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Apparent conflict between the 
Pentateuch and modern science: The 
early Church’s solution, the solution’s 
biblical origin, and ancient Christian 
approval of evidence-based reasoning1

Modern scholars often accept the view that the narratives within the Pentateuch 
are not records of actual events. That is because, when taken literally, they are 
at odds with the findings of the modern sciences of archaeology, palaeontology, 
geology, and biology. Such a view is not unique to modern scholarship but is also 
endorsed in the Old Testament, Jewish writings from the late centuries BC, the 
New Testament and several ancient Christian authors of the first few centuries. 
Such writings continue a longstanding tradition that sees the Pentateuch not as 
history but as māshāl and ḥîdot (categories of writing with a double meaning).
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Introduction
The first five books of the Old Testament of the Christian Bible form a unit 

called the Pentateuch. Modern scholars generally agree that the Pentateuch 
was pieced together from different sources by ancient redactors.2 However, de-
spite its origin from multiple sources and its division into five volumes, ancient 
scholars considered the Pentateuch a single composition. Accordingly, the an-
cient Hebrews and the writers of the New Testament referred to it with names 
that indicate a single book: the Book of Moses, the Book of the Law of Moses, 
the Law, etc.3 The Pentateuch contains a series of narratives that together tell a 

1  Tables 1–6 are available online
2   Viviano, P.A. ‘Source criticism’, in McKenzie, S.L. & Haynes, S.R. (eds.) To Each Its Own 
Meaning. An Introduction to Biblical Criticisms and Their Application, Louisville: Westminster John 
Knox (1999), pp. 35–57.
3   2 Chr. 25:4, 35:12; Neh. 13:1; τό βίβλος Μωϋσέως (to :(sepher mosheh: Book of Moses) סֵפֶר מׄשֶׁה 
biblos Mōuseōs: the Book of Moses): Mk. 12:26; or simply “Moses”: Lk. 16:29, 24:27; Acts 21:21; 
2 Cor. 3:15. מׄשֶׁה  Josh. 8:31, 23:6; 2 :(sepher torat mosheh: Book of the Law of Moses) סֵפֶר תּורָׄת 
Kgs. 14:6; Neh. 8:1. ֶתּורָׄה מׄש  (torah mosheh: Law of Moses): 1 Kgs. 2:3; 2 Kgs. 23:25; 2 Chr. 23:18, 
30:16; Ezra 3:2, 7:6; Dan. 9:11, 9:13; Mal. 4:4; ὁ νόμος Μωϋσέως (ho nomos Mōuseōs: the Law of 
Moses): Lk. 2:22, 24:44; Jn. 7:23; Acts 13:39, 15:5; 1 Cor. 9:9; Heb. 10:28. תּורָׄה (Torah: Law): 2 Chr. 
25:4; ὁ νόμος (ho nomos: the Law): Mt. 7:12, 12:5, 22:40; Lk. 10:26; 16:16, 24:44; Jn. 7:19, 8:5; 
Rom. 2:14–27, 7:12–16; Gal. 2:16–21, 4:21, 5:4, 5:14; Phil. 3:5; Tit. 3:9; Heb. 7:5; ὁ νόμος κυρίου 
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continuous story from the creation of the world to the death of Moses.

Modern scholars generally agree that the narratives in the Pentateuch are 
not an accurate record of past events. That position is based on a vast amount 
of physical evidence. Abundant physical evidence shows that the Earth and the 
rest of the universe are billions of years old4 and that all organisms on Earth 
evolved over billions of years from a common ancestor.5 Such evidence contra-
dicts a literal reading of the opening chapters of Genesis, according to which all 
kinds of plants and animals were created independently during a single week 
about 6000 years ago.6 Geological and archaeological data show that a world-
wide flood never happened,7 which contradicts a literal reading of Genesis 
chapters 6 – 8. Modern Christian scholars are often comfortable with accepting 
that the creation and Eden narratives in the opening chapters of Genesis are 
not literal history,8 and with rationalising the worldwide Flood of Genesis 6 – 8 
as a local event in or northwest of Mesopotamia that was large enough to sub-
merge all of the “world” that the ancients knew.9 Despite that, there seems to be 

(ho nomos kyriou: the Law of the Lord): Luke 2:23, 2:24.
4   Lineweaver, C.H. ‘A Younger Age for the Universe’, Science (1999) 284, 1503–1507; Planck 
Collaboration ‘Planck 2013 Results. I. Overview of Products and Scientific Results’, Astronomy and 
Astrophysics (2013) 571/A1, 1–48; Ogg, J.G., Ogg, G.M., Gradstein, F.M. A Concise Geologic Time 
Scale: 2016, Amsterdam: Elsevier (2016).
5   Prothero, D.R. Evolution. What the Fossils Say and Why It Matters, 2nd edition, New York: 
Columbia University Press (2017).
6   Jones, F.N. The Chronology of the Old Testament, revised color edition, Green Forest, AR: Mas-
ter Books (2016), pp. 23–26.
7   Bright, J. ‘Has Archaeology Found Evidence of the Flood?’ The Biblical Archaeologist (1942) 
5, 55–62; Senter, P. ‘The Defeat of Flood Geology by Flood Geology: The Ironic Demonstration 
that There Is No Trace of the Genesis Flood in the Geologic Record’, Reports of the National Cen-
ter for Science Education (2011) 30 no. 3, 1.1–1.14; Collins, L.G. ‘Twenty-One Reasons Noah’s 
Worldwide Flood Never Happened’, Skeptical Inquirer (2018) 42 no. 2, 50–53; Collins, L.G. ‘Re-
sponse to Ken Ham and YouTube Comments by Andrew Snelling’, Skeptical Inquirer (2018) 42 
no. 4, 56–58.
8   e.g. Finlay, G. ‘Human Evolution: How Random Process Fulfils Divine Purpose’, Perspectives 
on Science and Christian Faith (2008) 60, 103–114; Harlow, D.C. ‘After Adam: Reading Genesis in 
an Age of Evolutionary Science’, Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith (2010) 62, 179–195; 
Franklin, P. ‘Understanding the Beginning in Light of the End’, Perspectives on Science and Chris-
tian Faith (2014), 66, 154–170.
9   e.g. Collins, L.G. ‘Yes, Noah’s Flood May Have Happened, But Not Over the Whole Earth’, Re-
ports of the National Center for Science Education (2009), 29 no. 5, 38–41. This rationalisation 
has problems, one of which is that there never was a widespread, catastrophic Mesopotamian 
flood in historical times. The archaeological record shows that some ancient Mesopotamian 
cities experienced local flooding, but they were flooded at different times, not all at once (see 
Bright op. cit.). A second problem is that the geological record shows that the alleged cata-
strophic flood that supposedly expanded the Black Sea to its current size did not happen (see 
Aksu, A.E., Hiscott, R.N., Mudie, P.J., Rochon, A., Kaminski, M.A., Abrahano, T. & Yaşar, D. ‘Persis-
tent Holocene Outflow from the Black Sea to the Eastern Mediterranean Contradicts Noah’s 
Flood Hypothesis’, GSA Today (2002) 12 no. 5, 4–10). The evidence therefore indicates that 
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a general reluctance to question the historicity of the Pentateuch’s other nar-
ratives: the stories of the Patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), Joseph, the 
Israelites’ exodus from slavery in Egypt, and the Israelites’ journey from Egypt 
to the Promised Land of Canaan, including God’s delivery of legal and ritual 
regulations to Moses for the Israelites. However, archaeological data show that 
those stories are not historical records. They contain numerous anachronisms 
and other inaccuracies (Table 1). Additionally, the narratives in the Pentateuch 
abound in internal inconsistencies (self-contradictions) (Table 2) and contain 
contradictions of other Old Testament scripture (Table 3). The idea that the 
Pentateuch is a record of ancient history therefore has a serious problem: all 
available physical evidence contradicts it (Table 1),10 as do several parts of the 
Bible itself (Table 2, 3).

The Pentateuch as Māshāl and Ḥîdot in Pre-Christian  
Writings

The earliest surviving comments on the historicity and literality of the Pen-
tateuch are within the other books of the Old Testament. Those books often 
express a view of the Pentateuch as something other than straightforward his-
tory, thereby showing that such a view is centuries older than Christianity. For 
example, the commentary in Psalm 78 uses terminology that the writers of the 
Old Testament applied to narratives with two layers of communication: a sur-
face layer (the literal wording) and a deeper layer (the underlying meaning). 
That psalm recounts the Pentateuch’s story of the exodus and the Israelites’ 
journey to the Promised Land. In verse 2, the psalmist calls the story a “par-
able” (ׁמָשָל: māshāl) and a set of “dark sayings” (חִידׄוֹת: ḥîdot). The terms māshāl 
(plural: mǝshālim) and ḥîdah (plural: ḥîdot) refer to special pronouncements 
that are not delivered in plain speech. There is some overlap in meaning be-
tween the two terms, but in general, a ḥîdah (e.g. a riddle or a parable) is a 
figurative saying that may or may not have a moral lesson, whereas a māshāl 

there was no local catastrophic flood that could have inspired the Genesis Flood story. Rather, 
that story is, exactly as it says, about a worldwide flood, albeit an imaginary one. It is an exam-
ple of a māshāl, not a historical record or a legend based on historical events.
10   The archaeological record indicates that the Israelites arose peacefully in Canaan from 
within the Canaanite population. There is no archaeological support for the saga of their en-
slavement in Egypt, their exodus from Egypt, and their military conquest of Canaan, as narrated 
in the Pentateuch and the book of Joshua. Archaeologically verifiable history in the Old Testa-
ment does not begin until the books of Kings and Chronicles - See Table 1 as well as recent sum-
maries by archaeologists: Finkelstein, I. & Silberman, N.A. The Bible Unearthed. Archaeology’s 
New Vision of Ancient Israel and the Origin of Its Sacred Texts, New York: Touchstone (2001); 
Dever, W.G. Who Were the Early Israelites and Where Did They Come From? Grand Rapids: Wil-
liam B. Eerdmans (2003); Grabbe, L.L. ‘Late Bronze Age Palestine: If We Had Only the Bible…’ 
in Grabbe, L.L. (ed.) The Land of Canaan in the Late Bronze Age, London: Bloomsbury (2016), 
pp. 11–56.
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(e.g. a parable or an extended allegory) does have a lesson and is usually longer 
than a ḥîdah.

The term māshāl is used differently within the Old Testament than in the 
writings of the Christian-Era Rabbis who interpreted the scriptures. The Rab-
bis used the term for an illustrative story that is used to explain an enigmatic 
pronouncement within scripture,11 whereas in the Old Testament the term is 
used for the enigmatic pronouncement itself. That is, the Rabbis used the term 
māshāl for an analogy that helps to explain, whereas the books of the Old Tes-
tament use the term māshāl for that which needs explanation. Here, I use the 
term māshāl in its older sense, as used within the Old Testament.

Within the Old Testament, the term māshāl is used for parables (Prov. 26:7, 
26:9; Ezek. 20:49, 24:3), including the parable that a nation figuratively be-
comes after receiving divine punishment for disobedience. That is, the nation’s 
punishment has become a warning to other nations, so the punished nation 
is now called a māshāl in the same way that a modern English speaker might 
call that nation a “lesson” or a “cautionary tale” (Deut. 28:37; 1 Kgs 9:7, 2 Chr. 
7:20; Ps. 44:14, 69:11; Jer. 24:9; Ezek. 14:8). The term māshāl is also used to 
refer to a proverb (1 Sam. 10:12, 24:13; 1 Kgs. 4:32; Prov. 1:1, 10:1, 25:1; Eccl. 
12:9; Ezek. 12:22–23, 18:2–3; Mic. 2:4; Hab. 2:6), a divine oracle (Num. 23:7, 
23:18, 24:3, 24:15, 24:20–21, 24:23; Isa. 4:14), or an extended discourse that 
functions as a proverb (Job 27:1, 29:1; Ps. 49:4). The special pronouncements 
that are called mǝshālim are meant to convey a lesson, and they are usually de-
livered in figurative language - often in the form of a story with vivid symbolic 
imagery - instead of saying literally what they mean.

The term ḥîdah is used for riddles (Judg. 14:12–19), parables (Ezek. 17:1–
10), or other pronouncements that are usually delivered in figurative speech in-
stead of saying literally what they mean. Indeed, some Old Testament passages 
draw a contrast between ḥîdot and plain speech (Num. 12:8), and either state 
(Prov. 1:5–6) or imply (1 Kgs. 10:1; Dan. 8:3) that ḥîdot require special instruc-
tion to understand, and that mǝshālim require interpretation (Prov. 1:5–6). The 
application of the terms māshāl and ḥîdot to the stories of the exodus and the 
Israelites’ journey to the Promised Land in Psalm 78:2 therefore suggests that 
the narratives in the Pentateuch function more like a set of extended parables 
than a set of historical records.

A view of the exodus story as something other than a record of history is 
consistent with the existence of different versions of it in different parts of the 

11   Brewer, D.I. Techniques and Assumptions in Jewish Exegesis Before 70 CE, Tübingen: J. C. B. 
Mohr (1992), pp. 20, 22, 170; Stern, D. ‘Rhetoric and Midrash: The Case of the Māshāl’, Proof-
texts (1981) 1, 261–291; Stern, D. Midrash and Theory. Ancient Jewish Exegesis and Contempo-
rary Literary Studies, Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press (1996), pp. 39–54; Boyarin, 
D. Sparks of the Logos. Essays in Rabbinic Hermeneutics, Leiden: Brill (2003), pp. 91–92.
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Old Testament. For example, the list of the plagues upon Egypt in Exodus 7 – 12 
is different from the lists in Psalms 78 and 105.12 The sequence of the plagues 
is different in the three accounts, and the plagues of disease upon livestock 
and boils upon people are missing from the account in Psalm 105. In Psalm 
78, not only are there plagues that are absent in the Exodus account (caterpil-
lars, frost) in addition to the absence of plagues present in the Exodus account 
(darkness, gnats, boils), but there is an even more glaring difference: in Psalm 
78 the livestock are killed by hail and lightning, whereas in Exodus the livestock 
were already dead from disease before the plague of hail and lightning. The 
psalmists apparently did not consider the exodus account to be an immutable 
record, for they mutated it considerably. Such modification is inconsistent with 
a view of the Pentateuch as an unalterable record of events but consistent with 
the psalmist’s description of it as māshāl and ḥîdot.

In several parts of the Old Testament, a similar view is expressed toward 
the Pentateuch’s instructions for animal sacrifices. According to the Penta-
teuch, God issued numerous regulations for animal sacrifice (Exod. 12:1–13, 
12:21–27, 23:18, 29, 34:19–20, 34:25; Lev. 1:1–17, 3 – 10, 12, 14 – 17, 19:5–8, 
19:20–22, 22:17–30, 23; Num. 6 – 8, 15, 18:8–19, 19:1–10, 28 – 29; Deut. 12, 
15:19–23, 16:1–8, 18:1–8, 21:1–9, 27:1–8). However, according to several pas-
sages in the Psalms and Prophets, God does not want or require animal sacri-
fices (Ps. 40:6, 50:9–13, 51:16; Isa. 1:11–13; Hos. 6:6). Those passages can be 
interpreted as meaning that God is displeased with the impure hearts of those 
who offer sacrifice without sincerity. However, in context, they and other pas-
sages further communicate that God does not require animal sacrifice at all, for 
he is more pleased by faithfulness, devotion, and righteousness than by animal 
sacrifice (Ps. 50:14, 69:30–31; Isa. 1:11–17; Jer. 7:22–23; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 6:6–8).

The apparent contradiction between the Pentateuch’s regulations for ani-
mal sacrifice and the Psalms’ and Prophets’ declarations that animal sacrifice 
is unnecessary, is resolved if the regulations are ḥîdot, in which case it is more 
important to observe their underlying meaning than their wording. A close 
look at the regulations shows that they emphasize that sacrifices should be 
offered to the one God, rather than to the polytheistic set of Canaanite deities. 
The underlying meaning of the sacrificial regulations is therefore not “perform 
animal sacrifices” per se, but rather “whatever religious observances you prac-
tice, dedicate them to the one God, not to false gods.”

The earliest known extrabiblical commentary on the regulations within the 

12   Exodus lists ten plagues: water into blood, then (in order) frogs, gnats, flies, diseases upon 
livestock, boils upon people, thunder and hail, locusts, darkness, the death of the Egyptian first-
born. Psalm 105 lists eight plagues: first darkness, then water into blood, frogs, flies, gnats, hail 
and lightning, locusts, the death of the Egyptian firstborn. Psalm 78 lists nine plagues: water 
into blood, then flies, frogs, caterpillars, locusts, hail, frost, the death of livestock by means of 
hail and lightning, the death of the Egyptian firstborn.
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Pentateuch treats the dietary laws from Leviticus 11 as symbols, thus inter-
preting those laws as ḥîdot. That commentary is found within the Letter of Ari-
steas, which was written by a Jewish writer living in Egypt in the 2nd century 
BC.13 According to the writer, the commentary was delivered in a speech by 
the Jewish High Priest, Eleazar. In his speech, Eleazar says that one should not 
be deceived into thinking that the Pentateuch is referring to literal mice and 
weasels when it lists mice and weasels as unclean animals (Letter of Aristeas 
144). Rather, the listing of mice as unclean is a symbolic instruction not to be 
destructive like a mouse, and the listing of weasels (which were thought to 
conceive via the ear and give birth via the mouth) as unclean is a symbolic 
instruction not to let hearsay that goes into your ear result in injuring someone 
with words that come out of your mouth (Letter of Aristeas 163–169). Like-
wise, the listing of grain-eating birds as clean and carnivorous birds as unclean 
is a symbolic instruction to live peacefully (like grain-eating birds) and not vio-
lently and predatorily toward others (like carnivorous birds) (Letter of Aristeas 
145–153). The listing of cud-chewing mammals with a cloven (separated) hoof 
as clean is a symbolic instruction to discriminate (mentally separate) virtue 
from vice and to keep in mind (mentally chew upon) righteousness and divine 
things (Letter of Aristeas 153–163). The instruction to offer only tame animals 
(which submit to instruction) and not wild animals (which act according to 
their own will) as sacrifices is meant to teach the lesson that one should submit 
to the symbolic meaning of the Law and not to the influence of one’s own wilful 
and mistaken ideas (Letter of Aristeas 170). Nonetheless, Eleazar recommend-
ed that the Pentateuch’s regulations, including animal sacrifices, be physically 
performed, so that the symbolic meaning of each regulation would be brought 
to mind during its performance (Letter of Aristeas 170–172).14

Likewise, in the 1st century AD, the Jewish exegete Philo of Alexandria wrote 
that the Pentateuch’s regulations had symbolic meanings (e.g. On the Special 
Laws IV 17.100 – 22.18),15 but he advised readers to physically observe the reg-
ulations so as to better understand their symbolic meanings (On the Migration 
of Abraham 16.89–93, especially 16.93). Philo asserted that the stories in the 
Pentateuch had allegorical meanings, thus interpreting them as mǝshālim. He 
insisted that the opening chapters of Genesis, for example, were not a record 

13   Wright, B.G., trans., The Letter of Aristeas, Berlin: Walter de Gruyter (2015).
14   The author of the Letter of Aristeas lived in a Hellenistic milieu and may have been influ-
enced by Hellenistic thought, which often employed allegorical interpretation of sacred texts. 
However, his use of allegory differed from that of Hellenistic Greek writers in that he advocated 
continuance of the literal observance of the Pentateuch’s regulations in addition to acknowl-
edgment of their underlying meaning (see Wright op. cit., pp. 280–284).
15   Here and below, information from Philo’s works is from Yonge, C.D., trans., The Works of 
Philo, Complete and Unabridged, new updated ed., Peabody, MA: Hendrickson (2006). Note that 
Philo, like the author of the Letter of Aristeas, lived in Hellenistic Egypt and may have been 
influenced by Hellenistic allegorical interpretation.
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of actual events of the past but instead were symbolic illustrations of spiritual 
principles.

	 Importantly, Philo’s works are the earliest surviving writings that cite 
evidence against the historicity of parts of the Pentateuch. Philo cited three 
lines of evidence: (1) According to the Genesis account, the sun was not created 
until the fourth day; this means that the first three days passed without the 
existence of the sun, which is absurd because time cannot be divided into days 
without the sun, for it is the sun that determines the length of a day (Allegorical 
Interpretation One 2.2). (2) According to the Genesis account, Eve was made 
from Adam’s rib, which is absurd because it is not possible to make an entire 
human from just a rib (Allegorical Interpretation Two 7.19). (3) According to 
the Genesis account, Adam and Eve were told that they would die upon eating 
the forbidden fruit, but they continued to live long afterward (Allegorical Inter-
pretation One 33.105). These three points incorporate two types of evidence. 
The first two points identify physical impossibilities within the Pentateuch’s 
account. The third identifies an internal inconsistency (self-contradiction) 
within the Pentateuch’s account.

Like Philo, the Dorshe Hamurot and the Dorshe Reshumot, two Palestin-
ian Jewish schools of thought of the 1st century AD, considered the narratives 
and regulations in the Pentateuch to have symbolic meanings. The preserved 
sayings of the Dorshe Reshumot indicate a focus on interpreting individual 
words in the Pentateuch figuratively, whereas the Dorshe Hamurot employed 
allegorical interpretations of whole passages.16 Modern scholars disagree as to 
whether the two schools denied the historicity of the Pentateuch’s narratives 
and the necessity to literally follow the regulations, but it is agreed that they 
expounded allegorical meanings of both the narratives and the regulations. In 
so doing, they treated the Pentateuch as māshāl and ḥîdot.17

The Pentateuch as Māshāl and Ḥîdot in the New Testament

Certain passages in the Gospels suggest that Jesus endorsed an interpreta-
tion of the Pentateuch’s regulations as ḥîdot. He proclaimed that anyone who 
broke even the least of the Pentateuch’s commandments would be called least 
in the Kingdom of Heaven (Mt. 5:17–19), but he himself disobeyed several of 
the regulations in their literal sense (Mt. 5:38, 12:1–8; 19:3–9; Mk. 2:23–26, 
7:14–19, 10:2–12; Lk. 6:1–4, 16:18; Jn. 5:1–11, 8:1–11). His proclamation 
seems at first to contradict his disobedience, but it doesn’t if he meant that we 

16   Lauterpach, J.Z. ‘Ancient Jewish Allegorists in Talmud and Midrash’, Jewish Quarterly Review 
(1911) 1, 291–333, 503–531; Boyarin, D. ‘Analogy vs. Anomaly in Midrashic Hermeneutic: Trac-
tates Wayyassa and Amaleq in the Mekilta’, Journal of the American Oriental Society (1986) 106, 
659–666; Brewer, Techniques and Assumptions, pp. 181–183.
17   Lauterpach op. cit.; Boyarin, ‘Analogy vs. Anomaly’; Brewer, Techniques and Assumptions, 
pp. 181–183.
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should follow the underlying meaning of each regulation. After all, he did say 
that the entire Law can be summed up in two principles: Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart, soul, and mind, and love your neighbour as yourself 
(Matthew 22:37–40). The Pentateuch’s regulations regarding interpersonal 
interactions express the latter principle by portraying behaviour as worthy of 
punishment when it is hurtful toward others. To “love your neighbour as your-
self” is therefore to follow the underlying meaning of the regulations, even if 
one does not rigidly perform each prescribed action in its literal sense.

Jesus’ comments on divorce shed useful light on this. Jesus noted that even 
though God doesn’t want divorce, the Pentateuch has regulations regarding the 
practice, “because of the hardness of your hearts” (Matthew 19:7–9). In other 
words, since the Israelites were determined to practice divorce anyway, regula-
tions were issued to keep the practice within reasonable bounds. Similarly, the 
regulations for animal sacrifices - which God neither needs nor wants (Ps. 40:6, 
50:9–10, 50:13, 51:16; Isa. 1:11–13; Jer. 7:22; Hos. 6:6, 8:13; Mic. 6:5–7) - were 
issued to keep the practice within certain bounds. Those bounds included of-
fering sacrifices only to the one God (instead of any false god) and offering God 
only the best (which shows respect for the deity).18 The underlying meaning of 
the sacrificial regulations is therefore the principle of “loving the Lord with all 
your heart, soul, and mind.”

In addition to interpreting the Pentateuch’s regulations as ḥîdot, certain pas-
sages in the Gospels suggest that Jesus viewed at least some of the Pentateuch 
as māshāl in the form of divine oracles, for he taught that the Pentateuch con-
tained veiled messianic prophecies that he fulfilled (Lk. 24:27, 24:44; Jn. 5:46).

It is significant that Jesus’ main opponents were two groups that endorsed a 
view of the Pentateuch as straightforward history: the Pharisees and the Sad-
ducees. The Pharisees and Sadducees were Jewish brotherhoods that were ac-
tive from the 2nd century BC through the 1st century AD. They were devoted 
to the study of the Pentateuch and the application of its teachings.19 Their sur-

18   In other words, the regulations in the Pentateuch are not God saying “I want you to prac-
tice divorce and animal sacrifice.” Instead, they express something more along the lines of “If 
you’re going to do these things, at least do them in a way that expresses love for God and your 
neighbour.” This interpretation of the regulations recognises them as a “lesser of two evils” 
approach (e.g. offerings of animal sacrifice to the one God are not as bad as offerings of sacri-
fices to false gods), which should not be too surprising, because biblical theology recognises 
gradations of evil (e.g. John 19:11; 1 John 5:16). If this interpretation is correct, then a careful 
reading of the Pentateuch’s regulations may uncover regulations for other practices that God 
doesn’t particularly want. This means that someone who tries to do everything that is listed in 
the Pentateuch’s regulations could wind up doing at least some things that God doesn’t want. 
Once that is taken into account, one gains a better appreciation for the wisdom in the decision 
of the Council of Jerusalem not to require Gentile Christians to follow Pentateuchal regulations 
(Acts 15).
19   Bridger, D. The New Jewish Encyclopedia, West Orange, NJ: Behrman House (1976), p. 376; 



Apparent conflict between the Pentateuch and modern science

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 34, No. 1 • 15

viving writings indicate that they viewed the Pentateuch as a record of past 
events, with no hidden meaning underlying its literal wording.20

In addition to the above indications that Jesus endorsed the view that one 
should observe the underlying principles of the Pentateuch, as opposed to 
rigidly adhering to its superficial wording, the New Testament contains nu-
merous indications that his disciples and their converts continued to endorse 
that view. The Apostle Peter called the regulations of the Pentateuch a yoke 
that neither his generation nor its ancestors could bear (Acts 15:10), imply-
ing that the regulations were impossible to follow in their entirety, a position 
incompatible with their having been handed down by a God who intended the 
entirety of them to be physically observed. Before a Jerusalem-based literalist 
faction intimidated him into submitting to the regulations, he was “living like a 
Gentile” (Gal. 2:11–16) - that is, not following the regulations in the Pentateuch 
- a further indication that he considered the Pentateuch’s underlying meaning 
its true sense. That is consistent with a view of the Pentateuch’s regulations as 
ḥîdot.

In his first epistle, the Apostle Peter characterised the washing away of sin 
from the heart as the ἀντίτυπον (antitype: that which corresponds to and/or is 
symbolised by something) of the Genesis Flood (1 Pet. 3:20–21).21 Although the 
wording of the passage does not explicitly call the Genesis Flood a metaphor, it 
treats the Flood story as a māshāl by finding a figurative meaning beneath the 
story’s literal sense and by applying that figurative meaning to a theological 
lesson, instead of limiting the story’s use to its literal sense.

Similarly, St Paul’s writings in the New Testament contain numerous exam-
ples in which he found figurative meanings beneath the literal wording of the 
Pentateuch’s narratives. In each case, the figurative meaning conveys a lesson 
that teaches, reproves, corrects, or trains the reader in righteousness (cf. 2 Tim. 
3:16),22 which is exactly what the underlying meaning of a māshāl is meant to 
do. Paul thus treated the narratives in the Pentateuch as mǝshālim, using the 

Mason, S., ‘Josephus’s Pharisees: The Narratives’, in Neusner, J. & Chilton, D.D. (eds.) In Quest of 
the Historical Pharisees, Waco: Baylor University Press (2007), pp. 3–40; Mason, S. ‘Josephus’s 
Pharisees: The Philosophy’, in Neusner, J. & Chilton, D.D. (eds.) In Quest of the Historical Phar-
isees, Waco: Baylor University Press (2007), pp. 41–66; Neusner, J. ‘The Rabbinic Traditions 
about the Pharisees before 70 CE: An Overview’, in Neusner, J. & Chilton, D.D. (eds.) In Quest of 
the Historical Pharisees, Waco: Baylor University Press (2007), pp. 297–312.
20   Brewer, Techniques and Assumptions, pp. 160–161, 169, 215–216.
21   Modern scholars often express doubt that the Apostle Peter wrote the epistle of 1 Peter 
(see Harrington, D.J. 1 Peter, Jude and 2 Peter, Collegeville, Minnesota: Liturgical Press (2008)). 
However, regardless of who wrote it, it is part of the New Testament canon and therefore car-
ries the weight of scriptural authority for Christians.
22   Note that in 2 Tim. 3:16, where Paul lists purposes for which Old Testament scripture is 
useful, the list does not include the use of Old Testament writings as science or history lessons.
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narratives in the way that mǝshālim are meant to be used. In God’s promise 
to Abraham about his seed, Paul saw a reference to spiritual and not literal 
descendants (Gal. 3:7, 3:16, 3:29). In the command to circumcise, he saw a 
reference to figurative amputation of wickedness from the heart (Rom. 2:29; 
cf. 1 Cor. 7:19; Gal. 5:6; Phil. 3:3). In the stories of Ishmael and Isaac, Paul saw 
images of the old covenant with the Hebrews and the new covenant with the 
Church (Gal. 3:21–31).23 In the Pentateuch’s regulations, Paul saw symbolic in-
structions regarding spiritual principles (1 Cor. 9:7–12; Col. 2:16–17). In vari-
ous parts of the exodus story, Paul saw prophecies of Christ and warnings to 
the Church about misbehaviour (1 Cor. 10:1–11).

Although Paul’s epistles do not explicitly call the Pentateuch non-history, 
his wording in some passages is revealing. In 1 Cor. 4:10, he stated that the 
rock from which water flowed in a Pentateuchal story “was Christ.” Doesn’t 
such wording suggest a view of the story as belonging more to the category 
of parable (māshāl) than to the category of history?24 Paul stated that the Law 
is best upheld by not literally observing its regulations but instead living by 
faith (Romans 3:28–31).25 Isn’t that statement more consistent with a view 
of the regulations as ḥîdot (in which the underlying meaning, rather than the 
superficial wording, is to be observed) than with a literalist view of the Penta-

23   In verse 24, Paul says that the two stories are ἀλληγορούμενα (“allegorised”). Such wording 
stops short of declaring that the two stories from Genesis are meant as allegory (as opposed to his-
tory), but it does confirm that Paul here uses the stories in an allegorical manner. In other words, he 
is treating the stories as mǝshālim by finding a deeper, figurative meaning in the stories, instead of 
limiting his use of the stories to their literal sense.
24   The story of the water from the rock is one of several that Paul lists, one after the other, 
in 1 Cor. 10 as “examples for us” (v. 6), in which “these things happened to them to serve as an 
example, and they were written down to instruct us” (v. 11). Here, Paul is not necessarily saying 
that “these things” actually “happened” in the sense that they were historical events. Rather, his 
wording is consistent with the view that “these things happened to them” in the story, to serve 
as examples that were written instruct us. A story does not have to be historical in order to 
serve as an example that instructs. Jesus himself used many parables, which are not historical, 
in which things that happen in the stories serve as examples to instruct us.
25   In Gal. 3 and in the book of Romans, Paul elaborates on this. He notes that the rule of justi-
fication by faith was in place even before the Law was established (Rom. 4:11–13; Gal. 3:5; cf. 
Heb. 11:1–2) and that the Law neither overturned it (Rom. 3:31; Gal. 3:17) nor replaced it as a 
means of justification (Rom. 3:20, 3:28; Gal. 3:11). According to  Paul, the Law was not a means 
of justification but was an additional thing, something along the lines of an educational device 
that was meant to awaken the reader to his own sin (Rom. 3:20, 7:7) and to aid the reader to 
stay on the righteous path. It was given to the Hebrew people as a countermeasure to their 
tendency to repeatedly fall into sin (Gal. 3:19; cf. 1 Tim. 1:9 and Ps. 78). They were meant to 
absorb its lesson that one should “love one’s neighbour as oneself” (Rom. 13:8–10; Gal. 5:14; cf. 
Mt. 22:37–40 and Jas. 2:8), rather than taking its every injunction literally and following those 
injunctions in a strict, legalistic way. Those who did the latter were under a curse (Gal. 3:10) 
that made them guilty of transgressing the entire Law if they transgressed even one small part 
of it (Gal. 3:10, 5:3; cf. Jas. 2:10). The Law and the curse had no effect on the rule of justification 
by faith, which had always been in force (Gal. 3:17).
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teuch’s regulations? Similarly, Paul declared that the command to observe the 
ritual and legal regulations in the Pentateuch came not from God but from man 
(Col. 2:8, 2:22–23; Tit. 1:14).26 That declaration contradicts the literal wording 
of the Pentateuch, which describes the regulations as having come from God. 
Isn’t that declaration therefore more consistent with a view of the narratives as 
mǝshālim? Is it not evident that such statements by Paul accord better with the 
psalmist’s description of the Pentateuch as māshāl and ḥîdot than with a view 
of the Pentateuch as a literal and accurate record of events?

St Paul’s description of Adam is also revealing. He treats Adam, a being with 
two natures (part earth, part breath-of-life) as a metaphor for humankind, a 
creature with two natures (part physical, part spiritual) (1 Cor. 15:44-49; Eph. 
4:22-24). English translations of Paul’s discussion of Adam as a “man” in Ro-
mans 5 tend to make it seem as if Paul considered Adam an actual, histori-
cal individual through whom sin and death had entered the world. However, 
that is not so. It is the word ἄνθωρπος (anthrōpos) that is translated “man” 
in Romans 5. In ancient Greek, anthrōpos is the word for “man” but is also the 
word for “human nature” or “self.”  Paul’s use of Adam and the word anthrōpos 
elsewhere (1 Cor. 15:44–49; Eph. 4:22–24; Col. 3:9–10) make it clear that a 
favourite device of his was to contrast the two selves of a person (one’s old 
sinful self, versus one’s new Christ-centred self, which he sometimes equated 
with the indwelling Christ) and to consider the dual-natured Adam a metaphor 
for dual-natured humanity (Table 4).  Paul’s use of such language in Romans 
6:6 and 7:22, a continuation of his discussion of Adam and anthrōpos from 

26   Some scholars insist that these and other passages in the New Testament are references to 
Gnostic heresies in the early Church, not to Pentateuchal regulations. However, there are four 
things to consider that oppose such an interpretation:

(1) The context of the passages clarifies that they are directed against a faction in the 
early Church that was promoting literal observation of Pentateuchal regulations (see Senter, P.J. 
‘Christianity’s Earliest-Recorded Heresy, and Its Relevance to Christian Acceptance of Scientific 
Findings’, Thinking about Religion (2016) 12 (http://organizations.uncfsu.edu/ncrsa/journal/
v12/SenterP_Peritomes.htm).

(2) In his thorough review of scholarly literature on New Testament references to 
Gnosticism, Yamauchi concludes that the New Testament contains no references to Gnosticism 
(Yamauchi, E.M. Pre-Christian Gnosticism. A Survey of the Proposed Evidences, Eugene: Wipf and 
Stock (2003)).

(3) In Col. 2, Paul warns against strict adherence to practices regarding food, drink, 
festivals, new moons, Sabbaths (v. 16), dietary taboos, and taboos against physical contact with 
certain items (v. 21). Those are unambiguous references to Pentateuchal regulations.

(4) In Col. 2:18, Paul condemns “worship of angels.” That has nothing to do with Pen-
tateuchal regulations, but it also has nothing to do with Gnosticism. Paul mentions it as part 
of an aside on false humility, which suggests that it most likely refers to some practice that in-
volved humbling oneself before angels. In Paul’s eyes, such a practice would have been absurd, 
because we humans outrank angels (1 Cor. 6:3). Elsewhere, the New Testament supports such 
an interpretation by noting that the angels themselves disapprove when humans bow before 
them (Rev. 22:8–9).
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Romans 5 (Table 4), demonstrates that his Adam and anthrōpos discussion in 
Romans 5 – 8 is a colourful expression of his opinion that the old, sinful self 
(not a historical man named Adam) brings sin and death into the world. Paral-
lels between the language of Romans 5 – 8 and Paul’s other Adam/anthrōpos 
passages indicate that Paul considered the breathing of the spirit of life into 
the dust-formed creature in Genesis 2:7 a metaphor for God’s breathing of the 
spirit of Christ into sinful/fleshly humans. Paul’s couplets (Table 4) show that 
he considered acquiescence to the impulses of the fleshly body (not a historical 
man Adam) to be the source of sin and that he considered the spirit of Christ to 
be the source of a Christian’s strength to resist those impulses.

The anonymous writer of the New Testament epistle to the Hebrews also 
expressed a view of the Pentateuch’s narratives as mǝshālim and its regulations 
as ḥîdot. He equated God’s Sabbath rest on the seventh day with the Israelites’ 
rest upon entering the Promised Land, indicating that he considered the two 
stories to be but one story told twice (two sets of imagery to describe a single 
phenomenon), i.e. two metaphors for one spiritual principle. Further, he identi-
fied that principle as the spiritual rest that an obedient believer can enter (Heb. 
3:7 – 4:11). He also stated that the promise to enter the Promised Land still 
stands (Heb. 4:1). That is an absurd statement for someone who considers the 
Pentateuch’s narrative a historical account, because in such a case the prom-
ise would have been fulfilled centuries in the past when the Israelites entered 
Canaan. The statement is consistent, however, with a view of that narrative as 
a metaphor. Also consistent with a view of the Pentateuch as written in figura-
tive and not literal language is his insistence that its regulations are symbolic 
images of spiritual principles (Heb. 8 – 10).

As the above plethora of passages in the Gospels and epistles show, the writ-
ers of the New Testament promoted a view of the Pentateuch as māshāl and 
ḥîdot. As we have seen, that view is also expressed in the Psalms, in the writings 
of the Prophets, and in Jewish writings from the time between the Testaments. 
The writers of the New Testament were therefore not innovating. In promoting 
the view of the Pentateuch as māshāl and ḥîdot, they were instead continuing 
a centuries-old Jewish hermeneutic tradition. They were passing along a view 
of the Pentateuch that had been embedded in the sacred writings of the He-
brews since before the Babylonian captivity and had been continued by Jewish 
exegetes afterward.

The Pentateuch as Māshāl and ḥîdot among Post-New  
Testament Christian Authors

For the first few centuries of the Christian Era, numerous Christian authors 
continued to promote the view of the Pentateuch as something other than lit-



Apparent conflict between the Pentateuch and modern science

Science & Christian Belief, Vol 34, No. 1 • 19

eral history.27 Several such authors even reinforced that view by citing evidence 
that the Pentateuch’s narratives cannot have been historically accurate. The 
evidence that they cited falls into seven categories: (1) internal inconsistencies 
(self-contradictions) within the Pentateuch, (2) physical impossibilities, (3) 
factual errors, (4) moral absurdities, (5) other absurdities, (6) contradiction by 
other Old Testament scripture, and (7) affirmation in the New Testament that 
the Pentateuch should not be taken literally. A survey of that evidence is given 
in Table 5. Some of it occurred as early as the writing of the New Testament, 
for the writer of the epistle to the Hebrews cited evidence in two categories: 
absurdity and contradiction by other Old Testament scripture (Table 5).

Such authors viewed the Pentateuch’s narratives as a grand network of 
parables and allegories, full of veiled prophecies of Christ and the Church in 
addition to symbolic instructions for the spiritual life (Table 6). A previous 
publication introduced the term “allophorist” for such authors.28 Some of the 
ancient allophorist Christian authors whose cited evidence is reviewed here 
(e.g. Origen, Novatian, and Didymus the Blind) are individuals whose ortho-
doxy has been questioned by some ecclesiastical authorities at some point in 
history.29 However, the question of their orthodoxy does not affect the quality 
of the evidence that they cited. Also, the specific theological opinions that are 
reviewed here are all orthodox, and some of the allophorist Christian authors 
are individuals whom the Church has canonised as saints (Didymus the Blind, 
Gregory of Nyssa, Maximus the Confessor, and Anastasius of Sinai).

27   Senter, P.J. ‘Cognitive Styles Used in Evidence Citation by Ancient Christian Authors: The 
Psychology of a Major Ancient Controversy over the Historicity of the Pentateuch, and Its Impli-
cations for Science Education Today’, Open Library of Humanities (2017) 3 no. 1:3, 1–50.
28   Senter, ‘Cognitive Styles.’ According to the results of that study, allophorist authors of the first 
five centuries include the 4th-century authors Ambrose of Milan, Didymus the Blind, Gregory of 
Nyssa, and Tyconius; the 3rd-century authors Cyprian of Carthage, Novatian, Origen, Tertullian, 
and the anonymous author of the Treatise against Novatian; the 2nd-century authors Clement of 
Alexandria,  Justin Martyr, Pantaenus, Ignatius of Antioch; and the 1st-century authors Clement of 
Rome, Pseudo-Barnabas, one of the Pseudo-Clements, and at least two New Testament authors: Paul 
and the anonymous writer of the epistle to the Hebrews.

Several of the Christian authors of the first seven centuries who endorsed a figurative 
view of the Pentateuch did not cite evidence for the view that the Pentateuch is historically 
inaccurate. They expressed the view of the Pentateuch as something other than literal history 
but did not use evidence citation to support that position. Such authors include Paul, Clement 
of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Justin Martyr, Cyprian of Carthage, and Ambrose of Milan. Other 
Christian authors of the first seven centuries who endorsed a figurative view of the Pentateuch 
did cite evidence against its historicity. The evidence that they cited is reviewed in Table 1.

Modern views that fit within the allophorist category include theistic evolution and 
the alterist view of Alexander Khramov - See Khramov, A.V. ‘Fitting Evolution into Christian 
Belief: An Eastern Orthodox Approach’, International Journal of Orthodox Theology (2017) 8 
no. 1, 75–105.
29   See appendix 2 of Senter, “Cognitive Styles.”
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Allophorist Christian authors of the first few centuries left numerous quotes 
that indicate a continuation of the ancient view of the Pentateuch as māshāl 
and ḥîdot. The author of the Epistle of Barnabas explicitly called the story of 
the Israelites’ entry into the Promised Land a parable (παραβολή,30 the clos-
est Greek equivalent of the Hebrew word māshāl31). Clement of Alexandria 
stated that the Law was written in parables32 and that its “meaning should be 
understood in one of [three] ways: as putting forth a symbol, or as instruct-
ing the community in right behaviour, or as uttering a prophecy.”33 Tertullian 
described the Pentateuch as containing prophecies of Christ and insisted that 
in its pages “many events are figuratively predicted by means of enigmas and 
allegories and parables [that] must be understood in a sense different from the 
literal description.”34 Gregory of Nyssa described the Pentateuch’s narratives 
as “placing doctrines before us in the form of a story,”35 and wrote that Genesis 
“sets doctrine before us through riddles [αἰνιγμάτον (figurative sayings that 
consist of symbolic imagery): the closest Greek equivalent of the Hebrew term 
ḥîdot] with the outward form of a history.”36 In reference to Genesis, Anastasius 
of Sinai wrote that “we do not see the full picture or perceive with correct un-
derstanding if we [grasp only] the writing-style of historical narrative.” Waxing 
poetic, he asked “Who will roll away for us the dark cloud of the literal sense 
so that we may gaze into the Holy of Holies?”37 The wording of these ancient 
Christian authors ably encapsulates the view of the Pentateuch as māshāl and 
ḥîdot.38

30   Epistle of Barnabas 6.10; For this work, I consulted Holmes, M.W., trans., The Apostolic Fa-
thers. Greek Texts and English Translations, Grand Rapids: Baker Academic (2007).
31   παραβολή is the usual translation of the word māshāl in the Septuagint, the ancient Greek 
translation of the Old Testament that Greek-speaking early Christians used as scripture.
32   Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 6.15; For this work, I consulted Roberts, A. & Donaldson, 
J. (eds.) Ante-Nicene Fathers: The Writings of the Fathers Down to A.D. 325, Peabody, MA: Hen-
drickson (1994).
33   Clement of Alexandria, Stomata 1.28; translation mine, from the Greek text of Migne, J.-P. 
Patrologiae grecae, tomus VIII, Paris: Imprimerie Catholique (1857).
34   Tertullian, Against Marcion 3.3; For this work, I consulted Roberts & Donaldson op. cit.
35   Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechism 5, translation mine; although it matches that of 
Schaff, P. & Wace, H., trans., A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Second Series, 
Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans (1988) - from the Greek text of Migne, J.-P. Patrologiae 
grecae, tomus XLV, Paris: Imprimerie Catholique (1857).
36   Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechism 8; translation mine, from the Greek text of Migne, 
Patrologiae grecae XLV.
37   Anastasius of Sinai, Hexaemeron 11.3.1; translation mine, from the Greek text of Kuehn, C.A. 
& Baggarly, J.D., trans. Hexaemeron, Rome: Pontificio Istituto Orientale (2007).
38   Particularly unambiguous words came from the pen of Origen: “Who is so foolish as to sup-
pose that, like a farmer, God planted a garden in Eden, toward the east, and placed in it a tree of 
life, visible and palpable, so that one tasting of the fruit by the bodily teeth obtained life?...I do 
not suppose that anyone doubts that these things figuratively indicate certain mysteries.” (On 
First Principles 4.1.16; For this work, I consulted Roberts & Donaldson op. cit., and re-translated 
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Allophorist authors considered the true meaning of the Pentateuch’s regula-
tions to lie not in their literal sense but in their figurative sense.39 Even the 
priestly vestments described in Exodus 28 are metaphorical, wrote Gregory of 
Nyssa: “the narrative describes not perceptible clothing but a certain adorn-
ment of the soul that is woven by virtuous pursuits.”40 This interpretation of the 
regulations indicates a continuance of the view of them as ḥîdot, rather than as 
literally-meant instructions.

The allophorist Christian authors who identified incongruities, inconsisten-
cies, and absurdities in the text of the Pentateuch did not consider such things 
to be mistakes in the Pentateuch. Rather, they viewed such things as clues that 
were embedded in the text to alert the reader not to take it literally.41

Nor did the allophorist Christian authors deny the existence of all the people 
and places in the stories.42 Their writings indicate a view that the Pentateuch 
used historically real places and people as metaphorical devices to represent 
spiritual truths, in non-historical stories (Table 6).43 Such a view should come 
as no surprise, because numerous ancient Christian authors themselves cre-
ated non-historical stories of historical saints and set them in real places. 
Such stories often included spectacular miracles or imaginary monsters such 

part of the passage in accordance with my reading of the Greek text of Migne, J.-P. Patrologiae 
grecae, tomus XI, Paris: Imprimerie Catholique, (1857)). Similarly, Anastasius of Sinai wrote 
that “there are those who…insist that [the fruits described in Genesis 2 and 3] were gross 
matter…But that is not so! Not so!” (Hexaemeron 9.2.9, translation mine). Origen wrote that 
the Pentateuch’s “words were not written to instruct us in history, nor must we think that the 
divine books narrate the acts of the Egyptians” (Homily 1 on Exodus 5; For his homilies on Exo-
dus, I consulted Heine, R.E. Origen. Homilies on Genesis and Exodus, Washington, D.C.: Catholic 
University of America Press (1982)). Noting elements in the story of Moses in the Pentateuch 
that are incompatible with historical accuracy, he said that the story was an allegory of the 
inner, spiritual life that was “written not to relate ancient history…[but the events of the exodus 
story] happen…within each of us” (Homily 2 on Exodus, opening paragraphs).
39   For example, Origen wrote “It is our understanding that the literal sense of the laws is not 
what contains the purpose for which they were given,” (Against Celsus 5.60; translation mine, 
from the Greek text of Migne, Patrologiae grecae XI).
40   Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Moses 2.189; for this text, I consulted Mahlerbe, A.J. & Ferguson, E., 
trans., Gregory of Nyssa. The Life of Moses, New York: Paulist Press (1978).
41   That view is expressed, for example, in the anonymous Epistle of Barnabas (2.4–8), Clem-
ent’s Stromata (5.6), Origen’s On First Principles (4.1.16–17), Tertullian’s Against Marcion (3.5), 
Didymus’ On Genesis (152) (Nautin, P., trans., Didyme l’Aveugle Sur la Genèse, Paris: Éditions 
du Cerf (1978)), Gregory’s Life of Moses (2.219–223), Tyconius’ Book of Rules (Babcock, W.S., 
trans., Tyconius. The Book of Rules, Atlanta: Scholars Press (1989), pp. 51, 97, 145), and Anasta-
sius’ Hexaemeron (3.1.1–3, 3.8.1–2, 7β.5.4–6, 8.6.2–3, 10.5.1–3, 10.6.1–5).
42   There are exceptions as regards the places. For example, Anastasius called into question 
the existence of Eden and Hevilot as physical locations (Table 1).
43   Origen, for example, expressed the opinion that Abraham had existed as a real person but 
that the Pentateuch’s stories of him were not records of actual events: “in these stories history 
is not being narrated, but mysteries are interwoven” (Homily 10 on Genesis 4).
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as fire-spitting dragons and are obviously not meant to be taken seriously as 
historical records.44 Such stories are Christian mǝshālim, and they demonstrate 
that Christians of the first few centuries accepted the concept of the māshāl 
(although they might not have known the concept by its Hebrew name) with 
such enthusiasm that they were making new mǝshālim of their own.

Ancient Christian allophorist authors recognised the moral sense of the Pen-
tateuch45 in addition to its metaphorical, allegorical sense.46 Even if one doesn’t 
understand the symbolic meaning of the Pentateuch’s stories, the Pentateuch’s 
moral sense enables one to use its narratives as examples of right behaviour 
to emulate and wrong behaviour to avoid, as several New Testament passages 
advise (e.g. 1 Cor. 10:7–11; 2 Tim. 3:16; Heb. 3:16–19, 6:12–15, 11:4–29; 2 Pet. 
2:4–9; Jude 5, 7, 11). Thus, according to that early Christian view, the Penta-
teuch is a māshāl that is useful to the reader whether the reader understands 
its symbolism or not.

The allophorist view was not the only view among ancient Christian authors. 
A different view of the Pentateuch had arisen among some Christian authors 
by the end of the 2nd century: the view that the Pentateuch’s narratives are 
literal and accurate records of past events. A previous study introduced the 
term “literocredist” for that view.47 Despite their view that the Pentateuch’s 

44   See, for example, numerous such stories from the first few centuries of the Christian Era 
in Ogden, D. Dragons, Serpents, and Slayers in the Classical and Early Christian Worlds, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press (2013); and volumes 8 and 9 of Roberts & Donaldson op. cit.
45   Clement of Alexandria, Stomata 1.28; Origen, On First Principles 4.1.11–14; Ambrose, Hex-
ameron 2.5.20 - see English translation in Savage, J.J., trans., Saint Ambrose. Hexameron, Para-
dise, and Cain and Abel, New York: Fathers of the Church (1961).
46   Origen, for example, expressed the opinion that God had embedded a moral sense in the 
Pentateuch so that it would be useful to readers who did not have the gift of allegorical inter-
pretation (On First Principles 4.1.11–14).
47   Senter, “Cognitive Styles”. To call these authors “literalist,” as opposed to “allegorist,” is not 
accurate, because they promoted allegorical interpretations of the Pentateuch while simultaneously 
accepting it as literal history.

Due to the tendency of literocredist Christian authors to treat the Pentateuch as both his-
tory and māshāl, many of their writings abound in allegorical interpretations. As a result, it is often 
difficult to distinguish literocredist authors from allophorist authors without a strict protocol. A pre-
vious study (Senter, “Cognitive Styles”) introduced an appropriate protocol and used it to distinguish 
literocredist from allophorist authors among the Christian authors of the first five centuries. In some 
cases (e.g. Polycarp, Evagrius Ponticus, and Gregory of Nazianzus), an author’s writings do not un-
ambiguously reveal an allophorist or literocredist stance. But in many other cases, they do. According 
to the results of the study, literocredist authors of the first five centuries include the 5th-century au-
thors Augustine of Hippo, Salvian, Severian of Gabala, Sulpicius Severus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, 
and Theodoret of Cyrus; the 4th-century authors  Aphrahat,  Athanasius,  Basil the Great, Diodorus 
of Tarsus, Ephrem the Syrian,  Epiphanius of Salamis, Eusebius of Caesarea,  Hilarius of Poitiers,  
Jerome,  John Chrysostom, Lactantius, and Methodius of Olympus; the 3rd-century authors Hip-
polytus, Julius Africanus, and one of the Pseudo-Clements; and the 2nd-century authors  Irenaeus of 
Lyons and  Theophilus of Antioch.The allophorist and literocredist views are diametrically opposed, 
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narratives were literal and accurate, most literocredist authors used allegorical 
interpretation of those narratives to find deeper meaning and spiritual insight 
within the pages of the Pentateuch.48 Their writings often express the notion 
that history had unfolded in such a way as to allegorically prophesy the future. 
Thus, they introduced a view of the Pentateuch as simultaneously māshāl and 
literal history, a concept that was foreign to the ancient Hebrew writers of the 
Pentateuch and its commentary in the Old Testament. Because the literocred-
ists introduced an interpretation of the Pentateuch that was inconsistent with 
the original Christian interpretation, they could aptly be called revisionists. 
Notably, when modern authors cite ancient Christian writings as evidence that 
the early Church taught a literal interpretation of the Pentateuch, the writings 
that they cite are those of literocredist revisionists,49 whose interpretations of 
the Pentateuch do not represent the original Christian view.

The literocredist view is not evident in the writings of any first-century 
Christian authors,50 but the ratio of demonstrably literocredist to demonstra-
bly allophorist authors rose in the next few centuries, and by the 4th century 
the literocredist view was predominant.51 However, the allophorist view had 
not become extinct. Writings by literocredist Christian authors of the 4th 
and 5th centuries indicate that there were still Christians who doubted the 
physical, historical existence of Adam, Eden, the Flood, and other elements of 
stories from the Pentateuch. That Christians would accept the Pentateuch as 
legitimate scripture while doubting its historicity is testimony to the continued 
prevalence of the concept of the Pentateuch as māshāl and ḥîdot. That concept 
continued into later centuries as well, for it is expressed in two allophorist 7th-
century works52 that include evidence citation: Hexaemeron by  Anastasius of 

but both are allowed within the theology of Orthodox Christianity. In this, they are reminiscent of 
other cases in which diametrically opposed opinions are allowed within Orthodox Christian theology 
(e.g. opposing opinions reviewed by Louth, A. ‘Theology of Creation in Orthodoxy’, International 
Journal of Orthodox Theology (2017) 8 no. 3, 51–76).
48   Today’s theologians often characterise figurative interpretations as a dichotomy between 
“allegorical” (interpreting texts as symbolic expressions of spiritual principles) and “typologi-
cal” (interpreting persons and events in the Old Testament as prefigurations of correspond-
ing persons and events of the New Testament) methods - see, for example, Kelly, J.N.D. Early 
Christian Doctrines, 5th edition, San Francisco: Harper Collins (2000), pp. 69–72. However, 
within both the allophorist camp and the literocredist camp existed a range of different ways to 
figuratively interpret scripture that go far beyond a simple dichotomy. 
49   e.g. Rose, S. Genesis, Creation and Early Man, Platina, CA: Herman of Alaska Brotherhood 
(2000), pp. 379–543; Batten D. & Sarfati, J. Fifteen Reasons to Take Genesis as History, Brisbane: 
Creation Ministries International (2006), pp. 19–20. In addition to citing literocredists, Batten 
& Sarfati misrepresent the position of early Christian allophorists.
50   Senter, “Cognitive Styles.”
51   Op. Cit.
52   For the present study, I applied the protocol from the 2017 study (Senter, ‘Cognitive Styles’) to 
Christian literature of the 6th and 7th centuries. Therein, I found only two demonstrably allophorist 
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Sinai and Responses to Thalassios by  Maximus the Confessor (Table 5).

Implications of Ancient Christian Evidence Citation

Implications for ancient authors’ mindsets
The citation of evidence by ancient Christian authors who viewed the Pen-

tateuch as something other than literal history has several important implica-
tions for the mindsets of such authors. For example, it shows that they consid-
ered citation of evidence a useful and valid means to justify a particular line of 
scriptural interpretation. That, in turn, reveals two important attitudes: an at-
titude of respect for evidence-based reasoning, and an attitude that scriptural 
interpretation can be based on reason and not only on revelation.

works: Hexaemeron and Responses to Thalassios. For those works, I consulted the following: Kuehn 
and Baggarly op. cit.; Constas, M., trans.,  Maximos the Confessor. On Difficulties in Sacred Scrip-
ture: The Responses to Thalassios, Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press (2018). 
In the former work,  Anastasius explicitly portrays the Pentateuch’s narratives as something other 
than literal history and cites evidence to support that view. In the latter work,  Maximus is less 
explicit but reveals a similar attitude toward the Pentateuch.  Maximus posits that the Old Testament 
contains historically inaccurate details that are meant to awaken the reader to the need to focus on the 
inner, spiritual meaning of each passage instead of its outer, literal meaning (Responses to Thalassios 
48.11). Although he does not make that statement specifically about the Pentateuch, his analyses 
of scripture indicate that he most likely viewed the Pentateuch in that way. Maximus’ citation of 
evidence against taking the Pentateuch’s ritual regulations literally (Responses to Thalassios 65) 
supports that interpretation of his attitude toward the Pentateuch and warrants his inclusion in the 
present study.

Acceptance of the view of the Pentateuch as something other than literal history by Church 
authorities plummeted after the Second Council of Constantinople in 553. One of the major items on 
the agenda in 553 was to anathematise Origen, a prolific author of works endorsing the view of the 
Pentateuch as something other than literal history. The Council’s condemnation of Origen made such 
a view politically dangerous to espouse, because of association between Origen and allegorical inter-
pretation of the Pentateuch. The political danger was illogical, because none of the fifteen anathemas 
that were leveled against Origen in 553 were related to allegory or to the Pentateuch’s historicity (see 
Schaff and Wace op. cit., vol. 14, pp. 615–618), but the danger was present nonetheless.

It therefore took particularly clever wordsmithing for Anastasius of Sinai to safely 
express his view of the Pentateuch as something other than literal history in Hexaemeron in the 
following century. In Hexaemeron,  Anastasius showed himself to be a skilful navigator of politi-
cally treacherous theological waters. In sections 1.6.2 and 7β.7.4–5, he expressed approval of 
the literal wording of the Pentateuch, paid homage to the opinions of literocredist theologians, 
and threw in a renunciation of Origen for good measure, thereby covering his political backside. 
Meanwhile, he contradicted his literalist lip service by peppering the rest of Hexaemeron with 
reasoned arguments that showed that the Pentateuch is absurd when its literal wording is ac-
cepted. In passage after passage, he listed impossibilities and absurdities of the Pentateuch 
(see Table 1) without ever stating outright that it is not history but enabling the astute reader 
to confidently draw that inference.
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The particular evidence that such authors cited also has important implica-
tions for what they accepted as authority sources. Their citation of apparent 
conflict within the Old Testament and of passages within the New Testament 
as lines of evidence, shows that they considered both the Old and New Testa-
ments to be valid authority sources. Their citation of factual errors and physi-
cal impossibilities shows that they considered observation of the world around 
themselves to be a valid authority source, and it is worthwhile to note that this 
attitude is not only in agreement with modern science but is its very basis. 
Their citation of absurdities and internal inconsistencies shows that they con-
sidered reason itself a valid authority source.

Their citation of factual errors and physical impossibilities also shows 
that they recognised stability in the laws of nature. For example, Anastasius 
asserted that snakes are mute, irrational, and carnivorous (Table 5) without 
pondering whether snakes of the past were vocal, rational, and ate dust. Origen 
ridiculed the idea that eating a fruit could confer knowledge or immortality 
(Table 5) without pondering whether fruits of the past had such properties. 
Such evidence citation reveals an approach in which the present is considered 
the key to the past. That is, it accepts that the physical universe operated in the 
past in the same way that it does now - and it is worthwhile to note that this is 
another foundational principle of modern science.

Such authors’ citation of internal inconsistencies shows that they recognised 
such inconsistencies as real and not as pseudo-inconsistencies that vanish 
upon examination. That is a quite different attitude from the attitude of theolo-
gians who attempt to rationalise apparent inconsistencies away - e.g. attempts 
to harmonise the two creation accounts of Genesis 1:1–3 and Genesis 2:4–25, 
which are mutually incompatible when taken literally (Table 1). Modern schol-
ars, too, recognise that different episodes within the Pentateuch contradict 
each other (Table 1), and this allows scholars to treat the different episodes 
as the separate stories that they are, instead of forcing them into an artificial 
harmony. Interestingly, that aspect of the recognition of internal inconsisten-
cies within the Pentateuch does not seem to have dawned upon the ancient 
Christian authors, for none of their writings treat the different episodes within 
the Pentateuch as anything other than parts of a unified whole.

It is worth asking what those ancient Christian authors would have done 
with the discoveries of recent centuries that contradict the literal wording of 
the Pentateuch, especially the discoveries of biological evolution, the passage 
of billions of years, and an archaeological record that differs from the Penta-
teuch’s accounts of ancient events. It seems natural that they would have seized 
upon these discoveries as evidence to cite, to bolster their assertions that the 
Pentateuch is not an accurate record of past events. That is because, as shown 
above, they considered observation of the world around themselves to be a 
valid authority source, and they appear to have considered it important to cite 
evidence to support their positions.
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Implications for modern interpreters of scripture
Some of the examples of evidence that ancient Christian authors cited (Table 

5) are more subjective than others. For example, the genuineness of the moral 
absurdities that various authors cited may depend on specific points of view. 
Likewise, the attitude that the New Testament is an authority source might not 
be shared by those outside the Christian religion. Some of the cited absurdities 
exist only in the Septuagint, and the absurdities that Tyconius cited may be 
more semantic than real. On the other hand, much of the cited evidence is ob-
jective. For example, it is difficult to dispute that time cannot have been divided 
into days before the creation of the sun, that morning and evening cannot have 
existed before the creation of the sun,53 that Eden was too big for one man to 
cultivate, that snakes are mute and irrational and eat meat, that Israel never 
ruled as far east as the Euphrates, and that many of the internal inconsisten-
cies within the Pentateuch that the early authors cited are real inconsistencies. 
Therefore, while some of the evidence cited by the ancient Christian authors 
can safely be dismissed, much cannot.

That last point has implications for modern interpreters of scripture. A 
plethora of clues that the Pentateuch is not an accurate record of events were 
plainly evident to the ancient authors whose works are surveyed here, even 
without the benefit of the scientific discoveries of recent centuries. The plain-
ness of those clues even to the ancients shows that current authors who treat 
the Pentateuch as an accurate record of events have little excuse to do so, for 
there has been sufficient evidence that the Pentateuch is something other than 
literal history ever since it was written.

It is important to note that while that evidence indicates that the Pentateuch 
ought not to be taken literally (as a history text, at least), that does not mean 
that it shouldn’t be taken seriously. Numerous passages in the New Testament 
exemplify taking the Pentateuch seriously as an authority source from which 
important lessons can be gleaned. The Pentateuch is scripture, and St Paul 
states that all scripture is inspired by God and is useful for doctrine, reproof, 
correction, and instruction in righteousness (2 Tim. 3:16). Note that Paul does 
not add that it is useful as a history or science text or any equivalent thereof. In-
stead, the Pentateuch is to be taken seriously as a source of spiritual inspiration 
and guidance. The stories within it do not have to be historical records in order 
to serve that purpose. Because the same is the case for the other books of the 
Old Testament, the reader need not be disturbed when encountering passages 
outside the Pentateuch that the archaeological record shows to be historically 
inaccurate, e.g. in the books of Joshua and Daniel.54 As with the Pentateuch, 

53   It is difficult but not impossible.  Basil the Great disputed those very points in Hexameron 
6.2–3 (for this text, I consulted Schaff and Wace op. cit.).
54   According to the book of Joshua, the Israelites conquered the cities of Ai and Jericho and 
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such books function as spiritual guidebooks, not history texts.

Concluding Thoughts
Many of today’s Christians consider it a religious duty to adopt a Bible-based 

worldview, and many mistakenly believe that such a worldview entails ac-
ceptance of the Pentateuch’s narratives as literal history.55 However, the Bible 
itself treats the Pentateuch not as literal history but as māshāl and ḥîdot. A 
fully Bible-based view therefore must do likewise. One can therefore accept 
the findings of modern science - such as biological evolution, an old Earth, and 
a vastly different ancient history of the Near East than the one that the Penta-
teuch narrates - without compromising a Bible-based worldview. This should 
be good news for the consciences of biblical loyalists who recognise the validity 
of the evidence for biological evolution, etc. Contrary to popular belief, a fully 
Bible-based worldview entails acceptance that the Pentateuch is not a histori-
cal record but instead was written to serve another purpose: that of māshāl 
and ḥîdot.

made a treaty with the city of Gibeon (Joshua 6 – 9). But the archaeological record shows that 
there were no cities at the sites of Ai, Jericho, or Gibeon in the 15th through 13th centuries BC 
(Bienkowski, Jericho in the Late Bronze Age; Callaway, J.A. ‘Ai’, in Stern, E., Lewison-Gilboa, A. & 
Avriham, J (eds.) The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, Volume 
1, Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society (1993), pp. 39–45; Pritchard, J.R. ‘Gibeon’, in Stern, E., 
Lewison-Gilboa, A. & Avriham, J (eds.) The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in 
the Holy Land, Volume 2, Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society (1993), pp. 511–514; Kenyon, K. 
‘Jericho’, in Stern, E., Lewison-Gilboa, A. & Avriham, J (eds.) The New Encyclopedia of Archaeo-
logical Excavations in the Holy Land, Volume 2, Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society (1993), pp. 
674–681).

Daniel 5:2 incorrectly names Nebuchadnezzar II as the father of Belshazzar, but the 
two were not related (Razmjou, S. ‘The Cyrus Cylinder: a Persian Perspective’, in Finkel, I. (ed.) 
The Cyrus Cylinder. The King of Persia’s Proclamation from Ancient Babylon, London: I.B. Tauris 
(2013), pp. 104–125). Daniel 5:31 names the fictional king Darius the Mede as the conqueror 
of the Babylonian Empire, but the real conqueror was Cyrus the Persian (Finkel, I. ‘The Cyrus 
Cylinder: the Babylonian Perspective’, in Finkel, I. (ed.) The Cyrus Cylinder. The King of Persia’s 
Proclamation from Ancient Babylon, London: I.B. Tauris (2013), pp. 4–34).
55   e.g. Sarfati, J. Refuting Evolution 2, Green Forest, Arkansas: Master Books (2002), pp. 37, 44, 
191; Ham, K. ‘Couldn’t God Have Used Evolution?’ in Ham, K. (ed.) The New Answers Book 1, 
Green Forest, AR: Master Books (2006), pp. 31–38; Jones op. cit., 1–5.

The Church recognises numerous ancient authors on both sides of the allophorist/litero-
credist dichotomy as saints. The two camps cannot both have been correct about whether or not the 
Pentateuch is a literal and accurate record of past events. It is therefore evident that one or the other 
must have held an incorrect view. One should therefore not automatically assume that the information 
and interpretations in a person’s writings are correct on the sole basis that the writer is a saint. When 
a saint’s writings contain information or interpretations that are demonstrably incorrect, the reader 
would be wise to recognise that the saint has made a mistake. Not everything that the saints wrote 
was inspired by the Holy Spirit. Saints are human, and all humans are fallible and capable of error.
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