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‘science’. Yet Goodwin and Jowett still 
reassure us that the spiritual value of 
the Bible can still be preserved.

According to Collins, orthodox 
Christians took one of two tacks 
in response to the above dilemma: 
(1) rejection of scientific theorising 
altogether, and acceptance of replace
ment theories such as ‘creation sci
ence’; or (2) accepting some of the 
theorising and showing the Bible’s 
compatibility with those parts (i.e. 
concordance). He notes that the 
second option appears to have been 
more common among the educated 
in the 19th century. However, Collins’ 
characterisation of creation science as 
a rejection of scientific theorising is 
inaccurate. Creation scientists do not 
reject scientific theorising. They simply 
start with different assumptions and 
presuppositions.

Similarly, Collins asserts that 
appealing to phenomenological 
language (the notion that biblical 
writers described things as they 
appear to human beings e.g. the sun 
looks like it rises) is a characteristic 
of the concordance view, but that is 
not the case. All interpreters following 
the standard historicalgrammatical 
exegetical method—including those 
holding a YoungEarth Creationist 
(YEC) view—recognise the reality of 
phenomenological language.

Yet Collins claims that phenom
e nological language “has recently 
come into some disrepute” (p. 21) 
even among orthodox evangelicals 
because it is considered an invasion 
of the plain meaning of the biblical 
text. But the basis for this extraordinary 
claim is The Bible, Rocks and Time 
by Davis Young and Ralph Stearley 
(2008).2 However, given that both 
coauthors are geologists, their assess
ment for what is acceptable in the field 
of biblical hermeneutics is of little 
value—especially since it is simply 
not true! Collins goes on to suggest 
phenomenological language is arbitrary. 
Again, this is not true, and even if it 
was, the same could be said about much 
of Collins’ own interpretation.

Andrew Kulikovsky

This book is yet another attempt by 
anti–youngearth creationist C. 

John Collins to justify his ‘Analogical 
Days’ interpretation of the Genesis 
creation account. Here, he expounds 
what he believes is the ‘correct’ or most 
wellinformed interpretive process.

The author, Collins, is Professor of 
Old Testament at Covenant Theological 
Seminary (PCA) in St Louis, Missouri, 
and has both theological and scientific 
qualifications.1 Like his previous book, 
Science and Faith, this work is far more 
comprehensive than most others, and 
his arguments are more sophisticated 
and nuanced.

This author’s strategy in this book is 
to lay out a hermeneutical methodology 
by which Christians should read and 
interpret the Genesis account.

Hermeneutical background

Collins begins by briefly examining 
the hermeneutical background of 
biblical interpretation, using two 
19thcentury literary critics—Charles 
Goodwin and Benjamin Jowett (figure 
1)—as representative of the main 
schools of thought. He points out that 
Goodwin wants to take words in their 
‘plain’ sense, and he reads the biblical 
authors (and especially Genesis) as 
advocating a physical picture of the 
world. Goodwin objects to any effort 
to harmonise Genesis with current 
scientific theories because such efforts 
tamper with the plain meaning of the 
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Hebrew text. However, Goodwin 
acknowledges that the Genesis 
account of creation presents a view 
that is contrary to modern science (or 
rather, uniformitarian geology and 
evolutionary biology).

Regarding Jowett, Collins cites 
his comments regarding the recovery 
of the author’s meaning, i.e. what he 
originally intended to communicate to 
his audience:

“The office of the interpreter is 
not to add another [meaning], but to 
recover the original one; the meaning, 
that is, of the words as they first struck 
on the ears or flash before the eyes 
of those who heard and read them … 
The simple words of that book he tries 
to preserve absolutely pure from the 
refinements or distinctions of later 
times” (p. 20).

Thus, like Goodwin, Jowett stres
ses what he calls “the natural meaning 
of particular expressions” (p. 20).

Collins points out that both Good
win and Jowett insisted on the pri
ma cy of the ‘plain’ sense of the text. 
However, they also acknowledge that 
such readings of Genesis find the 
creation story at odds with the ‘more 
credible’ story offered by 19thcentury 

Reading Genesis badly
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Regarding the modern creation 
science movement, Collins asserts that 
their alternative scientific accounts of 
various geological and cosmological 
features have the same arbitrary 
feel because they do not apply their 
theorising consistently, and appeal 
to God’s actions when they have no 
scientific explanation. But this is 
because creationists reject the notion 
of a purely naturalistic universe and 
allow for God’s supernatural actions 
in our space and time.

Collins also notes that Old 
Testament Scholar James Barr followed 
Jowett in asserting the ‘literal’ meaning 
of the Genesis account, and that many 
youngearth creationists cite Barr to 
support their interpretation, despite 
objecting to Barr’s interpretation of 
Genesis 3 and his acceptance of the 
JEDP source critical documentary 
hypothesis. I have discussed my con
cerns about citing Barr elsewhere (it 
is ultimately an appeal to authority).3

Collins’ hermeneutic

Collins argues for a “linguistic
rhetoricalliterary approach” (p. 29) 
that (he claims) does not displace the 
conventional tools of exegesis such 
as lexicography, syntax, and history. 
Rather, he believes his approach allows 
these conventional tools to function 
properly.

Although most scriptures are rela
tively easy to understand, there are 
undoubtedly many passages that are 
difficult to interpret. According to 
Collins, even seasoned scholars can 
mistakenly argue that “The author 
clearly says X” when they should 
actually be arguing that “I read this 
author to say X, and here is why you 
should too” (p. 29).

In order to demonstrate that the 
‘plain meaning’ may not always be 
the correct meaning, Collins cites 
C.S. Lewis’s 1958 denial of being a 
‘fundamentalist.’ The term initially 
referred to those who subscribed to the 
tenets articulated in The Fundamentals 
(1910–1915), but in Lewis’s time, 

only 50 years later, the term was 
used quite differently. It had become 
a pejorative term to refer to someone 
who adopted a strictly literal reading 
of the Bible. Although Lewis objected 
to such labels, he still allowed for the 
possibility of supernatural actions and 
events in history, and that an account 
should not be dismissed as unhistorical 
merely because it included miracles.

Thus, Collins has two goals in this 
work (p. 32):
1. To provide guidance on how biblical 

passages relate to the findings of 
science; and

2. To establish patterns of good theo
logical reading.

For Collins, many of the current 
approaches “suffer from a want of 
imagination”—they assume a way 
of reading a text and do not entertain 
whether one must read it that way. Thus, 
Collins advocates for “the critical use of 
a disciplined imagination”. But there is 
only one correct way of reading a text 
and that is the way the author intended 
it to be read. Because of inspiration, a 
text may ultimately communicate more 
than the author originally intended 
(e.g. by having a prophetic aspect, by 
establishing a ‘type’, or by creating 
‘salvation history’), but it cannot 
communicate anything less! Ultimately, 
this can only be determined by detailed 
research and good judgment. One’s 
imagination has nothing to do with it!

Author’s intention

Although Collins appears to accept 
the primacy of authorial intention 
and recognises that the text itself is 
indicative of the author’s intention, 
he notes that this is complicated in 
the case of Genesis which was likely 
compiled and edited by Moses from 
multiple sources. Thus, Collins argues 
that authorial intention must be derived 
not just from the final form of the text, 
but also from how the ancient Israelites 
understood and used the text.

Curiously, Collins also acknow
ledges that the way later authors—
especially canonical ones—understood 

or used a particular text “should take 
pride of place in our discerning of 
intention; at the very least we should 
be reticent to set these at odds with 
each other”. Indeed, he cites C.S. Lewis 
in support:

“The idea that any man or writer 
should be opaque to those who 
lived in the same culture, spoke the 
same language, shared the same 
habitual imagery and unconscious 
assumptions, and yet be transparent 
to those who have none of these 
advantages, is in my opinion 
preposterous” (p. 38).

But unfortunately, Collins himself 
violates this principle.

In the absence of a manual on 
ancient Hebrew narratology, Collins 
asserts that a “good” interpretive theory 
must satisfy four criteria:
1. It covers all the data, without fudging;
2. Other things being equal, the theory 

that covers the data with the fewest 
pos sible complicating assump tions 
is preferable (Occam’s razor);

3. The theory is coherent both inter
nally and with other things we have 
a right to believe;

4. The theory is fruitful, opening up 
fresh avenues of understanding 
(p. 47).

However, Collins offers no real 
justification for these criteria. What 
does he mean by “all the data”? Does 
it include grammatical and lexical data 
as well as the historical and literary 
context? Does it also include current 
scientific theories and claims? What 
exactly does he consider “fudging” 
and why? What does he mean by 
“complicating assumptions”? Why 
would a theory’s capacity to open up 
“fresh avenues of understanding” be a 
necessary condition? Such a requirement 
would rule out any traditional/historical 
interpretation a priori. Indeed, the 
fourth criterion excludes one of the 
most important checks on the validity 
of one’s understanding: the history of 
interpretation! As Collins has already 
acknowledged, it would be preposterous 
for modern readers to think their “fresh” 
understanding is what the author really 
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actually affirming and asking his 
audience to accept” (pp. 96–97).

Just because YECs hold to 
literal creation days, does not mean or 
imply that we must adopt a literalist 
hermeneutic! We fully accept—
indeed, strongly argue for—the use of 
phenomenological language, idioms, 
and figures of speech.

Even if the text has the form of his
torical narrative, Collins argues that 
the tale may be “intentionally and 
recognisably fictional but illustrative 
of genuinely existing concepts such as 
badness or obedience” (p. 99). But the 
key point here is that, in such cases, 
the text itself makes it clear that the 
account is fictional and illustrative. 
There are no such indicators in the 
Genesis account of creation.

Genre

YECs have more recently demon
strated that Genesis is classical his
torical narrative, implying that the 
creation account is a straightforward 
description of actual historical events. 
However, Collins attempts to rebut this 
argument by implying that “language 
type is not the same as the literary 
form … . That is, a piece of writing 
that has the literary form of a prose 
narrative can use ordinary, scientific, 
or poetic language types” and therefore 
“knowing the literary form does not 
settle all the most important interpretive 
questions” (p. 72). But Collins’ 
distinction between ‘language type’ 
and ‘literary’ form is a mere assertion, 
is arbitrary, and the two concepts lack 
definition.

Collins asks:
“In what sense do literary form, 
style, and language level guide us 
in cooperating with the author—
that is, in the illocution? Does, for 
example, something in the literary 
form of a narrative of itself purport 
to be a straightforward account of 
the ‘facts’? Of course it does not. A 
dry style, for example, giving the 
appearance of straight recounting, 

intended to say, when none of the 
leading scholars of previous generations 
(including the Talmudic authors) much 
closer in time and culture to the original 
author, held such views.

As noted above, Collins agrees 
that recovering the author’s intention 
must be the governing principle for 
determining meaning. However, 
he rejects what he describes as the 
“literalistic” hermeneutic employed 
by Benjamin Jowett and James Barr, 
i.e. adopting the plain sense, natural 
meanings, or literal interpretation of 
biblical passages. Indeed, he sounds 
like a postmodernist when he states 
that the “equation [of meaning with 
the literal interpretation] (ironically) 
stands in the way of receiving the 
pragmatically plain sense of the biblical 
text” (p. 61).

Thus, Collins asserts that “poetic 
language tends to be more imagistic 
than ordinary language” and that its 
level of detail is often “higher than 
ordinary and sometimes even than 
scientific [language]” (p. 64). “Poetic 
language aims to allow the reader 
to imagine what it was like to see 
what it describes—even if what it 
describes is not real and even if we 
have no experience of the referent” 
(p. 63). He argues that most authors 
“leave it to their audiences to work 
out the with–respect–to–whatness of 
their statements; often this requires a 
disciplined imagination. The biblical 
authors are no different” (p. 71). No! 
Determining the author’s intention 
requires detailed and judicious 
research into semantics, grammar, 
philology, linguistics, history, culture, 
and theology. ‘Imagination’ implies 
eisegesis rather than exegesis!

Collins attempts to demonstrate 
that recovering the author’s intention 
does not necessarily require a literal 
reading. Citing Acts 2:5, “Now there 
were staying in Jerusalem Godfearing 
Jews from every nation under heaven”, 
he notes that it would be absurd to take 
the reference to “every nation under 
heaven” literally. But this is clearly an 
instance of hyperbole given that the 

actual nations are explicitly listed in 
vs 9–11. In any case, he denies that 
only the literalist reading Genesis is the 
fully consistent biblical position. For 
Collins, appeals to the ‘plain reading’ 
of the text show at best a superficial 
regard for how the text functioned in 
ancient Israel, second Temple Judaism, 
or the early church. But this is a straw 
man argument. YECs do not argue for a 
strictly literal or ‘literalist’ reading! We 
argue for the adoption of the historical
grammatical reading that takes 
into account word usage, figures of 
speech and idioms, phenomenological 
language, the genre of the text, and 
the historical and literary context. 
Moreover, YECs consider the way 
other biblical authors used the text far 
more significant and determinative than 
the way second Temple Jews or the 
early church used it.

Collins’ strawmanning continues 
when he states:

“Often when a person claims to 
be literal he is really advocating a 
kind of literalism, which assumes a 
straightforward relationship between 
how the speaker or author conceives 
things to be, how he represents 
things in his text, and what he is 

Figure 1. Benjamin Jowett, a 19th-century literary 
critic who Collins uses as a representative of 
the main schools of thought for examining 
the hermeneutical background of biblical 
interpretation.
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can convey irony or even mockery” 
(p. 73).

But this argument is based on 
English literary conventions rather 
than Hebrew ones. Nevertheless, 
although Collins asserts there is 
“little or even no scientific language 
in Genesis 1–11” but “there is a clear 
historical impulse behind the narrative” 
(p. 148), he goes on to (wrongly) claim 
that YECs read the account literally as 
a scientific description. Again, this is a 
straw man characterisation of the YEC 
hermeneutic!

Collins claims that early Jewish and 
Christian believers adopted a different 
interpretation. But this is patently false! 
As I have shown elsewhere, the literal 
day view was, before the 19th century, 
the predominant view.4 Nevertheless, 
he makes much of statements by 
Eusebius, Augustine, Aquinas, John 
Calvin, and 15th century Oxford 
scholar John Colet referring to the 
Genesis account as being a ‘popular’ 
account rather than a scientific account, 
concluding that “in Genesis 1–11 we do 
not have even an attempt at a scientific 
account … meaning statements about 
the world that are open to investigation, 
to explain what things are and how they 
work, with technical terminology” (p. 
152). But no exegetically competent 
YEC claims the early chapters of 
Genesis are a scientific account. 
Rather, it is a historical account using 
phenomenological language based on 
divine revelation.

Yet Collins believes the ‘style’ 
of Genesis 1:1–2:3 is ‘exalted prose 
narrative’ and insists that the ac count 
is filled with symbolism and ana chron
isms, and “aims to tell the story of 
beginnings the ‘right’ way, to counter 
the other stories” and “leaves some 
leeway in scientific theorizing” (p. 
153). Here Collins reveals his primary 
motivation for his reading of the text: to 
insulate the creation account from any 
scientific and/or historical criticism. But 
Collins’ justification for weakening the 
historical basis of the account appears 
to be based purely on the nature of the 
extraordinary events recorded. In other 

words, because it apparently refers 
to God’s unique and supernatural, 
creative actions, Collins asserts that it 
cannot be a straightforward historical 
account. Not only is this claim a non 
sequitur, Collins’ hermeneutic—if 
applied consistently—would lead to 
the rejection of the Gospel accounts 
of Christ’s incarnation, includ
ing the virginal conception, as a 
straightforward account since that is 
also a unique supernatural event. In 
any case, as Gerhard Hasel pointed out:

“Compared to the hymns in the 
Bible, the creation account is not a 
hymn; compared to the parables in 
the Bible, the creation account is not 
a parable; compared to the poetry 
in the Bible, the creation account 
is not a poem; compared to cultic 
liturgy, the creation account is not a 
cultic liturgy. Compared to various 
kinds of literary forms, the creation 
account is not a metaphor, a story, a 
parable, poetry, or the like.”5

Therefore, there appears to be 
no good reason to doubt that the early 
chapters of Genesis that discuss creation, 
the fall of mankind, and the global Flood 
are anything other than straightforward 
historical accounts.

Verb forms and genre

Indeed, Steven Boyd has objectively 
shown, using statistical methods, that 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 is historical narrative.6 
Boyd demonstrated that the preterite 
verb forms used throughout the early 
chapters of Genesis dominate narrative 
texts, while perfect and imperfect 
verb forms dominate poetic texts. 
Using 96 sample texts (47 narrative 
and 49 poetic), Boyd was able to 
classify each of the texts as narrative 
or poetry depending on its distribution 
of preterites. In the case of Genesis 
1:1–2:3, it was statistically classified 
as narrative with a probability of 
0.9999. This is an extraordinary level 
of confidence that amounts to virtual 
certainty.

Yet Collins dismisses this research 
because Boyd’s understanding of 

‘genre’ does not make distinctions 
be tween “literary form, social func
tion, style, and register … [and] 
language types … . The literary form 
is narrative, while the style or register 
is exalted prose” that leans “toward 
the poetic side of the spectrum” 
(pp. 156–157). By ‘literary form,’ he 
means what we currently understand 
as genre (e.g. narrative). By ‘register,’ 
he means the linguistic constraints 
imposed on the text with respect to 
the grammar, syntax, and vocabulary 
used to communicate in a particular 
field of knowledge (e.g. genealogy). 
‘Style,’ on the other hand, refers to the 
features of the text that distinguish the 
author (e.g. John’s Gospel has a very 
different style to Luke’s). But none of 
these elements demand or imply that a 
narrative text may be more poetic and 
not a straightforward historical account.

Genesis 1:1–2:3 is formally no 
different to the rest of Genesis 1–11 
and no different to Genesis 12–50. 
The entire book has all the syntactic 
and stylistic markings of classical 
historical narrative. “Exalted prose” 
(and other similar terms) is an artificial 
genre invented by scholars who refuse 
to acknowledge that the account is a 
straightforward description of God’s 
supernatural actions in history.

Literary and historical context

V. Phillips Long warns:
“Genre criticism must resist the 
temptation to focus exclusively 
on smaller units of discourse and 
instead must be alert to the way in 
which the genre of a larger discourse 
unit affects every smaller discourse 
unit within it … . It is not wrong, of 
course, to study the smaller units; it 
is indeed useful and necessary. But 
final judgment on a smaller unit’s 
import, historical or whatever, 
must not be passed without first 
considering the larger discourse of 
which the smaller is a part.”7

Although Collins accepts that 
Genesis 1–11 is an integral part of the 
whole structure of Genesis, organised 
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by the narrative is hardly a change in 
literary style. The author may simply 
want to quickly and broadly establish 
the ancestral heritage of the people they 
focus on or discuss.

Literary context also includes—as 
Collins acknowledges—other scriptures 
that refer to the text or the same theme, 
and that this may shed light on the text. 
But Collins more or less ignores such 
texts—especially those that refer to the 
creation account as literal history.

Regarding the historical context, 
Collins follows many others in 
suggesting that Genesis has parallels 
with other Ancient NearEastern 
creation stories, and asserts that 
although we may categorise them as 
‘history’ no one expected these stories 
to be read in a thoroughly literalistic 
fashion. But when compared to 
Genesis, other Ancient NearEastern 
creation stories have more differences 
than similarities. Therefore, it does not 
follow to use these other accounts to 
interpret Genesis.

A ‘rhetorical-theological’ reading

Collins views Genesis 1–11 as the 
pre or protohistory to the Christian 
‘big story’ that answers where we 
came from, what the good life looks 
like, what went wrong, what the 
consequences were, where we are 
now, and where we are headed. Apart 
from being prehistory, YECs would 
generally agree with this view. But 
Collins’ ‘rhetoricaltheological’ reading 
goes further in denigrating the historical 
correspondence of the Genesis account.

Grant Osborne points out the 
dangers of such literary critical 
approaches: (1) Tendency to 
dehistoricise; (2) Setting aside the 
author; (3) Denying intended or 
referential meaning; (4) Reductionistic 
and disjunctive thinking; (5) Imposition 
of modern literary categories; (6) Pre
occupation with obscure theories; 
and (7) Ignoring the early church’s 
understanding.9 As I will show, Collins 
is guilty of them all.

by the toledot (“account of”, “what 
follows from”) sections, he still views 
these chapters as standing “somewhat 
separately” (p. 113), functioning as a 
kind of preface. Similarly, he considers 
Genesis 1 to be a kind of preamble to 
the whole book.

As I have shown elsewhere (see 
figure 2), each ‘account’ carries on 
the story of a subject mentioned in 
the preceding account. Thus, Gen
esis 5:1–6:8 records the family 
line of Adam who had already been 
ex pli citly identified in the preceding 
account (Genesis 2:20). But in the case 
of Genesis 1, there is no preceding 
account, so we would not expect to 
find the same toledot starting formula. 

By placing the creation account at the 
very beginning of the book, the author 
emphasises that God is the source of 
everything and created out of nothing, 
because there was no person and no 
thing present in the beginning from 
which the creation could be derived.8 
This explanation not only makes sense 
logically, but neatly fits the literary 
context of both the early chapters and 
the whole book.

Collins argues that although there 
is no real grammatical break between 
Genesis 11 and Genesis 12, there is a 
clear literary break because the timeline 
slows down as we begin the account 
of Abram and his descendants. But a 
change in the amount of time covered 

Figure 2. The ‘accounts’ of Genesis. Each account carries on the story of a particular subject 
mentioned in the preceding account.

Esau
(Genesis 36:1)

In the beginning
(Genesis 1:1)

The heavens and the
earth (Genesis 2:4)

Adam
(Genesis 5:1)

Noah
(Genesis 6:9)

Ham, Shem, Japheth
(Genesis 10:1)

Shem
(Genesis 10:11)

Terah
(Genesis 11:27)

Isaac
(Genesis 25:19)

Jacob
(Genesis 37:2)

Ishmael
(Genesis 25:12)
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Tendency to de-historicise

Collins shies away from accepting 
Genesis 1–11 as being what he 
designates ‘antiquarian history,’ where

“… a narrative conveys history 
only when it is straightforward and 
factual; that is, only when it aims at 
historical verisimilitude … . This 
notion therefore expects that the 
poetic elements are minimal and 
that the preferred language level is 
on the range from the ordinary to the 
scientific” (p. 139).

Instead, he asserts it is “rhetorical 
history”. Although he claims it does 
not describe historical events, it still 
“refers” to “actual persons and events”. 
He insists “that ‘history’ is not a literary 
form; it is rather a way of referring to 
persons and events with a proper moral 
orientation” (p. 141).

Setting aside the author

Despite claiming to honour the 
author’s intention, Collins claims “the 
Pentateuch presents itself as normative 
rather than empirical” and forms the 
constitution of Israel as a churchstate 
nexus:

“But if it is a constitution, is a most 
odd one, since it has laws in the 
context of a narrative that tells Israel 
where it came from, how God got 
them to where they are, and what 
purpose God has in mind for them 
as people (blessing of the nations). 
Once we acknowledge that, then we 
see that our hermeneutics should 
derive from this social function, this 
shaping of an identity, this forming 
of a worldview based on a big 
story … . That is, our hermeneutic 
should begin with how this literature 
functions in a social system, asking 
questions about social and linguistic 
conventions for carrying out those 
functions” (pp. 133–134).

Thus, for Collins, the primary 
hermeneutic should be based on the 
speculation of how the text was used 
in the audience’s society, rather than 
what the author actually sought to 
communicate.

Denying intended or referential 
meaning

Collins repeatedly denies the simple 
referential meanings in Genesis 1–11, 
claiming these chapters are different 
from the following patriarchal stories. 
He sees ‘anachronisms’ (i.e. use of 
terms that would make sense to the 
audience but not to the supposed 
author) as an essential feature of the 
text’s style. This results in Collins 
getting everything exactly backwards!

According to Collins, the Garden of 
Eden is really an analogy or homology 
of the Tabernacle and its furnishings, 
and the ‘Promised Land’ is a kind 
of reconstituted Garden of Eden. 
Adam is a kind of ideal Israelite and 
because his and Eve’s speech employs 
Hebrew wordplays (Genesis 2:23; 
4:1, 25); this is another anachronism. 
Likewise, the reference to clean and 
unclean animals (Genesis 7:2, 8) 
precedes the specification of clean 
and unclean animals in Leviticus 11. 
However, Collins does not consider the 
possibility that God revealed to Noah 
which animals were clean and unclean, 
and, in any case, Genesis 7:9 states that 
the clean and unclean animals came to 
Noah so he was not required to make 
any distinction. Furthermore, humans 
were meant to be vegetarian until 
after the Flood (Genesis 9:3), so the 
difference could not have been dietary 
as it is in Leviticus.

In addition, Noah’s burnt offering 
(Genesis 8:20–21) reflects the Mosaic 
burnt offering (Leviticus 11) so 
“Genesis interprets Noah’s behaviour 
in line with Israelite practice” (p. 146). 
But it is just as reasonable to view 
Noah’s burnt offering as foreshadowing 
the burnt offering of the Mosaic 
covenant.

For Collins, the account of Cain 
and Abel “serves the purposes both 
of showing the downward trend of 
humankind after the disobedience 
of Genesis 3, and of reinforcing the 
importance of worshipping from the 
heart” (p. 145). This is nonsense. 
The account is the beginning of the 
progressive revelation though salvation 

history that atonement for sin requires 
a blood offering. It sets the scene that 
the wages of sin is death and prepares 
the way for Christ’s sacrificial death.

Similarly, Collins is sceptical of 
the historical correspondence of the 
ground/land referred to in Genesis 2:6, 
and views it and the Garden of Eden as 
anachronisms:

“The land here, in which God forms 
the man before translating him to 
the garden, is unnamed … it is not 
clear whether this is a strong claim 
of the historical location or simply 
a literary device that recounts the 
events in terms familiar to the 
audience” (p. 147).

Noting the presence of gaps in the 
genealogies of Matthew’s Gospel for 
rhetorical purposes, Collins attempts 
to extend the interpretation to Genesis 
5 and 11. He concludes that providing 
“an exhaustive list was not the purpose 
of such genealogies either in Matthew 
or in Genesis” (p. 182).

Regarding the long lifespans in 
Genesis 5 (from 777 to 969, not 
including Enoch’s 365 years), Collins 
suggests “there is reason to believe that 
some kind of symbolism is at work” 
(p. 182), rather than the text presenting 
actual lifespans.

Unsurprisingly, Collins denies the 
days of creation correspond to actual 
literal historical days. Rather, he claims 
the days are ‘analogical’ and the “text 
grammatical features are entirely 
noncommittal as to how long before 
the work week the whole universe is 
supposed to have come into being” (p. 
163). Yet the reference to the creation 
of the first man and woman in Matthew 
19:1–5 and that God intended them 
to marry “from the beginning” should 
remove any ambiguity. Moreover, he 
argues that the interpretation of the 
seventh day—the Sabbath rest (Genesis 
2:2–3)—should be driven by the lack 
of a terminating “there was evening 
and there was morning” refrain, and 
that an Israelite reader would have 
understood that God does not get tired 
and therefore would have inferred that 
the day is analogical:
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he repeatedly equates the literal day 
view with a ‘literalistic’ reading and 
hermeneutic.

Collins advocates for an alter
na tive—albeit obscure—reading of 
the Genesis account of creation, yet 
never considers the possibility that 
the scientific data may also have an 
alternative interpretation.

In any case, this book will not help 
you ‘read Genesis well’ and should 
have been titled Reading Genesis 
Badly!
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“God’s work and rest are like human 
rest and work in some ways and 
unlike it in other ways … . That is, 
these creation days are God’s work 
days, and, since the divine Sabbath 
does not correspond in length and 
character to a human Sabbath, we 
need not concern ourselves with the 
exact relationship of this work week 
to a human work week (p. 163).

However, this argument is fal
lacious, as I have shown elsewhere.10

Reductionistic and disjunctive thinking

Collins’ reductionism starts with his 
assertion that the primary purpose of 
the Genesis account as “opposing the 
origin stories of other ancient peoples 
by telling of one true God who made 
Heaven and Earth, and who dignified 
humankind with a special nobility” (p. 
137). This is a common view among 
nonYECs, but it does not do justice to 
the detail, structure, and context.

Collins adds: “[T]he passage is silent 
about what sorts of processes are said 
to be involved in this work week (such 
as how the plants and animals came to 
be in their distinct ‘kinds’); it does not 
say whether there were, or were not, 
any processes” (p. 165). But Collins’ 
commitment to his analogical view 
and his assumption that alternate views 
must offer a ‘scientific’ explanation 
for the events have blinded him to the 
obvious! The creation account makes 
the process abundantly clear: “God said 
… and it was so.”

Similarly, Collins argues that 
at tempt ing to determine how long it 
would have taken Adam to name all the 
ani mals is not what the author intended, 
because he offered no help with respect 
to timing. But no chronological help is 
required because an approximate time 
can easily be calculated.11

Imposition of modern literary 
categories

Collins’ appeal to text styles such 
as ‘exalted prose’ and ‘language level,’ 
and his insistence on the employment 
of anachronisms in the interpretation of 

Genesis 1–11 are examples of imposing 
modern literary categories onto an 
ancient text.

Virtually all standard texts on 
bib li cal hermeneutics and exegesis 
iden tify seven distinct genres: (1) 
historical narrative; (2) poetry; (3) 
prophecy; (4) wisdom literature; (5) 
parables; (6) epistles/letters; and (7) 
apocalyptic literature.12 ‘Exalted prose’ 
and ‘language level’—whatever these 
terms mean—are not appropriate for 
sound biblical interpretation.

Anachronisms are defined as later 
writers describing or referring to 
historical people, places or events using 
modern categories, e.g. describing 
Viking invaders as commanding a 
battleship. But in the Pentateuch, 
Moses was largely writing about 
contemporary events. In the case of 
Genesis, the historical accounts most 
like a combination of oral tradition and 
divine revelation, and for the creation 
account itself, it was clearly a product 
of divine revelation given that noone 
was actually present at the time. In any 
case, most biblical scholars deny the 
presence of anachronisms in Scripture. 
Alleged anachronisms are only 
‘apparent’ and can be easily explained 
upon further investigation.

Pre-occupation with obscure theories / 
Ignoring early church’s understanding

Collins stands alone in holding to his 
‘analogical days’ view. Moreover, the 
history of interpretation stands squarely 
against him. No other interpreter—
Jewish or Christian—held any such 
view,13 and Collins virtually ignores 
their commentary.

Conclusion

Like Collins’ other books in this 
area, there is a great deal of bias in this 
work and it does not fairly represent 
other views and interpretations. It is 
replete with straw man arguments and 
attacks—especially in relation to his 
characterisation of the literal day view 
of the Creation Week, and the way 


