
 

READING GENESIS 
1.​ Literal vs Metaphorical 

a.​ What’s the difference? 

b.​ What’s at stake? 

2.​ Biblical reasons for reading a particular way 

a.​ Biblical reasons for reading Genesis 1:1-11:26 literally 

b.​ Biblical reasons for reading Genesis 1:1-11:26 metaphorically 

3.​ Mistakes to avoid in either approach 

a.​ Don’t be suspicious of other Christians on this issue 

b.​ Don’t tie your reading of the Bible to scientific theories 

c.​ Don’t prioritise How & When over Who & Why 

 



1.​Literal vs Metaphorical 
a.​What’s the difference? 

A Literal Reading of Genesis 1-11 
Genesis 1:1-11:26 tells history in a literal way, 

just like Genesis 11:27-50:26. 
Genesis 1:1-2:3 is the history of the creation of the entire 
universe, told literally, from nothing existing, to the creation 
of humans, all occurring in the space of six 24-hour days. 
Genesis 2:4-25 isn’t a different account of creation,​
but zooms in on the Day 6 creation of humans. 
Genesis 3 tells the literal history of the very first humans, 
Adam & Eve, deceived by a talking serpent to eat forbidden 
fruit, introducing death into creation for the first time. 
Genesis 4 tells the literal history of Adam & Eve’s first sons, 
Cain & Abel, and the first ever actual death in all creation. 
Genesis 5 tells the literal history of Adam’s descendants 
through his son Seth, all of whom literally lived for many 
hundreds of years before dying. 
Genesis 6-9 tells the literal history of angels having sex 
with human women, producing giants, prompting God to 
bring a world-wide flood in which literally all animal and 
bird life ended, except for Noah, with his family,​
who brought a mating pair of every single species of animal 
and bird onto the ark, by which the world was then 
repopulated after the flood. 
Genesis 10:1-11:26 tells the literal history of how there 
came to be different nations. All humans lived together in 
Babylon and decided to build a tower to heaven, but God 
literally came down from heaven to see and dispersed them 
to different nations by introducing different languages for 
the first time. Noah’s descendants through Shem are traced 
down to Abram, most still literally living hundreds of years. 
 
Taking the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11 literally, 
combined with other chronological markers in the​
Old Testament by which to date Abram, the universe is 
deemed to be only about 6,000 years old, not 13.8 billion 
years old, as estimated by modern cosmology, and the earth 
is not 4.5 billion years old, as estimated by modern geology. 
 
Taking Genesis 1 literally, humanity has existed since the 
universe was only 6 days old. Single-cell organisms did not 
begin 3.5 billion years ago, dinosaurs did not live many 
millions of years before humans, and humans did not evolve 
from primates 300,000 years ago, all as estimated by 
modern palaeontology. 

A Metaphorical Reading of Genesis 1-11 

Genesis 1:1-11:26 tells history in a metaphorical way,​
unlike Genesis 11:27-50:26. 

Genesis 1:1-2:3 is the history of the creation of the entire universe, 
told in metaphor. The 6-day framework is an anthropomorphism— 
where the Bible describes God in human terms, non-literally— 
depicting God as completing a human work-week. 
Genesis 2:4-25 is a different account of creation with a very 
different order of events to Genesis 1, which is not a contradiction 
because both Genesis 1 and 2 are meant to be metaphorical. 
Genesis 2-3 goes out of its way to indicate it is symbolic e.g. 
symbolic names & trees, a talking serpent etc. It tells real history— 
the first humans really rejected God, condemning all humanity 
afterwards to decay & death—in a symbolic, metaphorical way. 
The Cain & Abel story of Genesis 4 is metaphorical of the 
increasing effects of sin. None of the questions which arise on a 
literal reading are addressed at all by the text, presumably 
because it was never meant to be read literally. 
Genesis 5 begins a third creation account, starting back again at 
Adam, which is metaphorical like the first two. The declining ages 
of each generation symbolise the increasing decay due to sin.​
Genesis 6:1-4 retells the fall using a different metaphor, repeating 
key terms from Genesis 3. The flood reverses the creation process 
from Genesis 1, symbolising that all creation suffers due to 
humanity, but then all creation will be restored with humanity.​
In Genesis 9, God blesses Noah in the same terms as Genesis 1, 
showing Noah is a new Adam. But then, like Adam, Noah and his 
son Ham fall into sin, signifying that even judgement like the flood 
could never save humanity, or creation, from human sin. 
Genesis 10:1-11:26 depicts the nations of the world that will one 
day be blessed through Abram. Within this, Genesis 11:1-9 is 
another metaphorical retelling of the fall. Humanity wanted to 
glorify themselves, making an assault on heaven, but God 
metaphorically “came down to see” and gave them different 
languages, symbolising the division between nations which one 
day will be overcome only through the promise to Abram. 
 
This metaphorical reading of Genesis 1:1-11:26 still sees it telling 
real history, but doing so in several metaphorical retellings of the 
same fundamental historical events: God’s creation of everything, 
God’s creation of humanity with a special role to play in the world, 
humanity’s original rejection of God, God’s curse on humanity,​
the whole world suffering as a result. 
 
Such a metaphorical reading doesn’t force you to accept modern 
science, but frees you to consider it on its own terms,​
as Genesis isn’t deemed to make alternative scientific claims. 



b.​What’s at stake? 

How literal readers often view​
metaphorical readers 

There’s no good reason to read Genesis 1-11 
metaphorically, only bad reasons: wanting the 
approval of modern culture instead of the 
approval of God, caving to the authority of 
modern science instead of upholding the 
authority of God’s word. 
Since the Reformation in the 1500s the literal 
reading of Genesis 1-11 has been the most 
common among Christians, so that’s proof 
people read it metaphorically today only to 
appease modern science. 
Metaphorical readers undermine the Gospel, 
since the literal truths about God creating 
everything, creating humanity in his image, 
and Adam introducing sin & death, are all 
foundational to the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 
Instead, we should have the courage to openly 
own beliefs which seem foolish to the world.​
If you don’t, what’s next? Will you start to say 
Christ’s resurrection is also ‘metaphorical’? 
Literal readers can doubt: Are metaphorical 
readers really my fellow Christians, and​
should I be in the same church with them? 

How metaphorical readers often view​
literal readers 

There’s no good reason to read Genesis 1-11 
literally, only bad reasons: loyalty to a tradition of 
interpretation instead of loyalty to God’s word itself. 
Before the Reformation in the 1500s, right back to 
the earliest church, most Christians would read​
Genesis 1-11 allegorically (symbolically),​
which proves that reading metaphorically has 
nothing to do with appeasing modern science. 
The divinely inspired text of Genesis 1-11 itself 
indicates it’s meant to be read metaphorically, and 
honouring God’s word means submitting to that. 
Metaphorical reading emphasises those 
foundational truths about God creating everything, 
humanity made in God’s image, and the original fall 
of humanity into sin & death, which the rest of the 
Bible emphasises over the other details. 
It’s the literal readers who undermine the Gospel, 
introducing an unnecessary stumbling block—​
you can’t be a Christian unless you believe the 
universe, including humanity, was created in​
6 days, 6,000 years ago—as if that’s relevant to 
belief in Jesus! Metaphorical readers can doubt:​
How can I be partners in the Gospel with people 
who undermine the Gospel like that? 

 
 
Discussion 

1.​ Have you had much exposure to literal or metaphorical readings of Genesis 1-11? 
Please share your experience with others. 

 
 

2.​ At this stage (this might change through the session!), which reading of Genesis 1-11​
worries you more, literal or metaphorical? Can you explain why? 

 
 

3.​ Do you think Christians who read Genesis 1-11 very differently to each other can still 
be partners in the Gospel together? What would be needed for that to work?



2.​Biblical reasons for reading a particular way 
a.​Biblical reasons for reading Genesis 1-11 literally 

The historical heading running through Genesis starts at Genesis 2, not at Genesis 12: 
2:4These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created… 
5:1This is the scroll of the generations of Adam… 
6:9These are the generations of Noah… 
10:1These are the generations of Noah… 
11:10These are the generations of Shem… 
11:27Now these are the generations of Terah. Terah fathered Abram… 
25:12Now these are the generations of Ishmael, son of Abraham… 
25:19Now these are the generations of Isaac, son of Abraham… 
36:1,9Now these are the generations of Esau... 
37:2These are the generations of Jacob… 

 
Sometimes Genesis 1:1-2:3 is called “poetic”, and poetry does tend to use lots of metaphors. 
But Hebrew poetry is based on parallelism, which only seems to occur in v27: 

So God created humankind in his image, 
in the likeness of God he created him, 
male and female he created them. 

Overall, Genesis 1:1-2:3 is not Hebrew poetry but Hebrew narrative. 
 
The word for “day” in Hebrew (yom) can mean different things, like a 24-hour day or an entire age,​
just like in English (eg “War was different back in their day”). But Genesis 1 makes clear it means a 
normal 24-hour day using the formula “evening and morning”... million-year ages don’t have them! 

5And there was evening and there was morning, day one. 
8And there was evening and there was morning, a second day. 
13And there was evening and there was morning, a third day. 
19And there was evening and there was morning, a fourth day.  
23And there was evening and there was morning, a fifth day. 
31And there was evening and there was morning, a sixth day. 

 
The Sabbath command in Exodus 20 seems to take Genesis 1 as 6 literal, 24-hour days: 

9Six days you will work, and you will do all your work. 10But the seventh day is a Sabbath 
for Yahweh your God; you will not do any work… 11because in six days Yahweh made the 
heavens and the earth, the sea and all that is in them, and on the seventh day he rested.​
Therefore Yahweh blessed the seventh day and consecrated it. 

The six normal 24-hour days of the Israelite work-week are those of God himself in Genesis 1. 
 



Genesis 2:4-3:24 does have a lot which sounds symbolic, but the New Testament cites it as 
events which actually happened, and which are foundational to the Gospel, and to marriage: 

Matthew 19:3Pharisees came up to Jesus to test him, and asked if it was permitted for a man to 
divorce his wife for any cause. 4And he answered and said, “Have you not read that the one who 
created them from the beginning made them male and female 5and said, ‘On account of this​
a man will leave his father and his mother and will be joined to his wife, and the two​
will become one flesh’? 6So then, they are no longer two but one flesh…” [Mark 10:2-8] 
Romans 5:12Just as sin entered into the world through one man, and death through sin, so also 
death spread to all people because all sinned—13For until the law, sin was in the world, but sin​
is not reckoned when there is no law. 14But death reigned from Adam to Moses even over those 
who did not sin in the likeness of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the coming one… 
18Consequently therefore, as through one trespass came condemnation to all,​
so also through one righteous deed came justification of life to all.​
19For just as through the disobedience of the one man, the many were made sinners, 
so also through the obedience of the one, the many will be made righteous. 
1 Corinthians 11:8Man is not from woman, but woman from man. 9For indeed man was not 
created for the sake of the woman, but woman for the sake of the man. 10Because of this,​
the woman ought to have a symbol of authority on her head... 
1 Corinthians 15:22For just as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. 
2 Corinthians 11:2I am jealous for you with a godly jealousy, because I promised you in marriage to 
one husband, to present you as a pure virgin to Christ. 3But I am afraid lest somehow,​
as the serpent deceived Eve by his craftiness, your minds may be led astray​
from the sincerity and the purity of devotion to Christ. 
Ephesians 5:28Husbands ought to love their own wives as their own bodies. The one who loves his 
own wife loves himself. 29For no one ever hated his own flesh, but nourishes and cherishes it, just 
as also Christ does the church,  30because we are members of his body.  31“For this reason a man 
will leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.”  
32This mystery is great, but I am speaking with reference to Christ and the church. 
1 Timothy 2:12I do not permit a woman to teach or to exercise authority over a man, but to remain 
quiet. 13For Adam was formed first, then Eve, 14and Adam was not deceived, but the woman, 
because she was deceived, came into transgression. 

 
Jesus seems to refer to Abel in Genesis 4 as the first righteous person murdered in history: 

Matthew 23:34“I am sending to you prophets and wise men and scribes. Some of them you 
will kill and crucify… 35so that upon you will come all the righteous blood shed on the earth,​
from the blood of righteous Abel up to the blood of Zechariah son of Barachiah…” 

 
 



Luke 3 uses the genealogies in Genesis 5 & 11 as part of the historical genealogy of Jesus himself: 
23Jesus, beginning his ministry, was himself about thirty years old, being the son (as it was believed) 
of Joseph the son of Eli, 24the son of Matthat, the son of Levi, the son of Melchi, the son of Jannai, 
the son of Joseph, 25the son of Mattathias, the son of Amos, the son of Nahum, the son of Esli,​
the son of Naggai, 26the son of Maath, the son of Mattathias, the son of Semein, the son of Josech, 
the son of Joda, 27the son of Joanan, the son of Rhesa, the son of Zerubbabel, the son of Shealtiel, 
the son of Neri, 28the son of Melchi, the son of Addi, the son of Cosam, the son of Elmadam, the son 
of Er, 29the son of Joshua, the son of Eliezer, the son of Jorim, the son of Matthat, the son of Levi, 
30the son of Simeon, the son of Judah, the son of Joseph, the son of Jonam, the son of Eliakim,​
31the son of Melea, the son of Menna, the son of Mattatha, the son of Nathan, the son of David, 
32the son of Jesse, the son of Obed, the son of Boaz, the son of Sala, the son of Nahshon,​
33the son of Amminadab, the son of Admin, the son of Arni, the son of Hezron, the son of Perez,​
the son of Judah, 34the son of Jacob, the son of Isaac, the son of Abraham, the son of Terah, the son 
of Nahor, 35the son of Serug, the son of Reu, the son of Peleg, the son of Eber, the son of Shelah, 
36the son of Cainan, the son of Arphaxad, the son of Shem, the son of Noah, the son of Lamech, 
37the son of Methuselah, the son of Enoch, the son of Jared, the son of Mahalaleel,​
the son of Cainan, 38the son of Enosh, the son of Seth, the son of Adam, the son of God. 
 
Jesus referred to Noah and the flood in Genesis 6 as if real history: 

Matthew 24:37Just as the days of Noah were, so the coming of the Son of Man will be. 38For 
as in the days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, 
until the day Noah entered into the ark. 39And they did not know anything until the deluge 
came and swept them all away. So also the coming of the Son of Man will be. [Luke 17:26-27] 

 
Peter also refers to the angelic transgression and flood as if real history: 

1 Peter 3:18Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, in order that he could 
bring you to God, being put to death in the flesh, but made alive in the spirit, 19in which also 
he went and proclaimed to the spirits in prison, 20who were formerly disobedient,​
when the patience of God waited in the days of Noah, while an ark was being constructed, 
in which a few—that is, eight souls—were rescued through water. 
2 Peter 2:4God did not spare the angels who sinned, but held them captive in Tartarus​
with chains of darkness and handed them over to be kept for judgment, 5and did not spare​
the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a proclaimer of righteousness, and seven others 
when he brought a flood on the world of the ungodly… 

 
 



Hebrews 11 refers to the faith of people in Genesis 4, 5 & 6 along with the faith of other 
historical figures like Abraham, Moses, David etc: 

Hebrews 11:4By faith Abel offered to God a greater sacrifice than Cain, by which he was 
approved that he was righteous, because God approved him for his gifts, and through it he still 
speaks, although he is dead. 5By faith Enoch was taken up, so that he did not experience death, 
and he was not found, because God took him up. For before his removal, he had been approved 
as having been pleasing to God.  6Now without faith it is impossible to please him, for the one 
who approaches God must believe that he exists and is a rewarder of those who seek him.  
7By faith Noah, having been warned about things not yet seen, out of reverence constructed an 
ark for the deliverance of his family, by which he pronounced sentence on the world and became 
an heir of the righteousness that comes by faith. 

 
 
None of the observations above are absolutely decisive that Genesis 1-11 must be read literally. 
But can you see how those who read Genesis 1-11 literally at least have some good reasons​
from the Bible itself why they do?  



b.​Biblical reasons for reading Genesis 1-11 metaphorically 
The “generations of” formula through Genesis 2-11 and the genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3 do 
suggest that the people referred to in Genesis 2-11 are historical. But that doesn’t tell us 
whether the stories about those historical people are meant literally or metaphorically. 
Christ’s three parables in Luke 15 portray God metaphorically as a shepherd who lost a sheep, 
a woman who lost a coin, and a father who lost a son, none of which is literally true.​
Real people (God is definitely REAL!) can be portrayed in metaphorical stories. 
 
None of the references from the New Testament actually say Genesis 1-11 is meant literally. 
People refer to a metaphorical story exactly the same way they refer to a literal story. 
For example: I might say, “I’m not sure I can welcome him back to church after what he did,”​
and you could say, “Well, be careful you’re not being like the older brother.”​
This reference to Christ’s parable of the two sons, Luke 15, would not show you read it literally, 
only that you’re applying the point of a metaphorical story to a real situation. But the language is 
exactly the same as if you did read the parable literally (which would be a mistake in this case). 
We’ll see that some of the New Testament references to Genesis 1-11 actually seem to read it 
metaphorically. But the strongest indications are going to be throughout Genesis 1-11 itself. 
 
Genesis 1:1-2:3 itself gives multiple indications it was always meant to be read metaphorically. 
It follows a very carefully constructed pattern. Days 1-3 God divides spaces, Days 4-6 he fills them: 

​
This signifies the order God brings to creation, as opposed to the chaos of the other nations’ gods. 

 



Days 1-3 do indeed have a normal 24-hour-day “evening and morning” i.e. sun set and sun rise. 
But the sun itself is not created until Day 4. No explanation is given for how there is sun set and 
sun rise before the sun exists, suggesting this whole account was never meant to be read literally. 
 
The sun and moon are relegated to Day 4, never called their usual names “sun” and “moon”, 
instead merely called “lights” (by the Hebrew word which otherwise refers to household “lamps”), 
and their function is merely to serve God’s purposes for humanity. This is all apparently to show 
their proper place theologically, in opposition to those who would worship them as gods eg 

Deuteronomy 4:19Do not lift your eyes toward the heavens and observe the sun and the moon 
and the stars, all the host of the heavens, and be led astray and bow down to them and serve 
them, things that Yahweh your God has allotted to all of the peoples under all of the heavens. 

 
Yes, Exodus 20 compares the human work-week to God’s work-week in Genesis 1. But this 
could be understanding Genesis 1 as an anthropomorphism (describing God in human terms). 
Exodus 31 seems to confirm that Genesis was definitely understood as an anthropomorphism: 

15On six days work can be done, and on the seventh is a Sabbath of complete rest, a holy day 
for Yahweh… 17It is a sign between me and the Israelites forever, because in six days Yahweh 
made the heavens and the earth, and on the seventh he ceased and recovered.” 

The Hebrew verb translated “recovered” (yinaphash) is more literally “caught his breath”, 
and means physical recovery of strength, as used for slaves recovering on the Sabbath (Ex 23:12) 
and David recovering from the exhaustion of fleeing from his son Absalom (1Sam 16:14). 
This cannot be meant of God literally, so must be metaphorical: just as God ‘put in a hard week 
and needed a breather’ in the anthropomorphic account of Genesis 1, so Israelites do likewise. 
 
The progress of “good”ness is a strong theme through this first creation account, the symbolism of 
which is later picked up by Revelation. When the earth is nothing but a dark, watery, formless void 
(v2), it is not called “good”. But then light is created and is called “good” (v4), unlike the darkness. 
Nothing is called “good” on Day 2, as only the waters above are separated from the waters below.​
Day 3 the land is called “good”, and many other things on Days 3-6 are called “good” until Day 6 
“God saw all that he made and—behold—it was very good” (v31). “Very good” is not “perfect”:​
there are still the night and the sea which are not called “good”, and humanity is charged to​
“fill the earth and subdue it” (v28) i.e. bring the remaining disorder under control. Revelation,​
itself highly symbolic, picks up this symbolism, as the seas and the night are finally removed:  

Revelation 21:1And I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first 
earth had passed away, and the sea did not exist any longer… 
22:5And night will not exist any longer, and they will not have need of the light of a lamp and 
the light of the sun, because the Lord God will give light to them, and they will reign forever. 

It is not that the sea and night really are evil creations which literally need to be removed.​
But Revelation notices that the sea and night symbolise what is not good, in the symbolic 
creation account of Genesis 1, and Revelation reuses that same symbolism itself. 
 

 



In Genesis 2, the order in which God creates things is completely different from Genesis 1: 
Genesis 1 plants/trees v11-12​ birds v20-21​ animals v24-25 ​ men & women v26-27 
Genesis 2 no plants v5, man v7 ​ trees v9​ animals & birds v19 ​ woman v21-23 

The only way to try to reconcile this contradiction is to interpret particular parts non-literally, 
or accept that both these creation accounts were always meant to be read metaphorically. 
The heading in 2:4 suggests it begins a second creation account in which everything is made in​
one day, not six: “These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created,​
in the day that Yahweh God made earth and the heavens.” 
 
Genesis 2:4-3:24 gives many indications of being symbolic. The river flowing from Eden and becoming 
four rivers, the two great rivers of Mesopotamia, the Tigris and the Euphrates, and two unknown rivers 
flowing north of Israel into Egypt and south of Israel into Arabia, is not physically possible since,​
as ancient readers would know, such rivers could not have the same source. But this river symbolises 
that Eden is the source of life for the world. The Tree of Life being in the middle of Eden symbolises 
the same. Proverbs 3:18 & 11:30 takes the Tree of Life as symbolising the life that comes from 
following God’s wisdom and Revelation 2:7 & 22:2,14,19 includes the Tree of Life in its symbolism.​
The Tree of the Knowledge of Good & Evil symbolises knowing right from wrong, by believing God,​
or by experiencing evil yourself, as Adam & Eve end up doing. The name Adam is the Hebrew word 
for “Human”, and Eve is initially just called “Woman”, the names themselves suggesting the symbolic 
function of these characters. The serpent talks, without any explanation, a classic indication of a 
symbolic story (recall eg Aesop’s Fables). Adam & Eve receive a command from God, upon which 
depends life or death, they disobey, and so are cursed and exiled from God’s special place, all of 
which mirrors the history of Israel, symbolising to the original Israelite audience that humanity as a 
whole needs saving from exactly the same mess of sin as Israel themselves. 
 
Paul’s depictions of the fall in Genesis 3 throughout Romans actually seem to take it metaphorically: 

1:21Although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks, but they became 
futile in their reasoning, and their senseless hearts were darkened.  22Claiming to be wise,​
they became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God with the likeness of an 
image of mortal human beings and birds and quadrupeds and reptiles. 24Therefore God gave 
them over in the desires of their hearts to immorality, that their bodies would be dishonored 
among themselves, 25who exchanged the truth of God with a lie, and worshiped and served 
the creation rather than the Creator, who is blessed for eternity. Amen. 

Romans 1 depicts humanity’s original rejection of God as a collective act: “they” not “Adam”. 
But unlike Romans 1, Romans 5 depicts humanity’s original rejection of God as an individual act: 

5:12Just as sin entered into the world through one man, and death through sin, so also​
death spread to all people because all sinned—13For until the law, sin was in the world, but sin​
is not reckoned when there is no law. 14But death reigned from Adam to Moses even over those 
who did not sin in the likeness of the transgression of Adam, who is a type of the coming one… 
18Consequently therefore, as through one trespass came condemnation to all,​
so also through one righteous deed came justification of life to all.​
19For just as through the disobedience of the one man, the many were made sinners,​
so also through the obedience of the one, the many will be made righteous. 



Yet clearly Paul does this to compare/contrast the “one man” Adam to the “one man” Christ. 
Paul even calls Adam a “type” of Christ, which is language ancient writers used when they were 
interpreting allegorically. Notably absent from Romans 5 is the Garden of Eden, the Tree of Life, 
the Tree of the Knowledge of Good & Evil, the talking Serpent, the entire role of Eve​
(compare Paul focusing on Eve in his other fall depictions in 2Cor 11:3 and 1Tim 2:14-15). 
All this seems much more an abstraction from the metaphors of Genesis 3 than a literal reading. 
 
Jesus also seems to take the serpent of Genesis 3 as a symbol for Satan, not a literal serpent: 

John 8:44You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father!​
That one was a murderer from the beginning… Whenever he speaks the lie, he speaks from 
his own nature, because he is a liar and the father of lies. 

Revelation 12:9 & 20:2 also calls Satan “that ancient serpent”, as if the Genesis 3 serpent is symbolic. 
 
A literal reading of Genesis 4 raises many questions which the text never answers, suggesting it was 
never meant to be read literally. If there is literally just one family of humans alive at this point, why 
do Cain & Abel run separate farms, for crops & livestock respectively (v2), instead of the one family 
farm like any farming family would? Who was Cain’s wife (v17)? His sister? If so, how is that OK?​
If this is literally the only family in the world, why is Cain afraid of others he will encounter (v14)? 
And how can Cain establish a whole “city” with just himself, his wife and his son (v17)? 
Presumably such questions are never addressed by the text because it was always meant as a 
metaphorical story of the decay & disintegration from humanity’s fall into sin. 
 
Genesis 5 starts a third creation account, going right back to the beginning again: 

1This is the scroll of the generations of Adam. When God created Adam, he made him in the 
likeness of God. 2Male and female he created them. And he blessed them.​
And he called their name Humankind when they were created. 

The ages of Adam’s descendants generally decline with each generation, symbolising the 
further decay & disintegration from humanity’s fall into sin. 
 
Genesis 6 explains that fall into sin, paralleling Genesis 3, now with a different metaphor: 

6:1And it happened that, when humankind began to 
multiply on the face of the ground, daughters were born 
to them. 2Then the sons of God saw the daughters of 
humankind, that they were beautiful. And they took for 
themselves wives from all that they chose.  
3And Yahweh said, “My Spirit shall not abide with 
humankind forever in that he is also flesh.​
And his days shall be one hundred and twenty years.”  
4The Nephilim were upon the earth in those days, 
and also afterward, when the sons of God went into 
the daughters of humankind, and they bore children to 
them. These were the mighty warriors that were from 
ancient times, men of renown. 

3:6When the woman saw that the tree was 
beautiful for food and that it was a delight to the 
eyes, and the tree was desirable to make one wise, 
then she took from its fruit and she ate. And she 
gave it also to her husband with her, and he ate. 
 
22And Yahweh God said, “Look—the human has 
become as one of us, to know good and evil.​
What if he stretches out his hand and takes also 
from the tree of life and eats, and lives forever?” 
 
 



5And Yahweh saw that the evil of humankind was great upon the earth, and every inclination of the thoughts 
of his heart was always only evil. 
6And Yahweh regretted that he had made humankind on the earth, and he was grieved in his heart.  
7And Yahweh said, “I will destroy humankind whom I created from upon the face of the earth,​
from humankind, to animals, to creeping things, and to the birds of heaven, for I regret that I have made them.” 

“The sons of God” in Job 1:6 & 2:1 are the angels, including Satan. The union of these angels 
with human women produces monstrous humans, violent giants, symbolic of the corruption of 
humanity by demonic forces (analogous to the serpent deceiving the woman in Genesis 3). 
 
The flood is the response from God. It is very explicitly a world-wide flood which kills ALL​
living things on land, all humans, except Noah and those with him on the ark: 

7:19The waters prevailed overwhelmingly upon the earth, and they covered all the high 
mountains which were under the entire heaven. 20The waters swelled fifteen cubits above the 
mountains, covering them. 21And every living thing that moved on the earth perished—​
the birds, and the domesticated animals, and the wild animals, and everything that swarmed on 
the earth, and all humankind. 22Everything in whose nostrils was the breath of life, among all 
that was on dry land, died. 23And he blotted out every living thing upon the surface of the 
ground, from humankind, to animals, to creeping things, and to the birds of heaven; they were 
blotted out from the earth. Only Noah and those who were with him in the ark remained. 

But 6:4 was also explicit that the Niphilim were NOT all killed. They “were upon the earth in 
those days”, before the flood, “and also afterward”. Indeed, Israel encounters the Nephilim later 
in their history (Num 13:33). This is an indication that the world-wide flood is metaphorical. 
 
The story signifies that humanity has dragged all creation into its mess of sin. Humanity sins 
against God, and all creation suffers. 7:11 describes the flood by saying “the springs of the great 
deep were split open, and the windows of the heavens were opened”, an exact reversal of 
Genesis 1:7 where God “made a separation between the waters which were under the dome 
and between the waters which were over the dome.” The creation process is reversed. 
 
But humanity is also the only hope for creation. Animals & birds survive only because Noah​
brings a mating pair of every single species onto the ark. When humans are saved, so is creation. 
There seems to be a contradiction between 7:2 “From all the clean animals you must take for 
yourself seven pairs…” and 7:8-9 “Of clean animals, and of animals which are not clean, and of 
the birds, and everything that creeps upon the ground, two of each went to Noah, into the ark.” 
But a metaphorical story doesn’t need to resolve such contradictions. The point of one pair each 
is to repopulate the world. The point of extra clean animals is for the subsequent sacrifice. 
 
That sacrifice following the flood is portrayed as showing God the true answer to humanity’s sin: 

8:20Noah built an altar to Yahweh, and he took from all the clean animals and from all the clean 
birds, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. 21And Yahweh smelled the soothing fragrance, 
and Yahweh said to himself, “Never again will I curse the ground for the sake of humankind, 
because the inclination of the heart of humankind is evil from his youth. Nor will I ever again 
destroy all life as I have done. 22As long as the earth endures, seed and harvest, cold and heat, 
summer and winter, day and night will not cease.” 



The answer to humanity’s sin is not destruction of creation as in the flood. The answer is in 
sacrifice (ultimately the sacrifice of Jesus) since the flood has not changed the human heart. 
This point is emphasised by Genesis 9, where Noah is given a new start as the new Adam, 
but then falls into sin, along with his son Ham, signifying the flood has changed nothing. 
 
Intriguingly, Peter (1Pet 3:18-22, 2Pet 2:4-5) sees the angelic transgression leading to the flood 
in Genesis 6 as the fundamental fall to which Jesus is the answer, not Genesis 3 like Paul does.​
This suggests Peter understood Genesis 6 as a metaphorical retelling of the fundamental fall. 
 
Genesis 10:1-11:27 has several indications it is metaphorical. 10:1 repeats the same “generations of” 
formula from 6:9, suggesting Genesis 10-11 retells the events of Genesis 6-9 in different metaphors: 

6:9These are the generations of Noah… 
10:1These are the generations of Noah… 

Genesis 10 lays out different nations in different parts of the world, explicitly each with different 
“languages” (v5,10,31). Then suddenly 11:1 says “Now the whole earth had one language and 
the same words.” It then describes all humans as living in the same place, not spread out as in 
Genesis 10. No explanation for this shift is given, the first indication that this is not meant literally. 
The story then shows itself to be yet another retelling of the fall: 

4They said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower whose top reaches to the heavens. 
And let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered over the face of the whole earth.”  
5Then Yahweh came down to see the city and the tower that humankind was building.  
6And Yahweh said, “Behold, they are one people with one language, and this is only the beginning 
of what they will do. So now nothing that they intend to do will be impossible for them.  
7Come, let us go down and confuse their language there, so that they will not understand each 
other’s language.” 8So Yahweh scattered them from there over the face of the whole earth, and they 
stopped building the city. 9Therefore its name was called Babel, for there Yahweh confused the 
language of the whole earth, and there Yahweh scattered them over the face of the whole earth. 

The anthropomorphism of God having to physically “come down to see” signifies how far they 
were from reaching heaven! But the desire to ascend where God is mirrors Adam & Eve’s desire to 
make themselves wise like God, and God’s response of needing to stop them mirrors his response 
of needing to keep them from the Tree of Life. 
 
“Babel” is just the Hebrew for Babylon, critiquing one the most proud and destructive empires 
Israel ever knew. Babylon is taken up as the symbol of supreme evil by Revelation. 
 
So, this metaphorical story does not literally mean different languages are bad. What is bad is 
division between humans, here symbolised by different languages. That division will be addressed 
by the promise to Abraham that “all families of the earth will be blessed in you” (12:3),​
“families” being the word used for all the people groups in Genesis 10 (v5,18,20,31).​
 

 



The genre—the kind of writing—very much seems to change from 11:27 on, to become more literal: 
27Now these are the generations of Terah. Terah fathered Abram, Nahor, and Haran, and Haran 
fathered Lot. 28And Haran died in the presence of Terah his father in the land of his birth,​
in Ur of the Chaldeans. 29And Abram and Nahor took wives for themselves. The name of the 
wife of Abram was Sarai, and the name of the wife of Nahor was Milcah, the daughter of 
Haran, the father of Milcah and Iscah. 30And Sarai was barren; she had no child.  
31And Terah took Abram his son, and Lot, the son of Haran, his grandson, and Sarai his 
daughter-in-law, the wife of Abram his son, and went out with them from Ur of the Chaldeans​
to go to the land of Canaan. And they went to Haran, and they settled there.  
32And the days of Terah were two hundred and five years, and Terah died in Haran. 

Notice all the family details we never got for even the most major figures previously, like Noah. 
What was Noah’s wife called? Who were Noah’s brothers and what were their wives called? 
Where and when did Noah’s brothers die? Where did his father die? Where did Noah live? 
None of this means Noah wasn’t a historical figure. But it looks like the writing about Noah, and 
the rest of Genesis 1:1-11:26, isn’t meant to be literally historical like Genesis 11:27 onwards. 
 
 
None of the observations above are absolutely decisive that Genesis 1-11 must be read 
metaphorically. But can you see how those who read Genesis 1-11 metaphorically​
at least have some good reasons from the Bible itself why they do? 
 
 
Discussion 
 

1.​ Did you notice anything new about what the Bible says as we went through reasons​
for literal reading and for metaphorical reading? Please share them with others. 

 
 

2.​ If you lean one way in particular on how to read Genesis 1-11, have the Biblical reasons 
each way at least helped you better appreciate the other side? Why or why not? 

 
 

3.​ What questions about reading the Bible has this raised for you? 
 



3.​Mistakes to avoid in either approach 
a.​Don’t be suspicious of other Christians on this issue 

If you’re a literal reader of Genesis 1-11, it’s common to suspect metaphorical readers have 
abandoned the authority of God’s word merely to fit in with modern culture and science. 
For example, this recent post by the founder of Answers in Genesis: 

 
Ken Ham shows here he has never even considered the possibility that Christians could find 
indications in the Bible itself that Genesis 1-11 was always meant to be read metaphorically. 
We’ve seen that there is a prestigious ancient tradition of reading Genesis 1-11 metaphorically 
precisely based on indications in the Bible itself. But as Ken Ham is apparently unaware of this, 
he assumes it can only be that these ‘Christians’ (if they deserve the name) have sold out! 
 
Literal readers of Genesis 1-11: Don’t be so down on your brothers and sisters in Christ! 
You may think they’re mistaken in their interpretation of Scripture, like you may think someone is 
mistaken on baptism, Calvinism, complementarianism etc. But they are still your Christian family. 



If you’re a metaphorical reader of Genesis 1-11, it’s common to think literal readers are an 
embarrassment to Christianity, out of simple ignorance and inattention to the Biblical text. 
For example, in Augustine’s Literal Interpretation of Genesis ~400AD (which shows that what 
ancients meant by “literal interpretation” was VERY different to today!) he laments: 

“It not infrequently happens that something about the earth, about the sky, about other 
elements of this world, about the motion and rotation or even the magnitude and distances 
of the stars, about definite eclipses of the sun and moon, about the passage of years and 
seasons, about the nature of animals, of fruits, of stones, and of other such things, may be 
known with the greatest certainty by reasoning or by experience, even by one who is not a 
Christian… So it is too disgraceful and ruinous and greatly to be avoided, that he​
[the non-Christian] should hear a Christian speaking so idiotically on these matters… 
as if in accord with Christian writings, such that he [the non-Christian] might say that he 
could scarcely keep from laughing when he saw how totally in error they are.” 

 
Similarly, I remember seeing John Dickson, an Australian evangelist, on a talk show with 
Lawrence Krauss, an American physicist and noted atheist, where Dickson responded to Krauss’ 
criticism of Christians who reject evolution by saying those Christians just need to be educated. 
 
Metaphorical readers of Genesis 1-11: Don’t be so down on your brothers and sisters in Christ! 
It’s true that Christians must avoid undermining the Gospel with irrelevant stumbling blocks. 
But realise there is a long tradition of reading Genesis 1-11 literally, based on indications in the 
Bible itself, so Christians don’t just read it literally out of ignorance. You must find a way to 
partner in the Gospel with your literal-reading brothers and sisters, not simply dismiss them. 

b.​Don’t tie your reading of the Bible to scientific theories 
A big way Christians who read Genesis very differently can still live & work together for the Gospel 
is by sitting loose to particular scientific theories. This isn’t a session on science itself (we should 
probably do one at some point!) but if it was we could talk about philosophy of science, how there’s 
different kinds of science, and historical fields of science like geology and evolution have far less 
epistemic grounding (certainty) than repeatable fields of science like physics and chemistry. 
It is the historical fields of science which conflict with a literal reading of Genesis 1-11, 
and there is indeed good scientific reason to continually question the prevailing theories there. 
But questioning scientific theories is very different to boldly asserting alternatives. 
 
This point applies both to literal and metaphorical readers. Literal readers can be honest that they 
reject prevailing theories of modern science because of their reading of Genesis. But we should 
never claim to reject them because we, or some website we have read, has “proved Genesis right”. 
An example of what not to do: next page. This claim that things which “take millions of years to form” 
actually don’t relies on the right conditions eg diamonds formed in a man-made lab, conditions which 
we know never occurred naturally over most of the world. This attempt to make alternative​
scientific claims is what Augustine rightly critiqued (above). We must all avoid that. 



 
But metaphorical readers also need to sit loosely to the prevailing scientific theories. For it is the very 
nature of science, especially historical fields, that they change over time in response to new data.​
An example of what to avoid: Noted Bible scholar NT Wright in an interview two weeks ago… 

Mike Bird: “What about Adam? Is there a historical Adam? Do we need a historical Adam?” 
NT Wright: “The way that I’m inclined to see an original human pair, let’s put it like that, is to say 
that undoubtedly from all the historical evidence we’ve got, there were what we might call 
hominids, human-like creatures, and we might even call them proto-humans, for many 
generations, perhaps for many thousands of years before the time we’re now talking about. 
But that just as God called Abraham and Sarah and said, ‘Now I’ve got a special purpose for you,’ 
so it seems to me perfectly reasonable to suppose that God would say to one pair of 
proto-homidids, whatever we’re to call them, ‘Come with me, I’ve got a special purpose for you.  
I’m now going to enable you to reflect my image into the world, and reflect the praises of creation 
back to me. And your purpose will be to bring the, at the moment, rather random and chaotic 
world under my saving sovereign stewardship.’ So that it seems to me is a way of saying that if 
there was an original Adam and Eve, that would be what it was all about.” 

This is possible and reasonable, except it seems to accept whatever is the prevailing science of 
hominids as set in stone and unchanging. This is troubling for fellow Christians who read Genesis 
1-11 literally. It also ties his interpretation of the Bible to a scientific theory which is likely to change, 
which could make his understanding of Adam & Eve look foolish in the process. Far better to simply 
say Genesis 1-11 is meant metaphorically, and the Bible doesn’t tell us what happened literally. 



c.​ Don’t prioritise How & When over Who & Why 
It’s essential for both literal and metaphorical readers of Genesis 1-11 to realise: 
what we agree on is far more important than what we disagree on. 
 
Both from Genesis 1-11 itself and the way the rest of the Bible refers to it, 
the BIG questions it addresses are the WHO and WHY questions: 

WHO made everything? God 
WHO are we? Humans made in God’s image 
WHY are we here? To reflect God’s glorious goodness in the world 
WHY has everything gone wrong? We rejected God’s goodness 

Literal and metaphorical readers should AGREE, both on the answers to these questions AND 
on the fact that these questions are far more important than the HOW and WHEN questions: 

HOW exactly did God make everything? 
WHEN exactly did this all happen? 

 
Literal readers think Genesis is also trying to answer how/when questions, and so they should 
believe the answers to those questions which they think Genesis is trying to give. 
But they must acknowledge that the how/when questions are far less important than who/why. 
 
Metaphorical readers of Genesis 1-11 do not think it is trying to answer how/when questions at all. 
They tend to think therefore that the how/when questions should be answered by science. 
But they must acknowledge that the how/when questions are far less important than who/why. 
 
So it shouldn’t be a big deal if you think your brothers and sisters are mistaken in their reading of 
Genesis 1-11, and so mistaken on the how/when questions, so long as we agree on who/why. 
 
We can love & work with each other if we all remember Genesis 1-11 is obviously 
about theology MORE than chronology, about meaning MORE than mechanics. 
 
 
 
Discussion 
 

1.​ Revisit: Do you think Christians who read Genesis 1-11 very differently to each other​
can still be partners in the Gospel together? What’s needed for that to work? 

 
 

2.​ What practical questions does this raise about loving & working with other Christians​
who think very differently to you on some things? 
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