it is not entirely clear that 872 is the
“governing verb” of Genesis 1. Most of the individual “creation
events” in Genesis 1 use the verbs anY (“to say”) and 11 (“to
be / become”). The “formula” was 7277121 ..OTOR IR
(“And God said.... And it was so” [Gen 1:3, 6, 9, 14-15, 24]). As
far as the verb 873, even Walton concedes that in many of its
OT uses there is some ambiguity about whether its focus is on
functional or material creation.? But even if the ambiguous uses
suggested a functional focus, this would not by definition exclude
a material focus.

In response to point 2, even if Genesis 1:2 describes the
initially created world as non-functional, this does not exclude
the fact that God did create it ex nihilo, nor does it exclude the
possibility of God subsequently creating the celestial bodies,
plants, animals, and initial humans ex nihilo with functionality in
order to bring order to the cosmos.

In response to point 3, the ANE cultural context was
idolatrous at its foundation and therefore not relevant as an
interpretive basis for inspired Scripture. The falsehood of
conflating the Creator and his creation cannot serve as an
interpretive basis for divinely inspired truth.

In response to point 4, the idea of the creation as a cosmic
temple is also a product of the “conflationist” ANE context in
which the gods and the cosmos were ontologically
indistinguishable. The idolaters of the ANE may have believed
that the cosmos was the grand temple in which their false gods
dwelled, but the Bible is clear about the fact that the one true God

Z 1bid., 43.
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does not dwell within the cosmos (1 Kgs 8:27). God’s earthly
temple was a post-fall institution necessitated by the fall; and
even though God caused his name to dwell there (1 Kgs 8:29)
and manifested his presence there (1 Kgs 8:10-11), reading a
post-fall institution back into the pre-fall creation is the very
definition of eisegesis.

Walton correctly states that those who believe Genesis 1 does
concern the material origin of the cosmos need to provide an
affirmative argument for this belief rather than just assume that
itis true because that is what they have always believed.? Is there
an affirmative argument in favor of a material as well as
functional interpretation of Genesis 1?

The answer is yes, although the argument is more theological
than textual. As was argued in the previous section, the consistent
and repeated OT prohibitions against idolatry reveal a
compelling theological reason for the one true God to make clear
from the very beginning that he is not to be conflated with his
creation. At the time of writing of the book of Genesis, every
other ANE people group had a deeply rooted conflation of their
false gods and the cosmos woven into the very fabric of their
worldview. What more strategic place would there be than the
very beginning of God’s inspired Scripture to clarify in writing,
once and for all, that the one true God is neither a material object
nor any other kind of human creation, material or immaterial?

As far as the text, the connections between Genesis 1 and the
NT creation ex nihilo texts that Walton affirms are fairly
straightforward. John 1:1 and Genesis 1:1 (LXX) both begin with
the phrase 'Ev apx1 (“In the beginning”).

(Gen 1:1 LXX) ’Ev &pxfi énoinoev | In the beginning God made the
0 0ed¢g TOV 0DpavOV Kai TNV yijv. heavens and the earth.
(John 1:1) ’Ev &pxfi fiv 6 Adyog, | In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God, and
the Word was God.

kai 6 Aéyog fiv mpdg TdV Bedv,

kai 0d¢ Av 6 Adyog.

2 1bid., 93.
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Verses such as Genesis 1:6 describe God (the Father)
speaking the creation into existence; John 1:1 identifies God the
Son as the Word who was with God and who was God.

Colossians 1:16 and Genesis 1:1 both use “the heavens and
the earth” to refer to the entirety of creation:

In the beginning God made the
heavens and the earth.

(Gen 1:1 LXX) 'Ev dpxfj énoinoev 0
Bed¢ TOV 0UpavoV Kal Thv yAv.

By him all things were created
in the heavens and on the earth.

(Col 1:16) év alt® é€ktiobn &
TAvTa €v Toi¢ obpavoic Kal €ni Tfig
Yfig

John 1, Hebrews 11, and Genesis 1 (LXX) all use forms of
the verb yivouar (“to be /become / come into being®”) to
describe how the creation “came to be”:

(Gen 1:3 LXX) kai einev 6 0eéc | And God said, “Let there be

TevnOnTw @G Kal EYEVeTo OQG.

light,” and there was light.

(John 1:3) ndvta 81" avtod éyéveto,

[

Through him all things came
into being, and without him

katnpticbar tovg ai®dvag pruatt
Peol, €ig TO U €K QaIvouEvwY TO

PAembpevov yeyovévat.

Kal xwpig avtol £yéveto ovde £v O . : -

, nothing came into being that
Yeyovev has come into being.
(Heb  11:3) Ti{otert  vooUuev | By faith we understand that

the universe was prepared by
the word of God, so that what
is seen did not come into
being from what is visible.

The statement in Hebrews 11:3 speaks specifically against
the idea that Genesis 1 is referring to pre-existing material that
God brought into order and function—the gaivopévwv (“visible
things,” i.e., the material universe), the text tells us, did not come
into being from what was already there.

The Greek verb yivopor and the Hebrew verb 1777 that it
translates in Genesis 1 both refer to “existence” or “being” or

25 Arndt, et al., 196-197.
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“coming into being®®’; but Walton argues in his second

proposition that in the ANE, even existence itself was viewed in
functional rather than material terms:

In this book | propose that people in the ancient world believed
that something existed not by virtue of its material properties, but
by virtue of its having a function in an ordered system .... Unless
something is integrated into a working, ordered system, it does not
exist. Consequently, the actual creative act is to assign something
its functioning role in the ordered system. That is what brings it
into existence.?’

By this reasoning, the Hebrew and Greek verbs used in the
text and translation of Genesis 1 would be limited to the
assignment of function rather than (material) creation ex nihilo;
but, again, the question is not what ANE people thought it meant
to “exist” but what God thinks it means to “exist.”

God’s concept of existence as he has revealed it in the
Scriptures does not appear to be so limited. God defines “being”
or “existence” first and foremost in terms of himself and his own
existence. When Moses asked God’s name, God’s reply was:

(Exod 3:14) And God said to Moses, “I -O8 DTOR INRM
AM who I AM.” awn

TR wR TN

God’s use of the verb m777 to refer to his completely non-
contingent and self-referential existence does not appear to be
limited to his “function” (whatever that may be). Since God
“existed” before his creation of anything that could be considered
to have “function,” God’s conception of what it means to “exist”
does not appear to be limited to function only. Certainly, the
contingent and derivative “existence” of the creation includes

2 1bid.; Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgartner, M. E. J. Richardson, and
Johann Jakob Stamm, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old
Testament (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1994-2000), 243-44.

27 Walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 26-27 (emphasis original).



62 The Journal of Ministry & Theology

whatever function God intended; but the alleged non-interest of
ANE idolaters is not sufficient reason to exclude creation
ex nihilo from the biblical accounts.

Although Walton does acknowledge that interest in material
origins had begun to increase by the time the NT was written
(meaning, therefore, that NT texts such as Colossians 1:16-17
might include both the material and functional?), he does not
appear willing to acknowledge the similarities of terminology
and usage between these texts and Genesis 1 (LXX). If the
authors of the inspired texts of John, Colossians, and Hebrews
were referring to creation ex nihilo using nearly identical
terminology to the text that formed their entire theological
foundation (Gen 1-3 [LXX]), then there appears to be even less
reason to exclude creation ex nihilo from Genesis 1.

Which Came First, the Distortion or the Truth?

Scholars such as John Currid have identified and analyzed
the polemical nature of much of the OT. Currid applies the idea
of polemical theology to the OT in this way:

The primary purpose of polemical theology is to demonstrate
emphatically and graphically the distinctions between the
worldview of the Hebrews and the beliefs and practices of the rest
of the ancient Near East. It helps to show that Hebrew thought is
not a mere mouthpiece of other ancient Near Eastern cultures.?

As Currid explains, the manner in which Genesis 1 in
particular was put into writing strongly suggests a corrective
against competing ANE religions. He cites three examples in
which Genesis 1 appears to speak against ANE creation myths:
the 02730 (“great sea creatures™), which are rebellious deities in
ANE mythology but mere creations of YHWH, the celestial
bodies (Gen 1:14-18) that have divine significance in ANE
mythology but are material objects created by YHWH for
mankind’s benefit, and the @ (“[primeval] waters”) which

28 Walton, Lost World of Genesis One, 96-97.
29 John D. Currid, Against the Gods: The Polemical Theology of the Old
Testament (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2013), 25.
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represent primordial chaos in ANE mythology but are nothing
more than the starting point of YHWH’s creation.®

Although Currid’s argument about the polemical force of
Genesis 1 is well-reasoned, the question still remains of how the
Sumerian, Egyptian, and Babylonian creation stories originated.
With all the similarities between each other and the early
chapters of Genesis, it appears highly unlikely that the ancients
could have all made up the same story independently of each
other. But how could they have all borrowed from a text that
would not be written for at least another thousand years?

Any proposed answer to this question would be mostly in the
realm of speculation, but Genesis 9 does provide a possible clue.
Once the flood waters had subsided and Noah’s family had left
the ark, God made a covenant with Noah and the rest of humanity
using terminology nearly identical to Genesis 1. In addition to
God’s repetition of humanity’s creation in his image
(Gen 9:6, 1:27), God also reiterated the (pro)creation mandate:

(Gen 9:1) And God blessed Noah and his -ny 0aIO8 1aM
sons, and he said to them, “Be fruitful and QPR MITNRY M
multiply and fill the earth.” ‘ Ehr)
IXROMY 13771 17D

7IaRaTNR

(Gen 1:28) And God blessed them and DoToR OOR 7N
God said to them,“Be fruitful and multiply DoToR DTS INR™M
and fill the earth and subdue it.” qxb”m 1391 19D
TWID) PIRTTON

God’s ongoing provision of food for man and beast is
similarly echoed with some slight modifications:

%0 Ibid., 44-45.
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(Gen 9:3) Every moving thing that is MTRIT WY WHIOD
itself alive will be for you as food; As mT2o8% MY 025
| gave to you the green plant, | give all. o2% "nn3 2wy pI0D
5o ny

(Gen 1:29) And God said, “Behold, I DOIoR IMRM
give to you every plant bearing seeds -ny 02% "nny "am
that is upon the face of all the earth, a@x var var awy-S3
and every tree in which is the fruit of o ?7;55-5; ~39-5y
the tree bearing seeds; it will be for {308 ?;;3-5;‘-1131
you as food.” 57’7’1 v ?'5..7"7:5"
72285 M B2%

One reasonable (though speculative) possibility is that
YHWH communicated to Noah and his sons the entire creation
story during the course of his post-flood communication with
them in which he established his covenant (Gen 9:1-17). Noah’s
sons then began the oral transmission of what would become
Genesis 1-9, and somewhere along the way it began to get
distorted by idolatrous humanity (Rom 1:18-23) until these
distortions were eventually written down in the form of the
various ANE creation stories. Then, once YHWH had chosen and
established a nation for himself (Gen 12:1-3; Exod 19:4-6), he
then revealed to his people the actual un-distorted creation story
that had been twisted along the way.

In that case, the relationship between the ANE worldview and
the book of Genesis would be more accurately depicted thus:

Distortions {J—\j Creation Event
A

| Sumerians |4"| Egyptians |<‘>I Babylonians |

\ / Undistorted
y A
< ANE Worldview @ Israel5 book of GenesiD

Since all truth ultimately originates in the one true God, the truth
of the creation event would by definition have to precede any
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subsequent distortions of it. Impossible though it may be to
determine exactly how much the ancients knew about the actual
creation event (or at what point the distortions began), both the
event itself and the truth about it that eventually became
Genesis 1 have both theological and chronological priority over
the ANE distortions of it. Without truth there can be no
suppression of truth (Rom 1:18), and without possession of truth
there can be no exchange of truth for a lie (Rom 1:25).

Conclusion

Walton correctly warns against reading modern cultural
perspectives back into ANE texts. In particular, he consistently
claims that the modern Western preoccupation with materialism
and the material world has a priori ruled out any option other
than a material ontology:

Most interpreters have generally thought that Genesis 1 contains
an account of material origins because that was the only sort of
origins that our material culture was interested in. It wasn’t that
scholars examined all the possible levels at which origins could be
discussed; they presupposed the material aspect.®*

Walton may be correct that modern Westerners are far more
concerned with material origins than ANE peoples were, but
materialism is not the only kind of eisegesis. There is also a
modern Western cultural value called pluralism that tends to treat
all religions as morally and theologically equivalent and
therefore all possessing an equal claim to truth:

...the views of deity in the ancient world served as the context for
Israel’s understanding of deity. It is true that the God of the Bible
is far different from the gods of the ancient cultures. But Israel
understood its God in reference to what others around them
believed.*

3 1bid., 44.
%2 1bid., 13.
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By evaluating the God of the Bible and the deities of the
Ancient Near East in terms of similarities and differences rather
than truth and falsehood, Walton is reading modern Western
pluralism back into the text of Scripture; the God of Israel may
have been different from ANE deities, but ANE concepts about
deity formed the basis of Israel’s conception of who God is. By
this reasoning, the ANE was nothing more than a marketplace of
religious opinion, and the Israelites just wanted to be different
from everyone else.

This is exactly the opposite of what the Bible teaches. The
one true God is not understood in reference to anyone or anything
other than himself (Exod 3:14), and any competing claim of deity
is false by definition since there is only one actual God (Isa 45:5).
The point that has consistently been lost in discussions about the
book of Genesis and ANE literature is not where the similarities
and differences are located but where the similarities and
differences came from.

The lost truth of Genesis is simply this: the ANE worldview
was not theologically neutral. Even if it is correct to say that ANE
people were interested only in functional origins and not in
material origins, this corresponding interest/non-interest was the
result of the most fundamental rejection of God: worshiping the
creation rather than the Creator and thereby blurring, if not
completely obliterating, the ontological distinction between the
two. Any worldview that rejects such a foundational truth of
Scripture is by definition incapable of forming its interpretive
foundation. There is no middle ground between light and
darkness. There is no “third way.” Either the one true God is
transcendent and ontologically distinct from his creation, or some
number of false gods are ontologically conflated with the
creation.

While the Bible is certainly clear that the one true God wants
his people to understand how the universe functions in all of its
various types of created order, the Bible is equally clear that the
one true God also wants his people to understand and uphold the
ontological distinction between the material universe and its
transcendent Creator. Regardless of whether ANE people (or
even God’s people) were interested in material origins or not,
God is interested in his people understanding the material origins
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of his creation so that his people do not fall into the same kind of
idolatry that darkened the Ancient Near East.



