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Kant’s religion of reason and the 
reinterpretation of Genesis 1–3
Martin Duboisée de Ricquebourg

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) is commonly regarded as one 
of the greatest philosophers of all time.1 But his intellectual 

career began with theology. On the 22 April 1724, Kant was 
born in Königsberg to devout Pietistic parents who named 
him Emmanuel,2 “God is with him”. His mother’s prayer 
for him was:

“May God sustain him in accordance with His Cov-
enant of Grace until his final rest, for the sake of Jesus 
Christ, Amen.”3

Kant was enrolled in the Pietistic school Collegium 
Fridericianum from the age of eight where his educators 
endeavoured to instil a favourable disposition towards Chris-
tianity in the hearts of their pupils.4 Here he received instruc-
tion in Greek, Hebrew, church history, Luther’s catechisms, 
along with studies from the Old and New Testaments.5 Kant’s 
theological education was rigorous, requiring him to read 
the Pentateuch, historical books, and Psalms in Hebrew 
and the entire New Testament in Greek.6 Nine years later, 
in 1740, Kant entered the University of Königsberg, where 
he was finally given the freedom to control the direction of 
his own education, which, in turn, gave him access to the 
writings of radical thinkers like Christian Gabriel Fischer 
(1686–1751) and more moderate rationalists like Gottfried 
Leibniz7 (1646–1716) with his disciple, Christian Wolff8 
(1679–1754).9 To what extent Kant’s critical philosophy 
began to formulate during this period or why he began to 
drift away from his Pietistic upbringing is unknown. Kant 
left behind no journal and the three “most reliable” early 
biographies of Kant’s life relate “almost nothing” about the 
first twenty years of Kant’s life.10 All we know is that Kant 
once described his early religious schooling as the “pedantic 
and gloomy discipline of fanatics”.11 Before his 21st birthday, 
both his father and mother had died, and within less than 10 
years of each other.12 That said, nothing substantial can be 
made of this fact, for or against his eventual apostasy. What 

remains incontrovertible, as will be seen in what follows, is 
that this did, in fact, happen.

The death of Kant’s father led to a six-year period away 
from the university, from 1748 to 1754, where he worked as 
a private tutor to an affluent family.13 But in 1754 he returned 
to work on his dissertation and began writing his first contro-
versial book—a book that he knew “would appear dangerous 
to those of ‘true faith’”.14

Kant rejects Genesis

Kant’s book was entitled Universal Natural History and 
Theory of The Heavens, or An Essay on The Constitution 
and Mechanical Origin of The Whole Universe, Treated In 
Accordance With Newtonian Principles (1755). Knowing that 
it would be theologically iconoclastic, he was only content 
to publish it when he felt that he was “secure in relation to 
the duties of religion”.15 This state of affairs was achieved by 
Frederick the Great (1712–1786)—a known atheist—taking 
to the throne,16 to whom Kant dedicated the volume.17 Here 
we find, at the brink of Kant’s academic career, a book that 
attempts to replace Genesis 1–2 with an explicitly material-
istic account of the origin of the universe:

“Give me matter and I will build a world out of it, 
that is, give me matter and I will show you how a world 
is to come into being out of it [emphasis in original].”18

Choosing to follow Newton instead of Moses, Kant 
developed the first ‘nebular hypothesis’19 prototype to explain 
the origin of the universe “through mechanical laws alone”.20 
In this book he speculates that the universe may have taken 
‘millions of years’ to evolve from chaos; that the earth may 
have “existed for a thousand or more years before it was 
constituted so as to support people, animals, and plants”; 
and that the world continues to evolve because “Creation is 
never complete … it will never stop.”21 But his confidence 

Given Immanuel Kant’s seminal role at the outset of the Enlightenment, it is important to notice how and when he interacted 
with Genesis 1–3. Although Kant is largely remembered today for his philosophy, he began his career as a theologian and 
a scientist. In fact, it was the interaction between his theology and his science that provided the necessary foundation 
for his critical philosophy. I propose that Kant’s rejection and subsequent reinterpretation of Genesis 1–3 was the sine 
qua non of his contribution to the Enlightenment.
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in mechanical causes stumbles at the origin of life. Kant’s 
reticence here speaks for itself:

“Are we in a position to say: Give me matter and I 
will show you how a caterpillar can be created? Do we 
not get stuck at the first step due to ignorance about the 
true inner nature of the object and the complexity of 
the diversity contained in it? It should therefore not be 
thought strange if I dare to say that we will understand 
the formation of all the heavenly bodies, the cause of 
their motion, in short, the origin of the whole present 
constitution of the universe sooner than the creation 
of a single plant or caterpillar becomes clearly and 
completely known on mechanical grounds [emphasis 
in original].”22

It was a problem that Darwin would attempt to solve a 
hundred years later. Yet, without Genesis, not only was Kant 
unable to explain the origin of life, he could not understand 
what it meant to be human:

“We are not even properly familiar with what a 
human being actually is, even though consciousness 
and our senses should inform us about it; how much 
less will we be able to imagine what he will become 
in the future!” 23

This anthropological quandary led Kant to categorize 
humanity into four races.24 Predictably, this resulted in rac-
ism. Kant ranks the native ‘inhabitants of America’ “far 
below even the Negro, who stands on the lowest of all the 

other steps that we have named as differences of the races.”25 
Following Hume, he asserts that

“… among the hundreds of thousands of blacks who 
are transported elsewhere from their countries … not a 
single one was ever found who presented anything great 
in art or science or any other praise-worthy quality, 
even though among the whites some continually rise 
aloft from the lowest rabble, and through superior gifts 
earn respect in the world. So fundamental is the differ-
ence between these two races of man, and it appears to 
be as great in regard to mental capacities as in color.” 26

Incredibly, Kant believed that melanin is strongly 
correlated with intellect. Concerning a ‘Negro carpenter’, 
he writes, “this fellow was quite black from head to foot, a 
clear proof that what he said was stupid.” 27 But for his own 
ethnicity and nationality, Kant reserves the highest praise:

“Humanity is at its greatest perfection in the race of 
the whites. The yellow Indians do have a meagre tal-
ent. The Negroes are far below them and at the lowest 
point are a part of the American peoples.” 28

He says that Germans, being the pinnacle of humanity, 
have “a fortunate combination of feeling, both in that of the 
sublime and in that of the beautiful”, exhibiting “more mod-
eration and understanding” than the English or the French.29

Without minimizing other influences, it was Kant’s sci-
ence that strategically shaped both his theology and philoso-
phy. Over the course of 56 years, Kant published a total of 
16 scientific treatises.30

Kant rejects Christianity

In 1781, Kant completed his magnum opus, Critique 
of Pure Reason. In it he laid out his critical philosophy in 
answer to three primary questions: “What can I know?”, 
“What ought I to do?” and “What may I hope for?” 31 Here 
Kant attempts to justify the epistemological basis for autono-
mous reasoning by dividing all knowledge into two spheres: 
phenomena (“the world of senses”) and noumena (“the world 
of understanding”).32 For Kant, noumena describe entities 
beyond the realm of human experience, whereas phenomena 
describe the world of things that can be observed directly. 
Feeling the force of Hume’s skepticism,33 Kant ingeniously 
proposes a Copernican revolution in philosophy.34 Put sim-
ply, this transcendental approach makes “man, not nature, 
… the source of the synthetic a priori truths that constitute 
genuine knowledge”.35 In other words, as Frame puts it, 
“Our most basic knowledge comes about not by the world’s 
impressing it on the mind, but by the mind’s impressing it 
on the world.”36 Subjected to this framework, biblical revela-
tion becomes extraneous. To make the point obvious, Kant 
addressed the subject directly just over a decade later.

Figure 1. Gottlieb Doebler’s painting of Immanuel Kant (1791)
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In two books: Religion Within The Limits of Reason 
Alone (1794) and The Conflict of The Faculties (1798), Kant 
showed where theology belonged within his critical phi-
losophy. Frame considers the former treatise to be the “first 
liberal systematic theology”.37 Kant argues that the interpre-
tation of the Bible does not depend on the “meaning of the 
writer” or whether the text has any basis in real history.38 In 
fact, Kant actively discourages deriving any historical truths 
from Scripture because they are not “essential to salvation”.39 
He insists that all historical claims should be settled by the 
“philosophical faculty”, not the “biblical theologian”.40 This 
is because he believes the clergy to be “incompetent (in sci-
entific matters)” and therefore ill-equipped to investigate any 
historical or scientific claims of Scripture.41

Consequently, this makes the “literal interpretation” of 
any biblical text an abomination to Kant who reasons that 
it will “hinder the real end of religious teaching” because 
“even the authors of sacred Scripture, being human, could 
have made mistakes”.42 Applying this same logic to the gos-
pels, Kant regards the divinity of Christ to be an unnecessary 
doctrine, and the historicity of miracles irrelevant.43 For Kant, 
Scripture is only useful for confirming universally accepted 
moral principles, which he calls “the supreme principle of 
all scriptural exegesis”.44 But it is also Kant’s opinion, in the 
opening paragraph of his preface, that morality has no need 
of God or religion.45 Thus, if the Bible has only morality to 
offer, on Kant’s terms, it is a completely useless book. Yet, 
this does not stop him from prescribing how Scripture should 
be expounded:

“In explaining the Bible to the people the preacher 
must be guided, not by what scholarship draws out of 
Scripture by philological studies, which are often no 
more than misleading guesses, but by what a moral cast 
of mind (according to the spirit of God) puts into it, and 
by teachings that can never mislead and can never fail 
to produce beneficial results. In other words, he must 
treat the text only (or at least primarily) as an occasion 
for anything morally improving that can be made of it, 
without venturing to search for what the sacred authors 
themselves might have meant by it [emphases added].” 46

This kind of hermeneutic, being quintessentially eisegeti-
cal, betrays where Kant places his trust: autonomous human 
reason. His reference to “the spirit of God” is disarmingly 
disingenuous. For Kant, it is the “religion of reason” alone 
that determines the universal truths that Scripture cannot 
contradict.47 Denying the Bible’s inspiration and inerrancy, 
Kant asserts that the only “infallible interpreter” is human 
reason.48 From this standpoint, he argues that the “true church” 
is exclusively derived from the “pure faith of religion, based 
entirely on reason”.49 Essentially, in Kant’s theology, “man 
replaces God”.50

Kant rejects God

Kant’s replacement of God, however, was preceded by 
his displacement of God. In a short book entitled The only 
possible argument in support of a demonstration of the exis-
tence of God (1763), Kant almost expunges God from the 
realm of rationality by arguing that classical proofs for his 
existence “prove nothing at all”.51 The only possible argu-
ment for God’s existence is found, according to Kant, “in 
the fact that the denial of the divine existence is absolutely 
nothing … of which the cancellation eliminates all that can 
be thought.”52 This apologetic insight, as it stands, might sug-
gest that Kant allowed one type of transcendental argument 
to establish God’s existence. But as his later writings show, 
this was not the case at all. In Critique of Pure Reason, Kant 
revisits the question of God’ existence, but this time grants 
no validity to any rational arguments for God.53 For reasons 
such as these, Bernstein believes that Kant “did more than 
any other modern philosopher to support and legitimize 
those who seriously question faith in a transcendent God.”54

Seven years later, in his Critique of Practical Reason 
(1788), Kant returned to the subject again.55 Here, however, 
he endeavoured to present a pragmatic case for believing 
in God’s existence. This is because “it is morally necessary 
to assume the existence of God.”56 Kant calls this postulate 
a “hypothesis” or “pure rational belief”.57 Thus morality 
compels him to believe that “there must exist a being who 
rules the world according to reason and moral laws”,58 and 
“a universal judgment of the world”.59 In his third and final 
critique, Critique of Judgment (1790), he even goes so far 
as to delineate a moral proof for the existence of God.60 
But Kant’s theism amounts to little more than an expedient 
abstraction, postulated for pragmatic reasons. To quote him:

“This proof … does not imply that it is as necessary 
to assume the existence of God as it is to recognize the 
validity of the moral law [emphasis added].” 61

“The actuality of a supreme morally legislative 
author is, therefore, sufficiently proved simply for the 
practical employment of our reason, without determin-
ing anything theoretically in respect of its existence 
[emphasis added].” 62

In other words, Kant realizes that he needs God to 
have a basis for morality, but at the same time he refuses to 
accept these grounds as sufficient proof for His existence. To 
quote the German poet Heinrich Heine (1797–1856), Kant 
“has stormed heaven, he has disposed of the whole crew, the 
ruler of the world swims, unprovable, in his own blood”, but 
then, “as with a magic wand, he again animates the corpse 
of deism which had been killed by theoretical reason.” 63

But the idea of God continued to trouble Kant. In the 
last 10 years of his life, he wrote hundreds of pages on this 
problem.
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Kant creates god

The unpublished project, later published as Kant’s Opus 
Postumum, was considered by him to be his “chief work, a 
chef d’oeuvre”, a “keystone of his entire system … to dem-
onstrate conclusively the tenability and real application of 
his philosophy”, “his most important work”.64 Here we have 
Kant’s final thoughts on “the problem of transcendental phi-
losophy” which “still remains unresolved: Is there a God?” 65

As before, Kant realizes that he needs God to make moral-
ity meaningful. But he will not allow God to be God. Instead, 
God is redefined as a “thought-object”, a “rational concept”, 
a “legislative force”, a “hypothetical being”, but without 
personality or any existence outside of Kant’s mind.66 God 
becomes a figment of Kant’s rationality, a necessary construct 
to underpin his moral framework, “a principle of the categori-
cal imperative”.67 Kant quotes Spinoza, “we make God for 
ourselves”. Even more provocatively, after describing God as 
an object created by the mind, he quotes from Genesis 1:26:

“Transcendental philosophy is the self-creation 
(autocracy) of ideas, into a complete system of the 
objects of pure reason. In the Bible it says: Let us 
make man, and, behold, every thing was very good.” 68

In Kant’s Genesis, therefore, “it is the human mind that 
creates the world out of nothing.” 69 If there exists any real 
God in Kant’s system, it is Kant himself.

In 1784, Kant wrote An answer to the question: what is 
enlightenment? In this short essay, Kant defines the “motto 
of enlightenment” as the “courage to make use of your under-
standing” or “freedom to make public use of one’s reason 
in all matters”.70 It is important to notice that the freedom 
conceived of here is a freedom from the tyranny of any reli-
gious authority which he views as “being the most harmful” 
and “also the most disgraceful of all”.71 This is where we find 
the real heart of Kant’s Enlightenment: the desire to be free 
from God,72 or, as we have already seen, the desire to be God.

If this assessment is justified, Kant’s legacy is inextricably 
connected to how he dealt with Genesis 1–3. It is of great 
interest to note, therefore, that just five years after finishing 
the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant returned to Genesis.

Kant reinterprets Genesis

In 1786, he wrote an essay entitled Conjectures on the 
beginning of human history. This time, instead of ignoring 
the first three chapters of the Bible, he sought to reinterpret 
Moses to suit his critical philosophy. The fact that he felt 
the need to do so is interesting in itself. At minimum, it 
shows that, for Kant, Genesis was a book too important to 
be ignored.

His main interest regarded the Fall of man. Instead of 
viewing Adam and Eve’s sin as man’s first step into slavery, 
Kant reenvisages it as man’s first step into freedom:

“He discovered in himself an ability to choose his 
own way of life without being tied to any single one 
like the other animals … . He stood, as it were, on the 
edge of an abyss. For whereas instinct had hitherto 
directed him towards individual objects of his desire, 
an infinite range of objects now opened up, and he did 
not yet know how to choose between them. Yet now 
that he had tasted this state of freedom, it was impos-
sible for him to return to a state of servitude under the 
rule of instinct.” 73

To complete the picture, Kant equates God with “guard-
ianship of nature”, the command of God with man’s instinct or 
“voice of nature”, the sinless state of Adam as “purely animal 
existence”, the temptation to sin as the “guidance of human 
reason”, and the sin itself as man’s liberation from being 
like the animals to becoming truly human.74 Kant believes, 
therefore, that the fall of man was a necessary step in man’s 

Figure 2. Kant’s tombstone near the cathedral of Kaliningrad. The 
inscription is a direct quote from his Critique of Practical Reason. In English 
it reads: “Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration 
and reverence, the more often and more steadily one reflects on them: the 
starry heavens above me and the moral law within me.”
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“progress towards perfection”.75 Thus Kant turns Genesis 
1–3 into a manifesto for the Enlightenment.

Given his radical reimagining of the Fall, it should not be 
surprising to find that Kant reinterprets the days of creation 
to suit his own ends. His claims that Adam and Eve had 
already existed for a “considerable interval of time” before 
we encounter them in the garden.76 This is because, in Kant’s 
mind, it would not be possible for them to walk, talk, and 
think without having acquired these skills progressively 
like a child. We know that he does not trust the chronology 
found in Genesis because in the aforementioned The Conflict 
of the Faculties he calls the “epochs of sacred chronology” 
‘questionable’.77 But his real rationale for an older Earth can 
be found in his treatment on Physical Geography (1802). 
Here, Kant once again offers a hermeneutic for dealing 
with Genesis. This comes in the midst of a discussion on the 
implications of lava layers in the Italian province of Catania, 
which, according to contemporary geologists, required at 
least 16,000 years to form. The following advice is offered 
to Christians before they read Genesis:

“Moses gives [us] the age of mankind but not the 
age of the earth. The earth may have been formed some 
thousands of years earlier, for we should not allow 
ourselves to be prevented by Moses’s statements from 
giving consideration to physical evidence. For God, a 
period like a day is too long for creation; and for the 
formation of the earth it is too little.”78

This kind of sophistry is merely patronizing because, 
for Kant, the Bible has no real epistemic value.

Conclusion

Kant was both a product and proponent of the Enlighten-
ment. Despite his pietistic roots and subsequent theological 
training, Kant became convinced that man “must reason 
autonomously and must never reason in any other way”.79 
One of the first steps taken in this direction was his rejection 
of Genesis. In fact, Kant’s attitude towards the whole Bible 
is represented by how he treated its first three chapters. Put 
another way, Kant’s rejection and subsequent reinterpretation 
of Genesis 1 –3 was foundational to his religion of reason.
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