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By Dalton D. Baldwin

Science and the Bible seem to contradict each other regarding 
the time that life forms appeared on earth. Traditional Adventist bib­
lical interpretation portrays all life forms coming into being within six days at a

specific time less than ten thousand years ago. However, scientific interpretation describes life forms 
coming into being with increasing complexity over millions of years starting millions of years ago.

Ellen G. White summarized early Adventist convictions about the relation between God’s revelation in 
nature and the Bible as follows: Since the book ot nature and the book of revelation bear the impress of the 
same master mind, they cannot but speak in harmony.”1 She recognized that apparent contradictions arise, but 
attributed them to “imperfect comprehension of either science or revelation.”2 She also wrote, “The book of 
nature and the written word shed light upon each other.”3

Eor many yeai s, official Adventism has blamed a faulty interpretation of scientific data for disagreement 
about the appearance of life forms. The Seventh-day Adventist Church has spent millions of dollars seeking 
scientific evidence to suppoi t a short chronology. However, the results of these expenditures in money, time, 
and effort ha\e not convinced many scientifically competent Adventists. In a questionnaire sent to college 
science teachers in the North American Division, for example, less than half of 121 teachers affirmed the 
ti aditional Adcentist position. Many Adventist young people have found the scientific interpretation more 
convincing and some have responded by abandoning their beliefs in creation and the inspiration of the Bible.

Adventists need to develop an understanding that supports belief in creation and the inspiration of the 
Bible. If contradictions arise from a faulty interpretation of either science or the Bible, and if science and the 
Bible throw light on each other, it might be helpful to reexamine our interpretation of the biblical material. This 
article is an effort to reinterpret the time factor in the Bible’s creation statements.

The fn st majoi section of this ai tide cites a number of statements in the Bible in which temporal expres­
sions are related to creation. These statements will be arranged in three groups. First are those that refer to six 
days in 1 elation to creation. Next are statements that appear to place creation about four thousand years before



Christ. The third group of statements includes a 
number of biblical passages in which creation is 
depicted as ongoing.

The second major section of this article discusses 
the contradiction between the concepts of creation 
within six days six thousand years ago and creation as 
an ongoing process. Reasons are offered that support 
treatment of the six days as having symbolic signifi­
cance and interpretation of the Bible as portraying an 
ongoing creation.

Survey of Time Statements 
Six-Day Duration of Creation

Three sections of the Bible refer to six days of 
creation events. The first appears in Genesis 1:1-2:3. 
The passage emphasizes the day as a unit of time by 
closing the description of creative activity on each day 
with a formula that refers to evening and morning and 
the number of the day. The account says that at the 
end of the sixth day everything in heaven and earth 
was completed. This carefully structured creation 
story is a masterpiece of biblical literature.

The fourth commandment in the Exodus version 
of the Ten Commandments contains the second 
description of six days of creation activity. “For in six 
days the l o r d  made heaven and earth, the sea, and all 
that is in them, but rested the seventh day; therefore 
the l o r d  blessed the sabbath day and consecrated it” 
(Exod. 20:11).5

The third description appears at the end of a 
collection of statements about the Sabbath: “It is a 
sign forever between me and the people of Israel that 
in six days the l o r d  made heaven and earth, and on the 
seventh day he rested, and was refreshed” (Exod. 31:17).

The Beginning of Creation

The Bible does not contain a chronology that explic­
itly tells when creation began. The Hebrew word adam 
means humanity. The creation story in the first 
chapter of Genesis uses adam to refer to both male 
and female humans. Genesis 3:20 reports that the man

named his wife Eve, bur it contains no statement about 
the name of the first male human. The Hebrews 
frequently used meaningful worcs as names. Genesis 5 
uses this word, adam, which means human, as the 
name of the first person in ihe genealogical list of 
patriarchs. Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656) 
concluded that this adam was the first man, whose 
creation is portrayed in Genesis 1. Ussher added the 
age of ‘Adam” at the birth of Seth tc the age of each 
of the patriarchs when their sons were born and 
arrived at the approximate date of 4000 B.C for the 
creation of the first humans.

Ongoing Creation

Outside the Pentateuch, the Old Testament describes 
creation as ongoing. Those who believe that Moses 
wrote the six-day creation story and that the remain­
der of the Old Testament was written centuries later 
usually interpret ongoing creation metaphorically and 
symbolically. A metaphor uses a word or expression, 
which previously had a known, literal meaning, to 
convey a different meaning in a new context. In 
contrast, most biblical scholars believe the passages 
that describe ongoing creation were actually written 
earlier than those that describe creation occurring 
within a single week. If the concept of creation was 
understood as an ongoing process, these words were 
actually used to express divine creation and should not
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be co nsidered  m etap h o rs . T o  u n d e rs ta n d  w h a t these  
w o rd s  m e a n t in th e ir  ow n c o n te x t le t us f irs t analyze a 
re p re se n ta tiv e  sam p le  o f  ex p re ss io n s  in th ese  passages 
ab o u t tim e in re la tio n  to  crea tion .

Opgoing Creation of Humans

A number of biblical statements describe God creating 
a human when that particular human came into being. 
For example, the call of Jeremiah refers to God 
creating him in his mother’s womb: “Now the word of 
the l o r d  came to me, saying, ‘Before I formed you in 
the womb I knew you, and before you were born I 
consecrated you; I appointed you a prophet to the 
nations’” (Jer. 1:4-5). The Hebrew word translated here 
as “formed” is the same word used in Genesis 2:7, 
where God “formed” the first man from the dust of 
the ground.

Job speaks about himself being created by God. 
“Your hands fashioned and made me; and now you 
turn and destroy me. Remember that you fashioned me 
like clay; and will you turn me to dust again? Did you 
not pour me out like milk and curdle me like cheese? 
You clothed me with skin and flesh, and knit me 
together with bones and sinews” (Job 10:8-11). The 
word translated as “made” in the eighth verse is asah, 
also used in the fourth commandment, which says that 
“in six days the l o r d  made heaven and earth, the sea, 
and all that is in them” (Exod. 20:11).

We can infer from Job’s rhetorical question that 
God creates every human in the womb. “Did not he 
who made me in the womb make him? And did not one 
fashion us in the womb?” (Job 31:15). The word trans­
lated here as “made” is again the Hebrew word asah.

One of the psalmists also refers to this ongoing 
creation of himself. “For it was you who formed my 
inward parts; you knit me together in my mother’s 
womb. I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully 
made” (Ps. 139:13-14).

E cc lesiastes  also  su g g e s ts  o n g o in g  crea tion : “Ju s t 
as you do n o t k now  how  th e  b re a th  com es to  th e  bones 
in th e  m o th e r’s w om b, so you do n o t know  th e  w o rk  
o f  G od, w ho  m akes e v e ry th in g ” (Eccles. 11:5).

W h e n  sons and  d a u g h te rs  o f  Is rae l w ere  taken

captive, a red em p tiv e  r e tu r n  w as p ro m ised  to  “e v e ry ­
one w ho  is called  by m y nam e, w h o m  I c rea ted  for m y 
glory , w hom  I fo rm ed  and  m ad e” (Isa. 43:7). T h e  w o rd  
tra n s la te d  h e re  as “c re a te d ” is bara, th e  w o rd  used  in 
G en esis  1:1. G o d ’s fu tu re  o n g o in g  c rea tio n  w ould  
p ro d u ce  each one o f  th ese  ind iv iduals, w ho  w ou ld  la te r  
be m ade a cap tive  and  th e n  red eem ed  from  captiv ity .

Ongoing Creation of Life

Job uses asah, th e  w o rd  th a t  re fe rs  to  c rea tio n  in th e  
fo u rth  co m m an d m en t, to  d esc rib e  G o d ’s o n g o in g  
c rea tio n  o f  all life:

B u t ask  th e  an im als, and  th e y  w ill teach  you;
the birds of the air, and they will tell you 

ask the plants of the earth, and they will teach you;
and the fish of the sea will declare to you.

W h o  a m o n g  all th e se  does n o t know  
th a t  th e  h an d  o f  th e  l o r d  has done  th is?

In  his h an d  is th e  life o f  ev e ry  liv in g  th in g  
and  th e  b rea th  o f  ev e ry  h u m an  being.

(Job 12:7-10)

T h e  crea tive  p o w er o f  Y aw eh has done th is. H e c rea tes  
life in ev ery  liv in g  th ing .

Isaiah uses bara, the word that describes creation in 
Genesis 1:1, to refer to the creation of heaven and 
earth, and then describes the ongoing creation of life 
in humans. “This is what God the l o r d  says—he who 
created the heavens and stretched them out, who 
spread out the earth and all that comes out of it, who 
gives breath to its people, and life to those who walk 
on it” (Isa. 42:5 Niv).

M itch e ll D ahood , th e  a u th o r  o f  th e  th ree -v o lu m e  
c o m m e n ta ry  on  th e  P sa lm s in th e  Anchor Bible, d a tes 
P sa lm  104 before th e  co m position  o f  th e  G en esis  1 
c rea tio n  sto ry .'’ T h is  p a r tic u la r  p sa lm  is reco g n ized  as 
a hy m n  to  G o d  th e  C rea to r. In  it, th e re  a re  re fe ren ces
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to the eight creation actions, which are later condensed 
into the six days of the creation week.7 The psalm 
mentions light, firmament, dry land, vegetation, sun, 
and moon in the same sequence that they appear in the 
first chapter of Genesis, but it contains no indication 
that the sequence of presentation is the chronological 
sequence of their coming into being. The psalm 
presents God’s creation activity as ongoing. God 
causes the grass to grow for cattle, which already 
exist, and plants, which provide wine and bread for 
humans, and which are also already present (Ps. 
104:14-15). One passage, which refers to death and 
renewal, portrays the ongoing creation of life. Refer­
ring to the creatures of air, sea, and land that have just 
been mentioned, the passage says:

These all look to you
to give them their food in due season;

when you give to them, they gather it up; 
when you open your hand, they are filled 
with good things.

When you hide your face, they are dismayed; 
when you take away their breath they die 
and return to their dust.

When you send forth your spirit, 
they are created;
and you renew the face ol the ground.

(Ps. 104:27-30)

“Created” in the next to last line translates barn, 
which is used in Genesis 1:1. Ongoing renewal paral­
lels the Hebrew term for “created.” This renewal is 
creation. This passage seems to say that each creature 
comes into being and stays alive as long as God’s 
ongoing creation in it continues, but it ceases to live 
when God discontinues his creative activity.

Problematic Conflict in Time

When we attempt to interpret the Bible in regard to 
the relation of time to creation, we have a problem. On 
the one hand, some passages seem to limit creation to 
six days at a specific time less than ten thousand years 
ago. On the other hand, the Bible describes creation as

constantly ongoing. How should we responc?
One solution is to acknowledge a conflict, then take 

the position that the relationship of time to creation is 
unimportant as long as we affirm creation itself. This 
approach allows us to decide not tc interpret what the 
Bible says on the subject of time and creation. Most 
of us deal in this way wrth chronological conflicts 
between various Gospel accounts cf the cock crowing 
and Peter’s denial. Whether Peter denied three times 
before the cock crowed twice, as in Mark 14 30, "2, or 
three times before the cock crowed, as in Matthew 
26:34, 74-75, and Luke 22:34, 60-61, is inconsequential.

However, ignoring all time statements about 
creation is not very helpful because creation is a divine 
act in time and its temporality is important for human 
response to it. Furthermore, we cannot ignore time 
statements about creation because so many people 
have interpreted the Bible to teach that creation began 
less than ten thousand years ago and continued for six 
days. In short, the doctrine of creation is commonly 
understood to include this time element. Thus, when 
science presents convincing evidence that lire appeared 
millions of vears ago and that it evolved with increasing 
complexity over millions of years, some people either 
reject science with hostility or abandon their belief in 
creation and the inspired authority of the Bible.

A second possible solution regards both positions 
as literally true because the Bible is inerrani in all its 
parts. Harold Lindsell, longtime editor of Christianity 
Today, takes this approach to the chronology of



Peter’s denial. He combines the accounts of the three 
gospels and claims no conflict exists if the cock 
crowed twice and Peter denied his master six times. 
“The first crowing of the cock would occur after the 
first three denials and the second crowing of the cock 
would occur after the sixth denial.”8 This type of 
solution is so ridiculous that it also leads many to 
abandon their belief in the inspiration of the Bible.

A third possible solution has often been used in the 
past. It treats the six days of the creation story and 
the years of Genesis 5 and 11 as chronological history. 
This solution interprets the chronological feature of 
biblical statements that portray ongoing, originating, 
divine activity as metaphorical references to creation. 
Metaphorically, creation goes on, and literal creation 
occurred in six days at a specific time less than ten 
thousand years ago.

This third solution is problematic because the 
earliest biblical statements about creation refer to it as 
ongoing. If the original basic understanding consid­
ered creation in this manner, these earliest statements 
would not refer to creation metaphorically. Most 
biblical scholars hold that all of the references to six 
days of creation came into being very late. They come 
to this conclusion because of evidence largely present 
in the Bible itself.

However, saying that the first chapter of Genesis 
was written long after Psalm 104 threatens those who 
from their earliest years have had assurance in their 
hearts that Moses wrote the Pentateuch and that the 
prophets and the Psalms were written centuries later. 
Time and space do not permit discussion of evidence 
in support of dating these texts at a time later than 
often believed, but it should be noted that a powerful 
conviction exists among some that faith requires us 
not to engage in historical investigation about the date 
and authorship of various parts of biblical writings.

If this is true, we should not engage in historical 
investigation about the development of Scripture, and 
Ellen White made a terrible mistake when she referred 
to its development and explained how errors from 
human tradition have crept into the text.9 We need to 
reexamine our views about the value of historical 
investigation into the authorship, time, and historical

setting of various parts of Scripture, and then reex­
amine the evidence for the late date of references to a 
six-day creation.

A fourth possible solution to the conflict between 
ongoing creation and a six-day creation more recent 
than ten thousand years ago would treat the six days 
and the years of Genesis 5 and 11 as symbolic and 
understand God as constantly acting to create and save.

Reasons for Symbolic Interpretation

For a number of reasons, we should not treat the years 
of Genesis 5 and 11 and the days of the week in 
Genesis 1 as chronological history.

In 1979, Sigfried Horn, chair of the Old Testament 
Department and, later, dean of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Theological Seminary, read a paper at Loma 
Linda that asked the question, “Can the Bible Establish 
the Age of the Earth?” His answer was, “No!” He held 
that no biblical chronology exists before Abraham and 
argued that the number of years mentioned in Genesis 
5 and 11 are part of a genealogy and should not be 
viewed as chronological history.10

Why don’t the “years” in the genealogical lists 
present chronological history? Analysis of ancient 
Middle Eastern genealogical lists shows that they 
were often written to establish the legitimacy and 
authority of the most recent person mentioned. The 
name of the first king in the Babylonian list of kings, 
which contains ten names, means “man.” A great flood 
occurs at the time of the tenth king. Each king in the 
list reigns for thousands of years. Perhaps these 
inflated years were designed to enhance authority, but 
they are certainly useless for chronology. The years 
symbolize authority and should not be considered 
chronological history.

The Genesis 5 patriarchal list seems to be influ­
enced by the same tradition. The list begins with the



name adam, which also means “man.” The list claims 
that each patriarch lived hundreds of years. Genesis 
6:3 portrays the ordinary life span as 120 years. The 
average life span of the nine patriarchs excluding 
Enoch is 912 years. This figure represents an average 
of 792 more years than the ordinary life span at that 
time. This inflated life span no doubt symbolizes the 
legitimacy and authority of Abraham and of God’s 
chosen people. Furthermore, the flood occurs during 
the life of Noah, the tenth patriarch.

Using the “years” in the Genesis lists as chrono­
logical history, Archbishop Ussher dated the flood at 
about 2348 B.c. and creation at about 4000 B.C.. Writ­
ing civilizations existed in Egypt and Babylon in 3000 
b .c ., a date confirmed by astronomical data calculated 
in recent years. This civilization already existed more 
than 650 years before Ussher’s date for the flood, yet 
there is no evidence of flood disturbance in the 
mounds that contain archaeological remains related 
to this civilization. In the tells below these remains, 
other, progressively more primitive archaeological 
ruins can be found through chalcolithic, neolithic, 
paleolithic, and hunter-gatherer times. Beneath the 
hunter-gatherer remains are limestone formations 
that geoscience paleobiologists agree contain remains 
of living organisms.

Once while attending one of Sigfried Horn’s 
classes, I became concerned about his orthodoxy 
and asked how much time this accumulation of 
archaeological artifacts represented. He evaded the 
question by answering that he was not a paleontologist. 
However, he had been hinting that these data show 
the development of this civilization to have taken 
a long, long time.

An analysis of the pattern of numbers in the list 
offers further evidence that the “years” in the Genesis 
5 and 11 lists represent symbolic rather than chrono­
logical history. If the numbers actually portray 
historical chronology, they would exhibit a random 
pattern, but the years in the list are actually schematic.11 
Many of the periods are divisible by five and forty.

Differences between the number of years in the 
Masoretic Hebrew text, the Samaritan Pentateuch, and 
the Septuagint furnish more evidence that the num­
bers do not actually reflect chronological history. The 
Masoretic text has six of the patriarchs living one

hundred years less before the birth of their sons than 
the same patriarchs listed in the Septuagint. Copyists 
who either added or subtracted one hundred years 
from each of these patriarchs must have felt free to 
make such changes because they knew they were not 
dealing with chronological history.

Textual critics say the most difficult reading is 
probably the original from which changes are made. 
The earliest Septuagint list has Methuselah living 
fourteen years after the flood. Perhaps the Septuagint 
list represents the earliest tradition. Later Septuagint 
and Hebrew manuscripts increase the number of years 
that Methuselah lived before the birth of his son by 
twenty years to correct this problem. Perhaps those 
responsible for the Masoretic tradition subtracted one 
hundred years from each of the six patriarchs out of 
discomfort over so much exaggeration.

Sigfried Horn was correct: The “years” mentioned 
in the genealogical lists in Genesis 5 and 11 do not 
portray chronological history. We should treat them as 
symbols for the authority and legitimacy of Abraham 
and of Israel as God’s chosen people.

Symbolic “Days’’ of the Creation Week

A number of Adventist scholars, who hold an elevated 
view of Scripture, have revised the chronology for the 
creation of light, firmament, land, sun, and moon for 
scientific reasons. They believe that the sun, moon, 
stars, and earth with its atmosphere were created on or 
before the first day of the creation week, in contrast to 
Genesis 1:14-19, which portrays the sun, moon, and 
stars coming into being on the fourth day—after the 
earth’s creation. If these scholars are correct, we can 
conclude that the time elements of the first chapter of 
Genesis do not comprise part of a chronological 
history of actions by God that brought the heavens 
and earth into being. If these days are not chronologi­
cal history, they must have some symbolic function.

Frank Marsh, first director of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Geoscience Research Institute, held that 
God created the entire solar system on the first day of 
creation week. Marsh suggested that light appearing 
on the first day came from the sun, which was not 
visible through the fog. By making this suggestion, he



solved the problem of explaining the presence of light 
before its source existed. According to him, on the 
second day the sun warmed the air near the surface of 
the earth enough to form a “clear space” between the 
water on the surface of the earth and the dense clouds 
above. The high clouds prevented an observer on earth 
from seeing the sun, moon, and stars. However, they 
appeared to a surface observer on the fourth day, when 
the dense upper layer of clouds cleared.12 By holding 
that God created the sun on the first day rather than 
the fourth, Marsh solved the problem of how the 
earth remained in orbit without the sun’s gravitational 
pull. However, by doing so, he denied the strictly 
chronological character of the account.

Rue E. Hoen, for many years chair of the chemis­
try department at Pacific Union College, took the 
position that the solar system existed before the first 
day of creation week. Time calculations would not 
have been possible for surface observers before the 
first day because a dense layer of clouds enveloped the 
earth in total darkness. On the first day, the atmo­
sphere cleared enough so that light, evening, and 
morning became apparent to an observer on the earth.'3

Robert Brown, the third director of the Geoscience 
Research Institute, has written about “the last 4.5 
billion years of which discrete entities of the Solar 
System have been in existence.”14 He has held that 
radiometric dating and other evidence shows the sun, 
moon and stars to have been in existence for billions 
of years. Brown has pointed out that the impact of 
small particles in the solar wind have eroded the oldest 
craters on the moon.

Marsh, Hoen, Brown, and other Adventist scholars 
have suggested changes in understanding about the 
creation of the firmament, sun, moon, and stars on the 
basis ot scientific evidence known today but unknown 
when Genesis was written. Making these changes in 
the chronology of creation solves a number of prob­
lems in the Genesis 1 account.

Light is no longer created before the sun, the 
source of light. Vegetation, which needs sunlight, 
comes into existence after the sun. A landmass, which 
experiences evenings and mornings, is no longer 
created before a sun exists to provide gravitational 
orbit and light on one side of a rotating sphere, which 
produces evenings before mornings.

Of course, these writers would deny changing 
temporal aspects of the creation account. They would 
interpret the temporal element as referring to the time 
such aspects appeared to an observer on the earth’s 
surface. However, interpretation that changes “let 
there be lights” into “let an observer be able to see the 
lights” actually does revise the chronology of the sun 
and moon’s creation.

At the time Genesis 1 was written, features that are 
problems for us would have not been problems for the 
writer or readers. People of that time envisioned the 
world as a flat disk covered with a solid dome, or 
firmament, which separated a vast upper sea from 
another sea under the earth. This dome also provided 
space for the sun and moon to pass overhead. This 
dome “proclaims” Gods handiwork, his engineering 
genius, and provides a “tabernacle” under which the 
sun, like a “strong man,” runs its “circuit” from hori­
zon to horizon (Ps. 19:1-5 kjv).

At the beginning everything is a deep mass of 
water, it would be logical to create such a dome to hold 
the waters above the dome away from the waters 
beneath it. This dome would logically precede the 
creation of the sun and moon, which would then have 
a space through which to pass.

Chronological problems in the Genesis 1 account 
are also present in a Babylonian epic that refers to 
creation. Alexander Heidel considers the references to 
creation in Enuma Elish and Genesis 1:1-2:3, so 
similar that they must have depended on a common 
tradition. He has published a table that points out the 
following similarities:15

Enuma Elish

• Divine spirit and cosmic matter 
are coexistent and coeternal.

• Primeval chaos;
Tiamat enveloped in darkness.

• Light emanating from the gods.

• The creation of the firmament.
• The creation of dry land.

• The creation of the luminaries.
• The creation of man.

• The gods rest and celebrate.

Genesis

• Divine spirit creates cosmic matter 
' and exists independently of it.

• The earth a desolate waste, with 
darkness covering the deep (tehom).

• Light created.
• The creation of the firmament.
• The creation of dry land.

• The creation of the luminaries.
• The creation of man.

• The Lord rests and sanctifies the 
seventh day.



Enormous differences exist between Enuma Elish 
and Genesis 1:1-2:3. The Babylonian story is an epic 
intended to explain the supremacy of the god Marduk. 
After a series of battles between various gods, 
Marduke kills Tiamat, the goddess of the deep, splits 
her “like a shellfish into two parts,” then makes the 
firmament out of the upper half. The metaphorical 
picture of a cosmic clam shell dome inverted over 
the earth to prevent the upper waters of the abyss 
from crashing down and snuffing out life on earth 
corresponds to a worldview that many cultures 
of that period held.

A number of features in the Genesis 1 creation 
story correct and protest against pagan beliefs at that 
time. These polemic qualities of the biblical account 
appear even in Heidel’s listing of similarities.16 Gen­
esis describes a transcendent, monotheistic God 
creating matter; however, Enuma Elish has cosmic

saw that the Word of God, as a whole, is a 
perfect chain, one portion linking into and 
explaining another.13

Ellen White recognized three important things. 
First, she saw that the Bible has undergone develop­
ment. Second, she recognized that in the course of 
that development errors from human tradition have 
been introduced into it. Third, she saw that if we 
study the Bible as a whole we can often find biblical 
ideas consistent with each other that will constitute an 
interconnected criterion by which to identify and 
overcome such errors.

Treating time elements of the first creation story 
in Genesis as symbolic should be less threatening if 
we notice that we have been doing this with the time 
elements of the second creation story, which is found 
in chapter two. Chapter two is not an expansion or

This inflated life span no doubt symbolizes the legitimacy and authority 

of Abraham and of God’s chosen people.”

matter eternally coexistent with polytheistic gods. In 
Genesis, God creates light and the luminaries, but in 
Enuma Elish, the sun and other luminaries are gods 
who emanate light.17 Perhaps because of its polemic 
intent, Genesis 1 refers to greater and lesser lights 
rather than using the words for sun and moon, which 
were also names for gods.

We can quickly recognize that the idea of a solid 
dome firmament in the Genesis account can be ex­
plained as a product of an erroneous worldview 
present in the cultural tradition. No such firmament 
was ever created.

The example of the way Ellen White dealt with 
errors introduced into the Bible from human tradition 
is helpful. In her day, some had apparently rejected the 
Bible’s inspiration because they thought it taught 
eternal misery for the wicked, as suggested in such 
passages as, “The smoke of their torment goes up 
forever and ever” (Rev. 14:10). She explained such 
texts as follows:

I saw that God had especially guarded the Bible; 
yet when copies of it were few, learned men had 
in some instances changed the words, thinking 
that they were making it more plain, when in 
reality they were mystifying that which was 
plain, by causing it to lean to their established 
views, which were governed by tradition. But I

elaboration of the account in chapter one, but a 
separate story. The first few words of Genesis 2:4, 
“These are the generations of,” constitute a form or 
pattern used nine times in Genesis to introduce an 
account that follows.19 In Genesis 1, God creates by 
speaking the creative word; in Genesis 2, God works 
as an artisan on preexisting materials.

In the creation account of Genesis 1, the temporal 
factor is expressed with events on each of six days. In 
the second account, temporal expressions that relate 
the various events to each other express the order of 
creation. When vegetation was not “yet” on the earth 
(2:5), God formed man out of the dust and breathed 
into him the breath of life, and man became a living 
person. Then God created vegetation for beauty and 
for the man’s food (2:9). Announcing that he would 
make a helper appropriate for this lonely man (2:18), 
God formed animals and birds out of the ground 
(2:19) and presented them to the man. According to 
the account, after the man named the living beings 
there was .still no partner appropriate for him. Then 
God created the woman. The chronological sequence 
of male humanity, vegetation, animals and birds, and 
finally Eve’s creation from the man’s rib after it was 
found that he had no mutually helpful partner among 
the previously created birds and animals is required to 
bring out the point that husband and wife are equal 
and mutually dependent. God inspired the imagination



to develop a story of creation that would communicate 
a very important truth about the relationship between 
male and female humanity

The following table portrays the very different 
chronological order of key features of creation in the 
two stories:

Genesis I Genesis 1

\. Light i. Male humanity
2. Firmament
s. Dry land

4. Vegetation 2. Vegetation
5. Greater and lesser lights and stars.

6. Sea creatures and birds s. Animals and birds
7. Land animals

8. Humankind 4. Female humanity
9. Divine rest and consecration

The writer who placed these differing creation 
stories next to each other certainly knew they were 
not historical accounts because the actions of God on 
preexisting materials in a different order in the second 
account is so different from the order of the fiat 
creation acts in the first. It seems that God inspired 
the development of the second story in a way that 
used the time elements symbolically to show the 
mutual dependence and equality of men and women.

If God’s creating activity is ongoing, as shown in 
the many texts cited, God inspired the development of 
the first story to correct errors in the creation tradi­
tion represented in Enuma Elish. Light is not an 
emanation from the gods, but a creation of God. The 
sun and moon are not gods, but creations of God. 
There is no conflict between gods in creation. God 
does not depend on preexisting material, but creates 
out of nothing. Treating the time features in the first 
creation story as symbolic should be no more of a 
problem than doing so in the second creation story.

Origin of the Sabbath

Changing the chronology of the events of creation 
from a duration of six days to ongoing creation for 
millions of years might seem to threaten confidence in 
the divine origins of the Sabbath as an institution. 
Biblical scholars point out that the Bible contains laws 
that prescribe work for six days and rest on the 
seventh day, which is a Sabbath of the Lord, known 
long before the composition of the creation story in 
Genesis 1:1-2:3. God revealed the value of the Sabbath 
before the truth of creation. These oldest Sabbath

laws contain no reference to creation, nor do early 
references to God as Creator suggest that he needs 
rest or takes time out. Isaiah reassured Jews in the 
Captivity that God as Creator works constantly to 
create life and salvation without becoming weary or 
taking time out to rest (Isa. 40:26-31). It is interesting 
to note that when Jesus was attacked for healing on 
the Sabbath, he explained that God works constantly 
(John 5:17). This means that God’s creation of life 
and salvation continues twenty-four hours a day, 
seven days a week.

We might ask why God rested or desisted on the 
seventh day in the first creation story in Genesis. The 
only answer the Old Testament gives is because the 
seventh day is the Sabbath. The divine rest on the 
seventh day in Genesis 2:1-3 depends on the Sabbath. 
The Sabbath does not depend on six historical days of 
creation activity followed by one day of divine rest. 
Perhaps the story in Genesis 1 arranged the eight or 
more features of creation listed in Psalm 104 into six 
days of creation activity and one day of rest because 
existing Sabbath laws provided for six days of work 
followed by one day of rest, and the creation tradition, 
which included a solid dome firmament, described the 
gods resting when creation was completed.20

The older edition of the Ten Commandments 
provides additional evidence that the Sabbath does not 
depend on a literal seven-day creation week. Biblical 
scholarship shows that most of the material in 
Deuteronomy was written some time earlier than the 
creation story in Genesis 1:1-2:4 and the Exodus 
edition of the Ten Commandments. According to the 
fourth commandment as recorded in Deuteronomy, the 
reason to remember the Sabbath differs significantly 
from that given in the later Exodus edition. Instead of 
urging readers to remember the Sabbath because God 
created heaven and earth in seven days—as related in 
Exodus 20:11—Deuteronomy 5:15 says, “Remember 
that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the 
l o r d  your God brought you out from there with a 
mighty hand and an outstretched arm; therefore the 
l o r d  your God commanded you to keep the sabbath day.” 
This different wording does not amplify explanation



of the Exodus 20 fourth commandment, but refers to 
the wording of the fourth commandment at the time 
Deuteronomy 5 was written.

The next verse after the Deuteronomy Ten Com­
mandments says, “These words the l o r d  spoke with a 
loud voice to your whole assembly at the mountain, 
out of the fire, the cloud, and the thick darkness, and 
he added no more. He wrote them on two stone 
tablets, and gave them to me” (Deut. 5:22). This 
statement suggests that the earlier wording of the 
fourth commandment connects the Sabbath with the 
saving liberation of Israel from Egyptian slavery. The 
Exodus wording of the fourth commandment includes 
this significance when it broadens the meaning of the 
Sabbath to commemorate the saving liberation of all 
of humanity from tohu wabohu (formless void, Gen. 1:2).

Summary and Conclusion

This article began with a reference to the conflict 
between biblical interpretation, which portrays a six- 
day recent creation, and scientific interpretation, which 
envisions long ages of development for life forms. We 
assumed that God’s revelation in nature does not 
conflict with his revelation in the Bible and that when 
conflict seems to arise it comes from a misinterpreta­
tion—either of data from science or the Bible. The 
Church has spent mapy years seeking an interpreta­
tion of scientific data that would harmonize this 
conflict, but has not produced results that are very 
convincing to most of its scientists.

The author decided to collect a representative 
sample of statements throughout the Bible that deal 
with time in relation to creation and then reinterpret 
them, seeking to use the Bible as a whole as its own 
interpreter. In these statements, we found a conflict 
between a group that, taken literally, describes creation 
as ongoing, and another group that describes creation 
beginning less than ten thousand years ago and being 
completed in six days.

In the past, Adventists have taken the six-day 
creation statements as the earliest original statement 
of creation and, therefore, interpreted them as symbolic 
and metaphorical expressions of ongoing creation. 
However, because the earliest statements that relate 
time to creation express ongoing creation, they cannot 
be taken as metaphors. The author has offered reasons 
to support treatment of the statements as symbolic 
and metaphorical descriptions of a six-day creation.

One of the most important reasons that supports 
this conclusion involves the late date of the six-day 
creation statements. Because our community has held 
for years that faith requires us not to engage in 
historical investigation of authorship, date of writing, 
and historical setting of biblical material, giving a late 
date to the six-day creation statements is very contro­
versial. With mutual respect for the integrity of one 
another, we need to discuss whether we should engage 
in such investigation and then examine the data that 
support the late date of the six-day creation statements.

This study proposes that we treat the six days of 
the creation story in Genesis 1 as symbolic and think 
of God’s creative saving activity as constantly ongo­
ing. The primary authority for this conclusion is the 
Bible. When we use the Bible this way, we strengthen 
confidence in it as inspired authority.
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