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"Given the explosion of extra-biblical evidence bearing on the antiquity and
unity of the human race” in this century, "it is striking that these questions have
received relatively little recent analysis within the evangelical community," wrote
Davis A. Young, professor of geology at Calvin College, in a recent article in the
Christian Scholar's Review. According to Young, "...theologians in particular seem
poorly informed about the pertinent extra-biblical evidence and its implications for
Christian theology.l |

A generation ago in his pioneering work, The Christian View of Science and
Scripture (1954), the evangelical theologian Bernard Ramm wrestled with some of
the theological challenges posed by the fossil hominid record as it was known at that
time. Ramm realized that some traditional ways of understanding the early
chapters of Genesis in relation to human origins and the antiquity of the human
race were difficult to reconcile with the emerging fossil evidence. "The chief
problem with an origin of man at 500,000 B.C. is the connection of Gen. 3 with Gen.
4," Ramm noted.2 In Gen. 4, one generation from Adam, the text refers to evidences
of Neolithic civilization such as farming and animal husbandry that date from
approximately 8-10,000 years before the present, and yet the hominid fossil record
seems ‘to indicate a very ancient date for the origins of man. "It is problematic to
interpret Adam as having been created at 200,000 B.C. dr earlier," write Ramm, with
civilization not coming into existence till say 8,000 B.C."

A relativély limited number of evangelical scholars in disciplines other than
theology have addressed the issues raised by Ramm.4 It is the purpose of this paper

to present, after a brief review of the variety of evangelical responses in the past



century to the emerging fossil record, a proposal which addresses the issues raised by
Ramm, and which takes seriously the new evidences from human paleontology
while attempting to preserve and safeguard the essential biblical teachings
concerning the historicity of the fall and the universality of original sin.5

Christian Faith and the Hominid Fossils: a Brief Historical Review

The calculations based on the genealogies in the fifth and eleventh chapters
of the book of Genesis by Archbishop James Ussher (1581-1656), an Irish Protestant
scholar, placing the date of creation at 4004 B.C., expressed the generally held
outlook of educated and well-informed people in the seventeenth century.6 Given
the available geological and paleontological data, there were no compelling reasons
at the time to believe that either the earth or the human race were extremely old.

There were, however, even in the seventeenth century some who were
beginning to envision a history of the human race that extended back in time for
more than four or five thousand years. The French intellectual and diplomat Isaac
de la Peyrére (1594-1676) was evidently the first to identify ancient stone hand-axes
as human artifacts.” These stone tools had been known from earlier times, but were
thought to be "thunderbolts" or "petrified thunder" rather than the productions of

ancient races of men.

In his 1656 book, Men Before Adam, Peyrére argued that Adam was not the

first human, but rather the father of the Jewish people, having been preceded by
ancient human populations that inhabited such distant parts of the globe as China
and North America.8 He was evidently motivated both by his theological interests
in the interpretation of Romans 5:12-21 and by a desire to incorporate into a
Christian worldview the new awareness of non-European races and human

cultures resulting from the voyages of discovery beginning with Columbus. Isaac de



la Peyrére's "Preadamite” hypothesis was roundly condemned in his own time by
both Protestant and Roman Catholic scholars, but was to resurface significantly in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in relation to theories of the evolutionary
origins of modern humans from earlier hominid forms.
The eighteenth century saw the rise of the study of vertebrate paleontology.

As early as the time of Peter the Great (c. 1728)) mastodon bones had been discovered
in Siberia. They were not, however, at this time recognized as the remains of extinct
animals, but were thought to be elephants destroyed by the Flood.? It was not until
about 1796 that the reality of species extinction was firmly established and generally
recognized, largely due to the work of the great French comparative anatomist and
paleontologist Georges Cuvier.10

~ When in 1856 foésilized human remains were discovered in the Neander
River Valley in Germany they were not at the time recognized as evidence of an
ancient humanity. Professor Mayer of the University of Bonn interpreted the
skeletal remains as a "deserter from the Cossack army, with rickets."11 It was not
until the 1858 excavation of the Brixham cave in southwestern England, where
unequivocal evidence of the coexistence of ancient human fossils and extinct
‘animal remains were discovered, that the tide of scholarly opinion began to turn in
favor of an old humanity as well as an old earth.12

 The ﬁﬁblication of Charles Darwin's Origin of Species in 1859 was, in the
course of time, to revolutionaize the way in which many modern people
understood the natural order and the history of life on earth. Darwin's 1871

publication, The Descent of Man, addressed the question of human origins, an issue

not direclty addressed in his earlier work. In The Descent of Man Darwin argued
that sexual selection accounted for much of human origin and variation. He
hypothesized that Africa was the most likely place of man's origins, that bipedalism

was prior to brain expansion, and that the chimpanzee was man'’s closest living



relative.13 Darwin's arguments were based largely onv embryology and comparative
anatomy rather than hominid fossil remains, which were few and fragmentary at
the tim e ofhis writing. Modern studies based on a much broader base of fossil data
and modern genetic research have tended to confirm Darwin's hypothesis.

Darwin's evolutionary paradigm received a broad variety of responses from
orthodox Christian scholars in the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Some, like Charles Hodge of Princeton, saw Darwinism as utterly
antithetical to a purposeful creation and a biblical concept of divine providence.l4
Other orthodox Christians, however, saw no final incompatibility between
evolution and the Bible; natural selection was merely God's method of creation.13
Benjamin B. Warfield, one of the primary architects of the "Old Princeton" defense
of the inerrancy of scripture, was open to the possibility of the origins of the human
body through a process of theistic evolution: "If under the directing hand of God a
human body is formed at a leap by propagation from brutish parents, it would-be
quite consonant with the fitness of things that it should be provided by His creative
energy with a truly human soul."16

"I have already made the admission that there is no necessary antagonism
between theism and a doctrine of organic evolution as such,” wrote the Scottish
evangelical theologian James Orr in 1905. "That species could have arisen by a
method of derivation from some pr1meva1 germ \ rather than by unrelated creatlons,
is not only not inconceivable, but may even commend itself as a higher and more
worthy conception of the divine working than the older hypothesis."17

In 1907 the evangelical Baptist theologian A. H. Strong could write that
evolution "...does not make the idea of a Creator superfluous, because evolution is
only the method of God." Strong believed that it was perfectly consistent with a
biblical doctrine of creation that "...man should emerge at the proper time, governed

by different laws froni the brute creation yet growing out of the brute."8



The Scopes trial of 1925 proved to be a watershed in the ongoing struggle of
evangelicals to come to grips with the challenge of Darwinism. In the context of the
theological and ecclesiastical polarizations produced by the Modernist-
Fundamentalist controversies, the degree of openness to evolution as God's method
of creation that had characterized a significant portion of earlier evangelical
scholarship was substantially diminished in the aftermath of the "monkey trial" in
Dayton, Tennessee. A

The 1961 publication of The Genesis Flood by John C. Whitcomb, Jr. and
Henry Morris, almost a generation after the Scopes trial, marked the birth of the
modern young-earth, flood geology, "creation-science" movement.’® Whitcomb
and Morris, building on the work of earlier Protestant fundamentalists such as
Harry Rimmer and George McCready Price, mounted a militant defense of a literal
six-day creation, a young earth, a global flood that accounted for the globe's major
geological features and rejected all attempts by theistic evolutionists to
accommodate the Bible to Darwinism.20

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the "creation science"” movement and its
anti-evolutionary polemic appeared to be having a substantial and growing impact
in conservative Protestant circles, especially among the laity. Defenses of theistic
evolution were not lacking in this period, however. Members of the American
Scientific Affiliation and other capai)lé—évangélicél scholars continued to argue for
theistic evolution as a viable model for human origins, continuing an honorable
and well-recognized tradition rooted in some of the finest nineteenth and early

twentieth century evangelical scholarship.?1

The Biblical Adam and the Hominid Fossils: a Theological Proposal



It is here proposed that the biblical Adam be understood as a "redemptive-
historical model."22 In this conception the term historical calls attention to the fact
that the creation, temptation, and fall of the first humans are understood as
historical events, rather than timeless dimensions of universal human experience
expressed in mythical form. The term redemptive is chosen to signify a judgment
that the primary purpose of the Genesis narrative is redemptive or soteriological in
nature, rather than scientific in the modern sense.

The term model links the present discussion with recent work in philosophy
of science and philosophy of religion. In the sciences "models" are conceptual
frameworks that present simplified depictions of complex realities.22 For example,
the Bohr planetary model of the hydrogen atom is a simplified picture of a more
complicated physical reality that can only be adequately described in terms of the
mathematical equations of quantum mechanics.24

Models in science may be either "replica” or "analogue" models.25 Replica
models are "literal," small-scaled versions of the realities they represent, e.g., a ship
in a bottle or a small model aircraft to be tested in a wind tunnel. Analogue models
are not literal pictures of the realities they represent, but reflect through
mathematical equations, computer simulations, or other means selected features of

the object being studied. A computer simulation of the behavior of the American
— economy or the human brain would be a model of tI.I-iS latter sort.

To propose that the Adam of Genesis?6 be understood as a "redemptive-
historical model" is to suggest that the biblical narrative is more like an analogue
than a replica model, in the sense of these terms defined above. The biblical
narrative of Gen. 2:4-4:26 "models" the flow of historical events surrounding the
creation, temptation, and fall of the first humans, and the early development of

human culture, but not necessarily in a literal, pictorial sense.2’
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Such an approach to the biblical narrative of the creation and fall of man is in
keeping with trends in modern biblical scholarship that interpret Genesis in the
context of the literary genres and popular thought forms of ancient Near Eastern
cultures.?8 In a significant statement that reflected over a half century of Roman
Catholic biblical scholarship, the Secretary of the Pontifical Biblical Commission
declared in 1948 that the early chapters of Genesis "...relate in simple and figurative
language, adapted to the understanding of a less developed people, the fundamental
truths presupposed for the economy of salvation, as well as the popular description
of the origin of the human race and of the chosen people."??

Some twenty years later Eugene H Maly in an introduction to Genesis in The
Jerome Biblical Commentary reflected the scholarly Roman Catholic exegetical
consensus when he stated that these early chapters reported history "analogously,"
noting that "...the need to popularize the presentation and make it comprehensible
to an unsophisticated audience has resulted in an individualization of the 'typical
events'." In the biblical narrative of Adam in paradise "...one man is presented as
doing what many men did; the story of one particular catastophe is used to illustrate
and explain all such catastrophes."30

Conservative Protestant interpreters of Genesis have increasingly seen the
text in the light of its ancient Near Eastern mileau. Gordon Wenham has noted that
the historical and scientific questions that loom large in {h_e modern reader's mind
were at best secondary to the biblical writer's theological purpose. In Wenham's
view, Genesis 1-11 is "an inspired retelling of ancient oriental traditions about the
origins of the world," whose major purpose is to contrast the one, true omnipotent
righteous God with the weak, fallible, and capricious deities who populated the
ancient world.3!

Henri Blocher has called attention to the fact that the language of scripture

abounds in examples.0f mixed genre. Scripture can recount historical realities in



the categories of parable or allegory and express historical facts through images and
symbols.32

Almost a generation ago in his book Fundamentalism and the Word of God

J. I. Packer made the valuable observation that evangelical interpreters must draw
distinctions between "...the subjects about which scripture speaks and the terms in
which it speaks of them." The biblical writers spoke about the natural order in a
language common to themselves and their contemporaries. Their concern is not
primarily the inner structure of the physical world and men, but the relationship of
both to God. In matters that transcend our ordinary human experience, such as the
~ nature of human life before the fall, it is difficult to draw hard and fast lines between
the literal and symbolic elements of the biblical narrative in Genesis 2 and 3.33

In his 1967 commentary on Genesis Derek Kidner, at the time Warden of
Tyndale House in Cambridge, suggested that the events surrounding the origins of
the human race are described in scripture "in simplified pictorial form ...or are
landmarks punctuating an immense tract of time."34

The text of Genesis, in Kidner's view, does not preclude the possibility that
God "...initially shaped man by a process of evolution" and that "a considerable
stock of near-humans preceded the first true man."35

In his 1970 commentary on Genesis Meredith Kline strongly insisted on the
historical character of the events described in Geén. 1-11. He also drew attention to
features of the narrative style of Genesis, such as the "...frequently topical rather
than chronological arrangement of materials," the recognition of which can lead to
fruitful approaches to questions of science and scripture such as the nature of the
"days" in Genesis one.3¢ Kline's "framework hypothesis," that the creation week of
Genesis 1 is a literary framework for God's creative work, displaying a topical rather

than chronological arrangement of the days, could be seen as consistent with the
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hermeneutical approach of a "redemptive-historical model" being presented in this
paper.¥7

In a later statement of the "framework hypothesis" Kline has noted that such
a hermeneutical approach "...does not discountenance the theory of the
evolutionary origin of man."38 Kline, while being open to theistic evolution as a
possibility, insists on a historical Adam as the covenant head and ancestor of the

human race.3?
The Proposal Specified

A more specific form of the "Adam as redemptive-historical model"

~ hypothesis could be stated as follows: about 40-35,000 years before the present the
crucial event of "hominization" occurs.40 The Spirit of God in a special,
unprecedented, and sudden intervention into the natural order brings anatomically
modern Homo sapiens across the threshold to behaviorally (and religiously)
modern Homo sapiens.4! The first subject of this "hominization" (cf. Gen. 2.7, "the
breath of life; man became a living being") is ﬁclgrjgﬁgd as)the biblical Aam; the Cory '
second subject as the biblical Eve. The process of hominization is then rapidly
extended by God to the other anatomically modern humans alive at this time.

' Adam is designated by God as the covenantal head and representative of the entire
human race, all members of the species Homo sapiens. The first man is tempted in
time, the fall occurs as a historical event,42 and Adam's sin is imputed not only to
alll subsequent humans (as in the "standard" model) but also immediately to all his
contemporaries-to all "co-Adamites." It is argued here that this hermeneutic of the
"redemptive-historical model" and the "co-Adamite" hypothesis can provide a

workable framework for relating the paleoanthropological data to theologically



essential doctrines such as the unity of the human race, the historicity of the fall,
and the universality of original sin.

Such a proposal is not unprecedented in twentieth century evangelical
scholarship. As previously noted above, Derek Kidner in his 1967 Genesis
commentary had suggested that if "...God initially shaped man by a process of
evolution, it would follow that a considerable stock of near-humans preceded the
first true man." God could have conferred the divine image on Adam's collaterals.
Adam's federal headship would have then extended outwards to his
contemporaries as well as onwards to his offspring, his disobedience being imputed
to both alike.43 Adam's sin would be imputed "horizontally" (or, "synchronically")
to contemporary "co-Adamites” as well as "vertically" ("diachronically") to all
descendants, so that the federal headship would result in a universal imputation of
original sin.

As noted earlier,44 the idea of "pre-Adamites" or "co-Adamites" has been
suggested by interpreters of Genesis at various times in church history. Perhaps the
earliest suggestion of this sort is found in Augustine's City of God. Augustine is
aware of the pagan criticism that it seems unlikely that Cain would have built a city
(Gen. 4:17) when there were presumably only four people upon the earth. He
replies by saying that such criticisms fail to take into account "...that the writer of the

‘sacred history“does not necessarily mention all the men who might be alive at that
time, but only those whom the scope of his work required him to name."4>
Augustine's use of the phrase "the scope of his work" indicates his awareness that
the biblical narrative may be selective in the features it reports, consistent with its
theological and spiritual rather than scientific purpose. It is noteworthy that
Augustine, whose influence on the shaping of the doctrine of original sin has been
monumental in Western Christianity,46, apparently saw little or no theological

difficulty in such a "cd-Adamite" reading of the early chapter of Genesis. His



interpretation of Gen. 4 at this point seems quite compatible with the notion of
"redemptive-historical model" being presented here.

The question arises as to whether this "co-Adamite" hypothesis is consistent
with the unity of the human race in Adam presupposed in scripture. In his
Areopagus speech the Apostle Paul states that "from one (€€ &vds)¥” he made every
nation of men, that they should inhabit the whole earth" (Acts 17:26). The "one"
referred to is clearly the biblical Adam.# Paul is here challenging any imagined
justification for the belief that Greeks were inherently superior to barbarians.49 The
unity of the human race in one common ancestor cuts the root of racial pride and
ethnocentrism.

Anthropologists today are in agreement that all living humans are in fact
members of the single species Homo sapiens. From a strictly anthropological
standpoint, the unity of the human race is not in question.30 In relation to the "co-
Adamite” hypothesis being proposed here, subsequent mixing of the gene pool
could result in the sharing by all individuals today of genetic material inherited
from the "primal parents" of the Genesis model.>! The procesé of gene mixing
would insure anthropological unity;>? the procesé of "synchronic" and "diachronic"
imputation would insure the theological unity of the race as the subjects of original
sin. 4

The hermeneutical approach being proposed h;re.m.ust“ia.l—;omtake into account
New Testament texts which refer to the chronological priority of Adam over Eve in
the Genesis narrative. In the context of instructions for the proper ordering of
worship in Ephesus, the Apostle Paul®® writes that women should learn in a quiet
and submissive manner, "For Adam was formed first, then Eve" (I Tim. 2:13), an
obvious allusion to Gen. 2:7,22. In addressing similar issues in Corinth, Paul writes

that it is appropriate for a woman to have her head covered during public
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worship.5¢ He appeals to the creation account, noting that "man did not come from
woman, but woman from man" (I Cor. 11:8), an allusion to Gen. 2:21-23.

One possible approach to the question of chronological priority would be to
construe I. Tim. 2:13 and I Cor. 11:8 merely as references to the narrative features of
Genesis as a literary text, with no assertions intended concerning exira-textual
realities. This hermeneutical approach is not advocated here. In Romans 5:12-21 it
is clearly presupposed by the apostle Paul that Adam is a real historical individual
like Moses and Christ.55 Rather, it is proposed that the divinely directed process of
"hominization" occurring within the "primal population,” bringing anatomically
modern Homo sapiens across the threshold to behaviorally (and religiously)
modern Homo sapiens, first occurred with a "primal male" ("Adam"), and then
with a "primal female" ("Eve"). God's creative act of "hominization" confers the
image of God on anatomically modern humans. The chronological priority of the
first man over the first woman asserted in Gen. 2., I Tim. 2:13, and I Cor. 11:8 is thus
understood to have extra-textual reference to actual historical individuals.>¢ The
"redemptive-historical model" hermeneutic could be construed as a "neo-
traditional" reading of the Genesis text.

In the hermeneutical model proposed here, the creation of Eve from the "rib"
(or, "side"7 of Adam is understood to be a metaphorlcal expression of the biblical
ideal of marr1age as ;-re—lét-lonsh1p characterized by harmony and intimacy between
husband and wife. The woman is created to be man's counterpart, and not merely
his property or a breeder of children, as in much of ancient Near Eastern culture.

This understanding of Gen. 2:21-23 is shared by a number of recent
commentators. According to Gordon Wenham, "the whole account of women's
creation has a poetic flavor: it‘is certainly mistaken to read it as an account of a

clinical operation or as an attempt to explain some feature of man's anatomy."8 Its
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purpose is to depict the relationship of husband and wife as one of partnership and
harmony.

The Jewish commentator U. Cassuto sees the account as "...an allegory of the
relationship of the woman to her husband." The good wife stands at her husband's
side to be his helper-counterpart, "and her soul is bound up with his."5® Similarly,
Nahum Sarna writes that the intimacy between husband and wife and the wife's
indispensable role in her husband's life "...are symbolically described in terms of her
creation out of his body." The "rib" taken from the man's side connotes physical
union and companionship.60

Such metaphorical understandings of Gen. 2:21-23 have some continuity with
premodern Christian interpretation. As one would expect in a premodern era when
relating Genesis to hominid fossils was not an issue, patristic commentators take the
references to the "rib" literally. However, they do commonly see metaphorical or
typological meanings in these references. Theophilus of Antioch sees in such a
referencé the divine intent that Adam and Eve's "mutual affection‘might be
greater."61 Methodius of Olympus (260-312) suggests that Eve's creation from the
side of Adam foreshadows the rapturous embraces of marital love.62 Tertullian
writes that just as Adam was a type of Christ, so Adam's sleep is a type of the death
of Christ, and Eve a type of the church.63

' "“Iﬁ‘?iugustine'é earlier commentary on Genesis he allows that the reference to
the "rib" may be figurative. If they were said or done figuratively, however, they
have mystical and sacramental meanings.6¢ In his later interpretation he takes the
references to be literal, but with mystical meaning as well.65

A larger issue raised by the presént approach to the Genesis narrative might
be called the question of the "domino effect." Would a modification of the
traditional interpretation of Gen. 2-3 eventually lead, for example, to a weakening in

the church's confidence in the historicity of the resurrection of Jesus? If the biblical



Adam is understood in terms of a "redemptive-historical model," why not Christ
and his bodily resurrection? Such consequences do not follow, however, for the
cases are quite dissimilar. In the case of the early chapters of Genesis, new empirical
discoveries in astronomy and geology have forced believers to reconsider traditional
ways of understanding the biblical text. Those who reject the bodily resurrection of
Christ, so clearly attested in the New Testament (e.g., I Cor. 15:1-19) are, on the other
hand, generally motivated to do so because of an a priori, metaphysical judgment
that miracles do not occur. Church history demonstrates that the church has been
able to incorporate new scientific information into its biblical interpretation on such
matters as a heliocentric solar system, the "days" of Genesis 1, and the age of the
earth without compromising its fundamental doctrines. These historical precedents
would indicate that the church can also be successful in incorporating evidences
from the hominid fossil record into its understanding of the biblical account of
human origins.

Finally, it might be observed that the' conceptuality of the "redemptive-
historical model" differs from the original conceptual framework of the biblical
writers. "Surely,"” it might be observed, "the apostle Paul did not think in terms of
an Adam 30,000.years before the present who was part of a "primal population
group.” '

- At this point a distinction made by Charles Hodge in reference to the
Copernican controversy is pertinent to present discussions concerning the antiquity
and unity of the human race. We must distinguish, Hodge observed, "...between
what the sacred writers themselves thought or believed, and what they teach. They
may have believed that the sun moves round the earth, but they do not so teach."66
As Hodge noted, the language of scripture is based on common-sense, observational
language rather than abstract scientific description. The personal beliefs of the

biblical writers on matters of cosmology or the natural world must be distinguished



from the theological teaching or substance that is the primary focus of such biblical
references to natural matters. Biblical writers may presuppose and refer to the
common cosmological notions of the day, but such references are incidential to their
primary theological purpose The concern of the biblical writers is, as J. I. Packer.has
noted, not with the inner structures of the world per se but with the relationship of
such structures to God.6”

In the matter at hand, it is argued that the purpose of scripture is not to give
an absolute chronology for the antiquity of the human race, or a scientific
description of the physical processes involved in human origins, but rather to give a
theological account, rooted in history, of man's relationship to God.

This proposal for viewing the early chapters of Genesis as "redemptive-
historical model" is presented as an attempt to take seriously the accumulating
empirical data of the hominid fossil record while preserving the fundamental
biblical teachings concerning the historicity of the first parents of the human race,
the historical nature of the fall, the universality of original sin, and the unity of the
race. The reader is invited to test its empirical and theological adequacy.

This model is proposed with the conviction that the church never need fear
new scientific discoveries, God being the author of both the book of nature and the

book of scripture. It was with such a spirit of confidence and -openness that Charles

Hodge observed over a century ago, "It may cost the church a severe struggle to give

up one interpretation and adopt another, as it did in the seventeenth century, but
no real evil need be apprehended. The Bible has stood and still stands in the

presence of the whole scientific world with its claims unshaken."68
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