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Origen, origins, and allegory

Andrew Sibley

Origen has recently been cited by several proponents of theistic evolution in defence of their position. The claim is that
Origen's allegorical hermeneutic lends authenticity to a belief in deep time and evolution, and that figurative readings of
Scripture have been dominant throughout Christian history. This paper responds to these claims, while also noting some
difficulty with Origen's orthodoxy. The first response is in relation to hermeneutics, showing that the strong dichotomy
between literal and spiritual exegetes is false. All early theologians, including Origen, read Scripture historically and
spiritually, even if Origen read the six-day creation account allegorically. The second response is in relation to Origen's
writing regarding Adam and the Fall, and the third, in relation to the age of the earth. It becomes clear that Origen believed
in a real Adam, created physically in the recent past, who was the progenitor of all humanity. Origen also spoke against
the Epicurean beliefs of Celsus, beliefs now inherent in Darwinian evolution, and so his teaching cannot be properly used

to support theistic evolution.

eading theistic evolutionists, such as Denis Alexander,

Karl Giberson, and Francis Collins,' (figure 1) have
recently emphasized allegorical readings of the Genesis
creation account in support of their position, and so dismiss
literal or historical readings as not strongly held in early
Christianity. Towards this end the Alexandrian approach
to biblical hermeneutics is referenced, especially with
the writing of Origen (figure 2). The thinking of these
early Christians is broad-brushed to give the impression
that their work provides an interpretative framework that
supports Darwin’s theory of evolution. Denis Alexander,
for instance, urges his readers to follow Origen, suggesting
that:

“In 248 Origen wrote that Genesis references to
Adam are ‘not so much of one particular individual as
of the whole human race’. Figurative understandings
of the Genesis text have been part of mainstream
theology ever since.”

And in his book Creation or Evolution, Do we have to
choose? he criticizes those who read Genesis literally, citing
Origen’s apparent derogatory comments in De Principiis
towards those who might be so silly as to think of God as
a gardener planting trees in Eden.? He then makes similar
comments to those above, claiming that

“Figurative and theological understandings of
Genesis 1 were the dominant approach to the text
amongst both Jewish and Christian commentators
until at least into the fourteenth century ... . It is not
until the twentieth century, with the rise of modernist
interpretations of the text ... that one finds the trend
to interpret the passage as if it were written in the
language of modern science.”

Karl Giberson and Francis Collins also present a partial

view of early Christian theologians that does not reflect
their thinking authentically. They suggest that many of the

“Early Christian thinkers ... were capable of
discerning that the Genesis creation stories were not
trying to teach about the literal history of the world.
The works of many of the first Christian theologians
and philosophers actually reveal an interpretation of
Genesis surprisingly compatible with both the great
age of the earth and Darwin’s theory of evolution. ...
Origen opposed the idea that the creation story should
be interpreted as a literal and historical account of how
God created the world.”

In response, it is necessary for Christians to recognize
that Origen’s approach to biblical hermeneutics is more
qualified and complex than these statements suggest,
although it is relevant to acknowledge some difficulty with
Origen. He lived in a time of controversy, and later received
posthumous condemnation, especially at the Second Council
of Constantinople, wherein some of his alleged teachings
were declared anathemas, for instance his apparent belief in
the pre-existence of souls, and the belief that the sun, moon,
and planets might possess souls. As a result of criticism,
Origen has not received a declaration of sainthood from either
Eastern or Western churches. Subsequently, a good part of his
writing has been neglected and is no longer extant, and that
which remains, particularly De Principiis, has been edited by
friends and foes alike. Rufinus’s Latin translation was edited
as an arguably justifiable attempt to return it to its original,
although it also seems to have been an attempt to render
Origen’s writing more palatable to Roman ears.® Jerome also
produced an edited Latin text, but, regrettably, this editing
somewhat obscures knowledge of Origen’s thinking. The
complete Greek text of De Principiis has been lost; however,
significant and relevant sections, for instance Book III and
IV:i—iii do remain in the original language.’

As an example of the impact of editing, Crouzel suggests
that Origen’s apparent view of reincarnation and the
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Figure 1. Giberson and Collins, The Language of Science and Faith (left), and Alexander, Creation or Evolution:

Do we have to choose? (right).

pre-existence of the soul is reliant upon Jerome’s Latin quotes
of the De Principiis, but it is noteworthy that Origen wrote
differently in the Greek in other passages; therefore Crouzel
thinks Jerome’s translation may be unreliable.® Origen at
times seems to suggest that Jesus and the Holy Spirit were
somewhat less in status than the Father, a criticism levelled
by Epiphanius in his Ancoratus.’ This leads to the claim that
he was non-Trinitarian, although it may be noted that he
lived at a time when the doctrine of the Trinity was not fully
developed. He is however perhaps not the most appropriate
role model for evangelical Christians to follow and neither
is he considered the best representative of early Christian
hermeneutics in Reformed thinking. However, some of
the criticism ranged against him may not do justice to his
original intent.

Origen, the son of a Christian martyr, became a pupil of
Clement and followed his mentor in becoming head of the
Catechetical School in Alexandria. The Hellenized Jewish
scholar Philo was an influence upon both in their reading of
Genesis.!? Origen had also previously attended lectures of the
Platonist philosopher Ammonius Saccas, who was the teacher
of Plotinus, a major influence in the development of Neo-
Platonism." This influence seems to have led to some of his
heterodox teachings. Based upon the Platonic division of the
human person into body, soul, and spirit, Origen’s three levels
of biblical interpretation were divided into the literal sense,
the moral sense, and the allegorical sense.'? The influence of
Plato led him to emphasize symbolism and allegory with less
motivation to defend Scripture in its historical sense. Origen
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was apparently concerned that
it ought to be read in a way that
would gain respect from pagan
philosophers, again perhaps
revealing an unhealthy Platonic
influence upon his thinking.
The need for a literal defence
of the Old Testament against
Greek skeptics was evidently
not central to his teaching, this
because Scripture could be
read allegorically if necessary.!
Although some of Origen’s
theology was rejected by the
church, later theologians such
as Pseudo-Dionysius, extended
the influence of Neo-Platonism
into the Medieval period with
Christian mystics withdrawing
from the world to seek
spiritual fulfilment."* Such an
environment was not conducive
to the development of science.

But even so, from available evidence his writing does not
support the assertions of theistic evolutionists. As will be
shown here, the evidence shows that Origen only read some
elements of the Genesis creation narrative allegorically. He
held other parts as history, for instance when placing Adam
in chronological context, and he rejected the deep time of
pagan cosmology. The following discussion will respond to
three assertions relating to Origen’s thinking and writing:
firstly, relating to Origen’s approach to biblical hermeneutics
in regard to historical and allegorical readings; secondly,
relating to his approach to the personhood of Adam and the
Fall; and lastly, relating to his understanding of the age of
the earth. Origen’s influence upon Christian theology through
later centuries will be held over for a separate discussion. But
his response to the Epicurean Celsus suggests he should not
be used to justify acceptance of Darwinian evolution, which
was itself developed out of an Epicurean view of the world.

TO CHOOSE?

Origen: figurative or historical reading of Scripture?

There is firstly the suggestion, from Origen’s writing,
that figurative approaches to the Genesis text were the
predominant understanding in the minds of many early
theologians. The further inference being that literal or
historical readings of Genesis were not strongly held, nor
considered important. Alexander comments, following
initial reference to Origen, that ‘Figurative understandings
of the Genesis text have been part of mainstream theology
ever since.’'> However, this statement relies upon a false
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dichotomy and is therefore misleading. Most of the early
theologians read the text for its spiritual meaning, if that
is what Alexander means by figurative, even as most early
theologians read it literally and historically as well. Hauser
and Watson point out that

“... the dichotomy of spiritual and literal does not

accurately describe the interpretation seen at work in

the commentaries and homilies from these schools

[Alexandria and Antioch]. Both schools understood

that the literal wording of the text of the Bible points

to a deeper meaning.”!*

Over the past half-century there has been a change in
understanding of the theological differences between the
centres of learning at Antioch and Alexandria, as Young and
Fairbairn note.!” The prevailing view had been that the school
of Antioch majored on literal readings, while Alexandria
had emphasized the allegorical,'® but this is now seen as
unsustainable. It is recognized that there was diversity within
each centre of learning, and that both read the text literally
as well as symbolically.

It is true that Origen did not hold some aspects of the
creation account as historical, for instance reading the six
days allegorically with creation occurring in an instant.' He
suggested further that “the Word of God has arranged for
certain stumbling-blocks ... and hindrances and impossibili-
ties to be inserted in the midst of the law and the history”.?
He struggled with some miracles in both the Old and New
Testaments, perhaps unduly influenced by the naturalism of
Greek philosophy. An example he gives in De Principiis, is
where he considered there to be
no material sense to the six jars
of water that Jesus turned into
wine at the wedding of Cana.”!
These scriptural statements he
believed were divinely ordained
in order to cause the reader to
stop and think more deeply about
the meaning. And yet Origen was
careful not to dismiss the whole
history of Scripture. Although
he struggled to accept that the
first few days of creation could
be illuminated “without the sun
and moon and stars” or that there
was a literal tree of life in the
garden of Eden,? he responded
to those who would say he was
rejecting all the history of the
Old Testament:

“But someone may

us of saying that because some of the history did not

happen, therefore none of it happened ... we must

assert, therefore, that in regard to some things we are
clearly aware that the historical fact is true [nepi tivev

10 Tijc ioTopiag lvon dAndéc].”?

There are in fact occasions when Origen reads Scripture
more literally than the theologians of Antioch. Eustathius,
an early fourth century Bishop of Antioch, thought Origen
was too literal in his interpretation of the account of Saul’s
dialogue with the deceased Samuel (via the enchantment
of the witch of Endor). Eustathius preferred to read the
account as a demonic deception, and not the literal ghost of
Samuel.?* Crouzel also observes that on occasions Origen
defended the literal text of Genesis against pagan skeptics
in a manner that would not be acceptable to many modern,
even conservative, theologians. Concerning a defence of
the scale of Noah’s Ark, he observes that “Origen in fact
believed in the historicity of the Bible much more than the
most traditionalist of our exegetes do today”.?

There were a number of differences between Origen and
the fourth-century Antiochene theologians, but it was not
related to a literal versus figurative dichotomy. Both schools
read the text historically and symbolically. This can be seen
for instance in Diodore’s writing; he was one of the main
theologians of the second period of the school of Antioch,
and critic of Origen. While reading the text of Scripture
literally, he also emphasized the spiritual, or anagogical
reading that could be attained through contemplation:

“... we shall treat of it historically [koatd v
iotopiav] and literally [rata
v AéEwv] and not stand in
the way of a spiritual [kotd
mv avayoynv]* and more
elevated insight [Bewpia].”?’

Added to this, within the
Antiochene school there was
a desire to read the text for its
practical moral message. That
is not to say that there weren’t
several differences between
the two centres of learning, as
some divergence of opinion is
evident. The early Alexandrian
theologians, including Origen,
favoured Greek-influenced
allegory versus a more
Hebraic approach to spiritual
insight by those at Antioch;
they favoured philosophy and
abstract contemplation versus

suppose that the former
statement refers to all
scriptures, and may suspect

Figure 2. Imaginative portrayal of Origen by André Thévet in
“Les Vrais Portraits Et Vies Des Hommes lllustres”

the rhetorical preaching and
the moral exegesis of the
Antiochenes; and there were
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theological differences in understanding the Incarnation of
Jesus prior to the resolution of the Council of Chalcedon.
Antioch tended to emphasize the human nature of Christ
as being distinct from the divine logos, while Alexandria
focused on the divine nature of Jesus.!” Fairbairn suggests
that such theological differences directed their exegesis, and

not the other way around as is often considered."”

Diodore’s justification for objecting to Origen’s allegorical
approach was perhaps also based upon the belief that allegory
was too strongly influenced by Greek philosophy and pagan
beliefs, for instance through the writing of Plato, and the
Hellenized Jewish scholar Philo. Greek mythology was
usually read allegorically without any foundation in reality.
The Antiochene theologians on the other hand wanted to
hold to what they believed was a more authentic Hebraic
approach to biblical interpretation, which was grounded in
real history, as Fuller, for instance, observes.'®

However, the problem for Diodore in rejecting allegory
was that Paul used the word allégoroumena (dAAnyopoduevo)
in Galatians 4:24 to describe the relationship between
Sarah and Hagar as symbolic of the difference between the
heavenly and earthly Jerusalem. This forced
him to argue that Paul was really engaged
in spiritual contemplation, and not allegory,
because his examples (Sarah and Hagar)
were real people engaged in a real struggle,
and this implied some spiritual significance
for wunderstanding the relationship
between the Messianic community and
apostate Israel. There is a sense though
that Diodore’s student Chrysostom (figure
3) softened the objection to allegory.
Chrysostom wrote as follows in Homily
on Psalms 9:7:

“But if you feel it necessary to give
in addition some kind of figurative
interpretation [dvaywyn] we have
no objection. For it is possible to
interpret some passages theoretically
[0swpiioar]. Others in contrast are to be
understood solely according to a strict
literal interpretation, for example, ‘In
the beginning, God made heaven and
earth.” (Gen. 1:1). Others again in a
sense different from the actual words, for
example, ‘Spend your time with the hart
you love, with the filly that has won your
favour... (Prov. 5:17-19). ... In other
passages ... it is necessary to accept
both the sense of the words as they stand
and the meaning that plainly arises from
them as in ... ‘Just as Moses lifted up
the Serpent’ (Jn. 3:14). Here we must

believe the actual fact ... and ... the sense ... signified
by the fact, namely a type of Christ.”*

By the early fifth century there was little difference
between both centres. Cyril of Alexandria read the whole of
Scripture literally as a book written by one author, but linked
by a typology that was centred around Christ and salvation
history. In this way he avoided the excesses of allegory and
read spiritual significance from the historical text, although
at times he seems to have bridged between both Antioch and
Alexandria in a rather eclectic manner.” Neither did he think
Christians should be ashamed of the simplicity of their faith in
light of the sophistry of Greek philosophy.*® In the early fifth
century there was a move towards reconciliation between the
two sides, primarily in understanding the divine and human
natures of Christ through the doctrine of hypostatic union,
and towards this end the Formula of Reunion was finally
agreed at the Council of Chalcedon Ap 451.3' There is also
a sense that just as Christ’s divine and human nature were
held to be in union, so too literal and figurative readings of
Scripture were held together.

Figure 3. John Chrysostom of Antioch. This is an early Byzantine mosaic, located in the
Cathedral of Hagia Sophia in Constantinople (Istanbul)
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Origen's view of Adam and the Fall

Another pressing question that arises concerns whether
Adam and Eve were real people in Origen’s thinking,
or figurative of humanity as a whole, as Alexander, for
instance, claims. He writes that Origen thought that Adam
was “not so much of one particular individual as of the whole
human race”. And yet this view is not supported by leading
theologians.* This is the passage of Origen that Alexander
alludes to:

“... so also the story of Adam and his sin will be
interpreted philosophically by those who know that
Adam means anthropos (man) in the Greek language,
and that in what appears to be concerned with Adam
Moses is speaking of the nature of man. For, as the
Bible says, ‘in Adam all die’, and they were condemned
in ‘the likeness of Adam’s transgression’. Here the
divine Word says this not so much about an individual
as of the whole race. Moreover, in the sequence of
sayings which seem to refer to one individual, the curse
is shared by all men. There is also no woman to whom
the curses pronounced against Eve do not apply.”*

Origen was, in this passage, expounding part of his view

of the Fall, and the curse upon mankind, while the allusion
of Alexander is that this passage offers theological support to
the belief that Adam and Eve were the chosen representative
couple called from among a wider human community; the
Neolithic farmers called to bear the divine image as Homo
Divinus ** However, this doesn’t accurately reflect Origen’s
position, nor the context of the passage, which is concerned
with the impact of Adam’s sin upon all mankind. Origen
was on occasions concerned with genealogy, speaking of
Adam and Eve as the real parents of all humanity, but when
deriving theological significance, he wrote figuratively with
Adam representative of humanity as a whole.*

Unfortunately, this does introduce ambiguity and
confusion into the minds of readers, with some of Origen’s
early opponents (such as Theodore of Mopsuestia) thinking
that he denied the historical Adam.’® And yet within Origen’s
wider hermeneutic the literal reading of Genesis was not
dismissed, and in effect could be read figuratively whether
historical or not. In a passage comparing Adam with Christ,
and the church with physical Israel, Origen writes that “Isaac
descended from Abraham, while all go back to Adam ...” and
that “Adam is the father of all men [®g 6 Adap matp éott
TAVTOV TOV AvOpdTRv]”.?

Similar comments are expressed in his Commentary on the
Epistle to the Romans, where Origen more clearly elucidates
on the genealogical link between Adam and all humanity,
so that the posterity of death passed from Adam to all men.
He illustrates his argument by appealing to the account of
Levi being in the loins of Abraham when he paid tithes to

Melchizedek (Hebrews 7: 9-10) to show that all were in the
loins of Adam when he sinned:

“... how much more were all men, those who are
born and have been born in this world, in Adam’s
loins when he was still in Paradise. And all men who
were with him, or rather in him, were expelled from
Paradise when he was himself driven from there; and
through him the death which had come to him from
the transgression consequently passed through to them
as well.”8

Origen’s writing seems to go further in the Preface

to De Principiis by asserting that belief in Adam, in the
plain sense, is part of the necessary doctrines of the faith;
doctrines given by apostolic authority (at least according to
Rufinas’ Latin translation) and passed on through the church
in unbroken succession:

“The kind of doctrines which are believed in plain
terms through the apostolic teaching are the following:
First, that God is one, who created and set in order all
things, and who, when nothing existed, caused the
universe to be. He is God from the first creation and
foundation of the world, the God of all righteous men,
of Adam, Abel, Seth ... .”¥

These statements suggest that not only did Origen

hold to a literal Adam as the father of all human beings, but
also that these were considered to be necessary doctrines for
biblical interpreters, given authoritatively through apostolic
succession. Although these statements may be coloured by
Rufinas’ Latin translation, it is notable that modern proponents
of theistic evolution do not seem to follow apostolic authority
with regard to the creation account.

And yet Origen struggled to accept literally the idea that
God formed man with his hands, or that he breathed life
into his face, or that Eve was formed from Adam’s rib.*
The problem for Origen is that it anthropomorphizes God’s
activity and he prefers to allegorize these divine works. But
he also recognized that these were actual people interacting
with God. How a spiritual being interacts with physical flesh
in this way is of course a profound mystery for all Christians,
but it is central to the belief of the faith, for instance in
holding to the doctrine of the Resurrection.

There is also an apparent modification of Origen’s belief
relating to the physical Fall following his resettlement from
Alexandria to Caesarea, at which point he is faced with the
question of infant baptism, and relatedly, the possible need
for remission of sins for infants. Although Origen did not
seem to believe that humanity acquired Adam’s guilt, in later
writing he spoke of a macula or sordes peccati: that is, a stain
of sin in each person passed on through an impure blood-line
to all as a result of Adam’s Fall. The justification for this was
Job 14:4-5, and Psalm 51:5 (“Behold, I was brought forth in
iniquity, and in sin did my mother conceive me”).*!
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His wider view of Adam’s creation and fallen nature is
somewhat obscure, and mainly passed on through somewhat
fragmentary, or secondary evidence. Some commentators
suggest that he taught a two-stage Fall with Adam and Eve
created as spiritual beings prior to their physical formation:
the first Fall from Heaven when they moved away from God,
the second Fall earthly, apparently expounding upon Adam’s
prior creation in the timeless mind of God. However, other
commentators suggest that Origen was merely describing
the same event in different ways, and that this view arises
through poor translation.*? This ambiguity can be seen with
the account of Adam and Eve’s provision of animal skins for
clothing by God; some commentators have ascribed to Origen
the view that the leather clothing should be read as figurative
of human flesh following a spiritual Fall. Although Origen
does offer this allegory as one possible meaning, he doesn’t
find it wholly convincing and in Contra Celsum suggests
the meaning is “secret and mysterious”, and “superior” to
Plato’s belief regarding “the descent of the soul which loses
its wings”.*

As with Philo, in his Homilies on Genesis he may have
considered the creation (moinoic, poiesis) of Adam in the
image of God as incorporeal, existing purely in the mind of
God, with the formation (mAdo1g, plasis, Latin plasmatus) of
man occurring physically, perhaps instantaneously, on the
sixth day from the clay (terrae limo).* Philo also believed
that Adam was originally conceived in the mind of God, in
his image without a body, then formed in an instant with
the whole of creation in the recent past. The Fall was a
result of ungodly pleasures, that led to physical death.*
Origen’s Homilies on Genesis seem to follow quite closely
the interpretation of Philo.* But whatever we may think of
the beliefs of Origen, they are markedly different from the
beliefs of those who seek to use him to support acceptance
of theistic evolution.

Origen's view of the age of the earth

As noted above, Giberson and Collins comment that
many of the early theologians, especially Origen, provided
an interpretation of Genesis that is compatible with “the great
age of the earth and Darwin’s theory of evolution”.*’” And yet
when one looks at Origen’s actual comments, for instance in
Contra Celsum, a different account emerges. He specifically
rejected the deep time of Greek authors, and the Epicurean
ideas expounded by Celsus, and the theogonies of Hesiod
and others. Origen defended Jews and Christians against the
charge that they were simple-minded and ignorant because
they did not accept the priority of the Greek writers. He
defended the writing of Moses as being superior in age and
authority. The Greek writers’ failure to recognize the priority
of the authorship of the Mosaic account therefore renders

their argument invalid, and instead Origen thought that one

may hold the scriptural account of creation with integrity. He

rejected as absurd the possibility of a power of generation
that emanates from Greek idols and writes:

“After this, secretly wishing to attack the Mosaic
cosmogony that the world is not yet ten thousand years
old [épeaivovto pundénm pupiov Etdv apduov Exewv
TOV k6opov], but is much less than this, Celsus agrees
with those who say the world is uncreated, although
he hides his real intention.”*

“After this Celsus quotes from literature outside the

divine Scriptures [0giov Adyov icTtopiag], the stories
about the men who claimed antiquity, such as the
Athenians, Egyptians, Arcadians, and Phrygians... .
It was not, therefore, the Jews who composed a most
improbable and crude [dmbovdTaTa Kol ApovcoTaTo]
story about the man born of earth, but the men who
according to Celsus were inspired, Hesiod and his
thousands of others, who had never learnt or heard of
the far older and more sacred traditions to be found in
Palestine ... .”#

Origen pointedly noted that Plato was right to expel the
cosmogonies of Homer and Hesiod from his “State” because
it would corrupt the youth, and that the Epicurean Celsus was
being mendacious. These statements reflect those of earlier
Christian authors, for instance those of Theophilus of Antioch
in his Apologia to Autolycus, written in the second century,
which also strongly defended the Christian faith against the
pagans. Although Theophilus was less enthusiastic towards
Plato, this suggests that there was a common view among
the early Christians to reject the twin beliefs of deep time
and generating evolutionary powers.

“And from the foundation of the world the whole
time is thus traced [A7no 8¢ kataoAfic k6GHOV O TG
APOVOG KEPUAMmIDS oDt Kothyetar]. ... All the years
from the creation of the world amount to a total of 5698
[.ey1n'] years, and the odd months and days.”*

“For if even a chronological error has been
committed by us, of, e.g., 50 or 100, or even 200 years,
yet not of thousands and tens of thousands [pvptédec,

i yadeg €t@v], as Plato and Apollonius and other
mendacious authors have hitherto written [kai ot Aotmoi,
yevddg avayphyavteg].”!

And similar sentiments are later expressed in Augustine’s
City of God. He writes:

“Such men are also misled by certain wholly

untruthful writings which purport to contain the history
of many thousands of years of time. For we compute
from the sacred writings that six thousand years have
not passed since the creation of man.”*?

Not only did these early Christians reject the deep
time of the Greek writers, they also specifically excluded the
evolutionary ideas of Epicurus and Hesiod that were based
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upon some esoteric power of generation at work in nature.
One may wonder whether if Origen were alive today he
would see the inherent Epicurean ideas present in Darwin’s
theory of evolution.*

Summary

There is insufficient space here to properly consider how
theologians read Scripture through the Medieval Period,
except to note that Alexander is partially correct to say that
there was a focus upon figurative or spiritual readings of
Scripture. Although Cyril of Alexandria had tried to reign
in unbounded allegory, with influence from Neo-Platonism
excessive spiritual contemplation was later encouraged
by Pseudo-Dionysius and others, but was most unhelpful
for the development of science. With so many monastic
lives dedicated to pure spiritual contemplation there was
less concern to study creation for the sake of improving
the material world. In this light, science as we know it
could not get going, as Torrance and Harrison for instance
have noted.'***

The claim that Origen’s approach to hermeneutics
provides room for belief in deep time and evolution within
Christian theological discourse obscures the thrust of his
teaching. The strong dichotomy between the Antiochene
school, that focused upon literal readings, and the
Alexandrian centre that emphasized the spiritual, has been
shown to be false. All early theologians read Scripture
both symbolically and historically, although it is probably
true that Origen followed Philo in holding that the creation
occurred at once in the recent past, and that the six-day
account was meant to be read allegorically. This belief was
also held by Clement and Augustine.

The evidence further shows that Origen held Adam and
Eve to be directly and recently created, and the protoplasts
of all subsequent human beings. Although on occasions
he referred to Adam as figurative of humanity as a whole,
when speaking chronologically he accepted that there was a
geneological link from Adam to all. Origen’s beliefs about
the Fall are somewhat difficult to glean, possibly coloured
by errors in translation, but he seems to have believed that
there was a stain of sin passing from Adam to all, even
though not suggesting that humanity shares Adam’s guilt.

There is also clearly a commitment, especially in his
writing Contra Celsum, that creation occurred not even
ten thousand years ago. Those who wrote otherwise did
so because of a reliance upon pagan sources which he
thought erroneous or mendacious. Origen held in high
esteem the writing of Moses and asserted that it was superior
in accuracy and antiquity to that of the pagan authors such
as Hesiod and Epicurus. This raises difficulties for those
who seek to use his writings to justify belief in Darwinian
evolution especially when we can see the influence of these
pagan authors in Darwin’s own writing.
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