
God, Sky & Land 

Chapter Nine:  
Putting Scientific Demands on an Ancient Text—

Fitting in 13.7 Billion Years 
 

Discordant Accounts of Origins  

Among scientifically informed Christians there is widespread agreement that, regardless of the 
age of the Earth, the universe is billions of years old. The last few holdouts seem to have been 
convinced by the phenomenon of starlight travelling for billions of light-years to reach us. The 
explanation that God created the universe in the recent past and simultaneously created the 
starlight on-route to Planet Earth has failed to persuade.  

Alternative explanations have included the Gap Theory, The Ruin and Restoration Theory, and 
others. A related theory envisions an initial creation of the universe as such, including an un-
formed, chaotic Planet Earth as described in Genesis 1:2 as “formless and empty” (NIV). Then, 
beginning in verse 3, comes an account of the creation of the biosphere in the relatively recent 
past, involving a series of special divine acts: “God said, ‘Let there be . . .’.” A chaotic, lifeless 
mass of material that had circled the sun for billions of years might well explain the billions-of-
years-old rocks in the lower parts of the geological column.  

Unfortunately, both textual and geological considerations make this theory also unpersuasive, 
but why this is so involves more space and time than are presently available. So let’s go back to 
our friends Moshe He’eb and Ian Michael O’Dern.  

What Did Moshe Hear in Genesis 1?  

Moshe, of course, was completely unaware of the problems that have puzzled modern 
translators, theologians, and readers of Genesis in the past few hundred years. He did 
not know that there was a “universe.” He didn’t know that the “land” (’erets) in which 
he lived was part of a planet that moved around the sun, held in its orbit by gravity. He 
knew nothing of the solar system and its place in the Milky Way galaxy. What Moshe 
knew was that the reason his life had meaning and purpose was that it was the result of 
the creative action of a loving God.  He knew the significance of Genesis, remembered 
it, repeated it, and copied it—so that we, millenniums later, can read and hear its 
supremely important message for us.  

What Does Ian Michael Hear?  

In our previous handout we noted that Ian Michael is scientifically informed. He is not a scien-
tist, but he knows quite a bit about the universe, so it is difficult for him to realize (and remem-
ber) that Moshe knew nothing at all about a universe, a solar system, or a Planet Earth. Indeed, 
Moshe was certain that it was the sun that moved—across the sky and around the “land,” the 
fixed and stable territory where he (and everyone he knew about) lived.  

Ian Michael is uneasy about the apparent age of Planet Earth. If, to lessen that unease, he con-
cludes that in Genesis 1, verses 1 and 2 are describing a universe that had been in existence for 
13.7 billion years and the Earth for 4.5 billion, he is putting scientific demands on an ancient 
text. But that is precisely what he will do unless he is able and willing to retro-translate himself 
back into Moshe’s time. More than likely, however, he will assume that Genesis 1 is cosmol-



ogy—solidly in the realm of natural science and answering his own scientific questions, such as, 
how and when did the universe (including starlight) come into existence? And how and when did 
the solar system (including Planet Earth) originate? But Ian Michael (depending upon who he 
associates with) may well be told that his uneasiness regarding the age of the Earth is because he 
is listening to the “Words of Men” rather than the “Words of God” This serious-sounding charge 
deserves scrutiny before we proceed. 

“Words of God” or “Words of Men”?  

It is the historic Adventist position, underscored by several statements from Ellen White, that the 
Bible, while it is the Word of God, is not the “words of God.” Rather, the Bible consists of the 
words of men – inspired to be sure, but still the words of human beings. “The truths revealed are 
all ‘given by inspiration of God’ (2 Tim. 3:16);  yet they are expressed in the words of men” (The 
Great Controversy, p. v, emphasis added). 

If not even the original Hebrew qualifies as “words of God,” then all English Bibles fail doubly, 
for they all bear the imprint of the translator’s mind. The translations least likely to mislead are 
those that accurately convey in English the ideas the author transmitted to the original audience 
in Hebrew. ’Erets translated as “earth” is in the category of “words of men”; so is ’erets trans-
lated as “land.” The same is true for shemayim translated as “starry heavens” or “universe” rather 
than as “sky.” All are “words of men” and convey not only the Hebrew author’s ideas but also 
the translators’ understanding of the author’s ideas. Thus, the popular idea that the more familiar 
the translation is, the more likely it is to be the “words of God” is utterly baseless. Ian Michael 
should ignore it; he has problems enough already.  

What Ian Michael Should Hear  

First of all, more than anything else Genesis 1 is worship. It is a hymn with an 
introduction, six structured stanzas, and a conclusion—all praising the Creator for the 
mind-boggling reality Moshe and his people saw all around them with their own eyes. 
It is a hymn to the Creator of all reality—a reality which, for Ian Michael (and us) has 
become far larger (with galaxies, black holes, and the like), far smaller (with electrons, 
quarks, and muons), and far more complicated (with butterfly effects) than Moshe 
could possibly have imagined.  

Second, Genesis 1 is talking about God and is, therefore, theology. Even a cursory 
reading of the text discloses that God is the grammatical and logical subject of most of 

the sentences—“God said,” “God saw,” “God named,” “God rested.” Genesis 1 affirms for all 
time that one God is responsible for everything that exists—including matter, energy, life, and 
consciousness.  

Third, Genesis 1 is a kind of theological anthropology. God creates male and female humanity in 
and as the very image of God, confirming for all time that humanity is a result of divine gener-
osity and creative love, not chance. Humanity is meaningful and good, not in competition with 
the Creator or with other created reality.  

Genesis 1 affirms that to be human is to have a vocation akin to that of Deity itself.   Brought 
into existence “in God’s own image,” humanity has a function that is similarly Godlike—to “be 
fruitful and multiply,” to “till and tame all the land,” to “take charge” of the other kinds of life. 
This is an invitation to ongoing adventure in fulfillment of a mission designed, initiated, and 
shared by the Creator.  

 


