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Kenosis and the Biblical
Picture of the World

George L. Murphy

Some biblical statements about the physical world are out-of-date in light of today’s
scientific knowledge. The “dome” of heaven and the waters above it in Genesis 1
are well-known instances. St. Paul’s belief that biological death of humans is a result
of sin is of greater theological significance.

This poses important questions for those who take the authority of scripture seriously.
Responses that reject well-established scientific concepts or that try to read them
into the biblical text are unsatisfactory. Many theological discussions of scripture
recognize that we should not expect to find a modern picture of the universe in the
Bible, but they generally do not treat specific issues raised by today’s science in any
detail.

Philippians 2:7 refers to the kenosis, the self-limitation, of the Son of God involved
in becoming human. This concept has been applied to God’s work in creation and
I suggest here that it is also relevant to inspiration of scripture. As God in the
Incarnation accepted the limitations of a human being in a particular culture, so God
in inspiring biblical writers accepted the limits of the knowledge of the world in their
cultures. This article will focus on issues raised by science in terms of a kenotic
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understanding of inspiration.

The Problem

Some statements in the Bible about the
structure of the world and its processes
and history—we may say somewhat
anachronistically “about science” —con-
flict with what we know today.! This
raises important questions about the
inspiration and authority of scripture.

Reports of miraculous events such as
the resurrection of Jesus are not in ques-
tion here. Claims for unique historical
phenomena differ from statements about
general spatiotemporal features of the
world such as those that speak of a dome
of the heavens (Gen. 1:6-8) or the waters
above it (Gen. 1:7, 7:11; Ps. 148:4). There
simply is no such dome and there are
no such waters.

Nor is the nonliteral character of some
biblical texts at issue. Biblical writers and
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their audiences did not confuse meta-
phor and poetic imagery with realistic
description, but they apparently did
accept ideas held in Ancient Near East-
ern cultures such as heaven as a solid
structure with waters above it> We
know today that that is not the way the
world is.

George L. Murphy holds a BS from Ohio University and a PhD from
Johns Hopkins in physics and an MDiv from Wartburg Seminary. He is
a retired ELCA pastor who has served Lutheran and Episcopal congregations
and is adjunct faculty at Trinity Lutheran Seminary in Columbus, Ohio.
In addition to research papers in physics, he has published numerous articles
and books on faith-science issues. His latest book, Actual Atonement: Talk-
ing about Salvation in a Scientific World is currently in the process of
publication by Lutheran University Press. He has also contributed print and
internet resources for preachers and for eleven years wrote the “Handiwork”
column for the journal Lutheran Partners to help church professionals deal
with issues of science and technology in ministry.
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Kenosis and the Biblical Picture of the World

Our goal here is an adequate theological under-
standing of the fact that the Bible reflects views of
the world that are now outdated. The celestial dome
and the cosmic ocean are relatively minor aspects
of this, but they provide clear examples of the prob-
lem and ways in which it has been addressed. I first
focus briefly on the dome to set out the basic facts
and to illustrate typical responses.’

The Hebrew word in Gen. 1:6-8 for the sky is
ragia’. The root verb raga™ has the sense of stamping
out something like metal foil or plates, or stretching
something out. Particularly relevant is Job 37:18,
where Elihu asks, “Can you, like him [God], spread
out [tar‘gia”, a causative form of raga” ] the skies, hard
as a molten mirror?” (NRSV). The Septuagint trans-
lated ragia” in Genesis 1 as steréoma, something solid
or firm. (That Greek word is used once in the New
Testament in a figurative sense in Col. 2:5, where the
NRSV translates it as “firmness.”) The Vulgate has
firmamentum in the Genesis passage; the King James,
“firmament.” NRSV has “dome,” and Luther’s trans-
lation is eine Veste (modern spelling eine Feste).

So the uses of the Hebrew word group and the
history of translation of Gen. 1:6-8 indicate that
a covering of solid material was meant. But the sci-
entific facts are quite clear: there is no such dome
and never was one. How can this contradiction be
dealt with?

First, the claims of modern science could be re-
jected. Few do that explicitly with the dome or the
waters, but the situation is different when the Gene-
sis creation accounts are confronted with biological
evolution and the idea that creatures were dying for
millions of years before humans came on the scene.

Another possibility is to argue that the biblical
statements really are in accord with today’s knowl-
edge. The NASB and NIV translation of ragia™ as
“expanse,” in accord with the Theological Wordbook
of the Old Testament,* is not strictly wrong but is mis-
leadingly incomplete. “Expanse” allows the reader
to understand the word as a reference to the atmo-
sphere, but the question “expanse of what?” natu-
rally occurs, and the word itself has connotations of
solidity.

Finally, a common response is, “The Bible is not
a textbook of science.” That is true but does not get
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at the heart of the problem. While the purpose of
the writer of Genesis 1 was not to teach about the
nature of the sky, it is still the case that an archaic
understanding of the sky was used in the text.

If the Bible is really inspired by God, why does it
not have a better picture of the way the world is?°
More important than the dome and the waters above
it, is the fact that the biblical accounts of cosmic and
biological origins are, from today’s scientific stand-
point, obsolete. There is nothing in scripture about
a big bang or biological evolution.® Sensible people
will not insist that scripture should contain techni-
cal accounts of relativistic cosmology or Darwinian
evolution in order for its religious message to be
plausible, but they may reasonably wonder why
an inspired text could not have an elementary
picture of a cosmic explosion and gradual develop-
ment of living creatures. That is the kind of thing
that we present when we talk to children about
such matters.

The Word of God

For many Christians, the phrase, “The Word of God,”
simply refers to the Bible. But in its most fundamen-
tal sense, the Word of God is Jesus Christ, the Second
Person of the Trinity made flesh (John 1:1-18). His
life, death, and resurrection are the focus of God’s
whole revelatory activity that began with Abraham
and continues in the apostolic mission of the church.
Much of the theology of the past century has been
influenced by Karl Barth’s understanding of the
threefold form of the Word of God—the Word
revealed as Christ, the Word proclaimed, and the
Word written.” The scriptures of the Old and New
Testaments are the inspired written witness to God’s
revelation in Christ.

In a discussion of the role of scripture in system-
atic theology, Braaten states as a corollary of this
view, “All the meanings of the Word of God have
one center and norm: the appearance of Jesus Christ
in history.”® This is a recovery of the understanding
of scripture held by the reformers, as with Luther’s
statement that “all of scripture ... is pure Christ.”?
The written Word is to be interpreted christo-
logically, and “the medium of [God’s] revelation
is completely incarnational.”!
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Scripture is the Word of God in the words of
humans—sinful and fallible humans. Because of
this, Barth said, those writers “were capable and
actually guilty of error in their spoken and written
word” in expressing the miracle of God’s Word. To
deny this, he argued, would be like saying that the
sick who were miraculously healed by Jesus were
not really ill."!

Not all Christians will be willing to draw this
implication from the human aspect of scripture.
Some continue to hold, with Warfield, that the bibli-
cal writers were inspired by the Holy Spirit in such
a way that “their words were rendered also the
words of God, and, therefore, perfectly infallible.”?
It is the last two words that are at issue here—
or more precisely, it is a question of whether they
follow from the fact that the words of the writers
are indeed the words of God.

Fairly conservative theologians have come to
recognize that scripture itself does not commit us to
a belief in “inerrancy” in the sense that every state-
ment of scripture, no matter how distantly related
to its christological center, is factually correct in all
details.’ “The true humanity of scripture,” Bloesch
says, “involves a vulnerability to error and a limited
cultural horizon because the writers lived in a partic-
ular time and place in history.”!* This does not re-
quire that every concept of inerrancy be abandoned.
Pinnock, for example, defines it to mean “that the
Bible can be trusted in what it teaches and affirms”
and cites approvingly the fuller statement of Millard
Erickson:

The Bible, when correctly interpreted in the light

of the level to which culture and the means of

communication had developed at the time it was

written, and in view of the purposes for which it
was given, is fully truthful in all it affirms.1>

In order to appreciate such statements, we need to
realize that not everything that is said in the Bible is
“teaching” or “affirmation,” a point that James Barr
has emphasized.!® When Jesus told a parable about
the growth of the mustard plant (Mark 4:30-32), he
was teaching about the kingdom of God, not the
relative sizes of seeds. And while there is no reason
to doubt Paul’s account of his early relationships with
other Christians in Gal. 1:15-2:14, he is surely not
“affirming” the details of his encounters with other
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apostles in the same sense that he affirms that people
are justified by faith in Christ in that letter.

Theologians who believe that inerrancy does not
extend to all things in scripture will usually mention
matters of science, but their references tend to be
quite general. And when Barth says that “there can
be no scientific problems, objections, or aids in rela-
tion to what Holy Scripture and the Christian church
understand by the divine work of creation” or when
Bloesch speaks favorably of fundamentalists” “oppo-
sition to the myth of evolution,” we get the definite
impression of an unwillingness to take major conclu-
sions of science seriously in doing theology."”

In addition, emphasis on the human aspect of
scripture, while important, does not go deep enough.
We get further insight by considering the typical
modus operandi of the God whose Word encounters
us in scripture.

Kenosis

We began with the question of how scripture can
truly be inspired by God if it assumes things about
the world that we now know to be out-of-date or
simply incorrect. We can answer this question ade-
quately only if we know who the God is that we are
talking about. General lists of divine attributes will
not get us anywhere and may even exacerbate the
problem. If God is understood to be omniscient,
then God knows about the structure of the heavens
and the way in which the universe, the earth, and
living things originated.

But God has not made himself known in terms of
philosophical attributes. Instead, he revealed himself
in Christ Jesus

who, though he was in the form of God, did not
regard equality with God as something to be
exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of
a slave, being born in human likeness. And being
found in human form, he humbled himself and
became obedient to the point of death —even death
on a cross. (Phil. 2:6-8)

The one who is “true God from true God” became
fully human. That means more than just looking
like other humans or having the same biochemical
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Kenosis and the Biblical Picture of the World

makeup. To be fully human means to live at a particu-
lar time and place, to be a person of a particular
country and culture. The Word became male Jewish
flesh in Palestine in the time of Pontius Pilate, speak-
ing Aramaic and some Greek, and learning about the
world in a Hellenistic Jewish culture under Roman
occupation.

“But about that day or hour no one knows, neither
the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father”
(Mark 13:32, emphasis added). When Jesus said this,
he indicated that there were things that he, the incar-
nate Son of God, did not know. Nor is this so only for
recondite matters such as the timing of the parousia.
When, in the story of the healing of the woman with
an issue of blood, Jesus turns to the crowd following
him and asks, “Who touched me?” (Luke 8:45), it
was probably because (as C.S. Lewis comments'®)
“he really wanted to know.”

Jesus had deeper insight into relationships with
the Father, his own and that of other people, than did
his contemporaries.

All things have been handed over to me by my

Father; and no one knows the Son except the

Father; and no one knows the Father except the

Son and anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal
him. (Matt. 11:27)

But this does not mean that he knew about the history
of hominids in east Africa or electroweak unification.
Orthodox christology holds that Jesus had a fully
human as well as a divine mind. A model suggested
by Thomas Morris of a large (perhaps infinite) com-
puter linked to a smaller and finite one may help
in picturing this."” In such a situation, there will be
information in the large computer which is not, at
a given time, accessed by the smaller one. (The knowl-
edge of the risen and ascended Lord Jesus now is
not at issue here.)

It is sometimes argued that kenosis is relevant
only to the saving work of Christ. In that case, it
could be regarded as a temporary stratagem used
for a specific purpose and ignored in other contexts.
But if Christ is the fullest revelation of God, that view
is inadequate. As Gordon Fee put it in commenting
on the Philippians text, “in “pouring himself out” and
‘humbling himself to death on the cross” Christ Jesus
has revealed the character of God himself.”?
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The concept of kenosis has been valuable in dis-
cussions of divine action.?! God is at work in all that
happens in the world, cooperating with creatures in
their actions. But the regularity of natural processes
shows that God limits what is done through natural
processes to what is in accord with the properties
with which he has endowed creatures. From our
standpoint, this means that God limits divine action
to accord with the laws of physics—which them-
selves are God’s creation.

Different authors use the concept of kenosis in
different ways; therefore, it is important to clarify
what I mean by it. Paul’s use of the word in the
Philippians passage implies that in becoming
human, the Son of God limited himself to the human
condition. But it is clear from the totality of Paul’s
writings that he did not think that God was absent or
inactive in the Christ event. In fact, he insists that
“God was in Christ, reconciling the world to himself”
(2 Cor. 5:19).

So when we speak of a kenotic aspect of divine
action, we should mean that God is indeed present
and active in the world but that God limits divine
action to the capacities of creatures. This means also
that kenosis cannot provide the sole model for divine
action. It says, after all, what God does not do—act
beyond the capacities of creatures —rather than what
God does do. Kenosis only makes sense in conjunc-
tion with something like the concept of God’s co-
operation with creatures in their actions.??

This limitation of divine action should also be
understood as something that God chooses. It is not
a necessity imposed upon God by the God-world
relationship, as in process theology.

Kenotic divine action means that God’s work in
the world is concealed from scientific investigation.
But this is not simply a way of protecting religious
belief from science. It is demanded by the theology
of the cross, and means that God’s ongoing creative
work has a cruciform pattern.

The Kenosis of the Spirit
2 Timothy 3:16 says that “all scripture is inspired
by God.” The Greek word used there, theopneustos,
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literally “God-breathed,” points to the activity of the
hagios pneuma, the Holy Spirit. In accord with this,
the Nicene Creed says that the Holy Spirit “spoke
through the prophets.” Christians have taken this
to mean that not only the speeches of prophets in
a narrow sense but also the writers and redactors of
the whole of scripture were moved to those activities
by the Third Person of the Trinity.

All three persons of the Trinity are involved in
everything God does in the world, though particular
activities may be especially associated with one or
another of them. “The external works of the Trinity
are undivided” (Opera Trinitatis ad extra indivisa sunt)
is the old formula. If kenosis is a fundamental aspect
of the divine character and the way God acts toward
creation, then we should expect to find it in the dis-
tinctive works of the Holy Spirit. Simmons has dis-
cussed this in connection with Pannenberg’s idea of
the Spirit as field, and the concept may be important
in dealing with some aspects of evolution, for the
Spirit is also said in the creed to be “Lord and giver
of life.”?

It is natural then to suggest that kenosis also char-
acterized the Spirit's work in moving the biblical
writers. In fact, that is an implication of the parallel
that we have noted between the Incarnation of the
eternal Word and the inspiration of the written
Word. Luther wrote that “Holy scripture is God's
word, written and (I may say) lettered and formed
in letters, just as Christ is the eternal Word of God
wrapped in humanity,” and this close parallel
between inspiration and incarnation has recently
been emphasized by Enns.* As the Son of God
limited himself to the conditions of a human being
in a particular culture and as God in his ongoing
work in the world limits divine activity to what is
within the capacities of creatures, so the Holy Spirit
communicated to the biblical writers and redactors
within the limitations of their times and cultures.

Our Bible was written within a period two to three
thousand years ago in the cultures of the Ancient
Near East and the Roman Empire of the first century.
The knowledge of the physical world and human
history in those cultures was much more limited
than our knowledge of those matters today. Not
everyone in those cultures was stupid or gullible in
accepting ideas that we now see as incorrect. To say
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that would be like criticizing Galileo because he did
not discover quantum mechanics. There were people
in the Ancient Near East who were interested in
understanding the world around them, and while
studies of mathematics and astronomy did not pros-
per in Israel as they did in Egypt and Babylon, the
wisdom literature of Israel shows respect for such
pursuits. (See, e.g., Wisd. of Sol. 7:15-22.) But people
of that time simply did not know as much about
the world as we do today.

The message of the first creation account in Gene-
sis is that the God of Israel is the sovereign creator of
the entire universe, that all creatures are fundamen-
tally good, and that among them humans are given
special privileges and responsibilities. It is a state-
ment about God and the world’s relationship with
God that is as true today as it was twenty-five hun-
dred years ago. But in inspiring it, the Holy Spirit
was apparently willing for the world itself to be pic-
tured as people in Middle Eastern cultures of the
time understood it.

The idea that some biblical texts are “accommo-
dated” or “condescend” to the limited knowledge of
readers has a long history. It goes back at least to
Origen in the third century and was appealed to by,
among others, Calvin.® It is important to be clear
about who is doing the accommodating. There is no
reason to think that the writer of Genesis 1 knew
about biological evolution but condescended to the
level of a less informed audience by speaking about
special creations of living things. It is rather the
Holy Spirit who limited the form of the divine
message to the understanding of both the human
writer and his audience. The term “accommodation”
is not entirely adequate, however, because it sug-
gests a mere temporary tactic. To speak of a kenotic
aspect of inspiration is to recognize that this is one
example of a general feature of God’s activity in
the world.

Some might argue that truly “God-breathed” texts
would communicate an up-to-date understanding
of the world. But what should have replaced the
waters above the heavens that are called upon to
praise God in Ps. 148:4? For Christians in 1900, the
aether resounding with God’s praises would have
been up-to-date, but then Einstein made the aether
superfluous. Today we might want to have tiny
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strings vibrating with the worship of their creator,
but some theorists are now arguing that string
theory is overrated. Those who want an up-to-date
picture of the world may be asked “up to whose
date?”

Calvin’s statement that “the Holy Spirit had no
intention to teach astronomy”?® has a corollary:
God expected us to use our brains and our senses to
figure out such things ourselves. God’s self-limita-
tion is a gift that enables us to understand the world
and live in it as responsible adults rather than as
lazy students who want to look up the answers in the
back of the book. By limiting divine action to accord
with the true laws of physics and accommodating
inspiration to cultural understandings of the world,
God challenges us to gain better and better approxi-
mations to those laws. When we understand that,
we will be thankful that the Bible does not freeze
our knowledge of the world to that of the time of
the biblical writers, that of Newton, or of today.

The Truth of Scripture

Christians may wonder how culturally conditioned
and perhaps erroneous statements in scripture can
be distinguished from theologically important truths.
If the Holy Spirit did not mean to teach astronomy,
how do we know what other things in the Bible are
ones about which the Spirit did not intend to teach
us?

A person who accepts Christ with a living faith
will recognize the authority of the scriptures that
bear witness to him. But that authority has to do
with the purpose of the scriptures, not with biblical
statements viewed apart from that purpose. Argu-
ments such as “If we can’t believe that Jonah was
swallowed by a big fish, why should we believe that
Jesus rose from the dead?” are simply non sequiturs.
Christian faith is not a matter of believing that Jesus
is risen simply because it says that in the Bible.

But it is not always easy to disentangle the essen-
tial theological content in scripture from other
material. That can be done fairly simply with the
ideas about the structure of the heavens in Genesis 1,
because what is said there about God and God’s
relationship with the world does not depend on
those ideas. God is the creator of the sky, however
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the sky is understood. But some biblical statements
raise more difficult problems.

It is tempting to think that we can make a sharp
distinction to separate the theologically significant
wheat from culturally conditioned chaff, but matters
are not so simple. To begin with, not all the Bible’s
culturally conditioned ideas about the world are
wrong. More importantly, everything that is said
there, things of great religious import and also those
of no obvious theological significance, was to some
extent influenced by the cultures in which the writ-
ers were raised and by their individual histories.
To say that is simply to recognize that the people
who were “moved by the Holy Spirit” (2 Pet. 1:21)
were human beings.

Setting out general principles for making the
necessary distinctions would require an extensive
treatment —if it is even possible. Instead of attempt-
ing that here, let us consider a way of dealing with
one problem that is especially difficult for many
Christians, the issue of “death before the Fall.”

“Sin came into the world through one man, and
death came through sin,” Paul says (Rom. 5:12), and
“As all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in
Christ” (1 Cor. 15:22). It seems clear that Paul be-
lieved that the physical death of humans is due to
the sin of our first parents. In this, he shared the
ideas of other Jews of his time, as we can see from,
e.g., Wisd. of Sol. 1:16; 2:23-24.

We know, however, that creatures, including our
hominid ancestors, had been dying for millions of
years before those represented by Adam and Eve
came on the scene. How can we take seriously the
theological claim that Paul is making about sin and
its consequences in light of what modern research
into the history of life on Earth has told us?

When Paul said that death came through sin,
he had the ending of biological life in view. But
in our present condition, biological death cannot be
separated from spiritual death, for biological death
has powerful affects that we cannot avoid. Jonathan
Edwards expressed this starkly.

Death temporal is a shadow of eternal death. The

agonies, the pains, the groans and gasps of death,

the pale, horrid, ghastly appearance of the corps,
its being laid in the dark and silent grave, there
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putrifying and rotting and becoming exceeding
loathsome and being eaten with worms (Isa. 66:24),
is an image of the misery of hell. And the body’s
continuing in the grave, and never rising more in
this world, is to shadow forth the eternity of the
misery of hell.?Z

We can, however, consider the possibility that death
would not have to be that way — that biological death
could be seen simply as a transition to a future life.
C.S. Lewis’s picture of the deaths of the unfallen
Martians in Out of the Silent Planet is worth noting
here.”

For Christians, the most serious aspect of death
is the threat of separation from God, which is sin.
It is finally sin that makes death terrible, “the last
enemy.” Death produces not just the affects that
have been mentioned but also fear of judgment
and loss of God. Those who live biologically but
without God already partake of death in an impor-
tant sense. Ephesians 2:1-5 is a classic statement of
this theme. It is this condition that can be referred
to as “spiritual death.”

We look back over the history of life on earth as
people who have lived our whole lives in an atmo-
sphere pervaded by sin. We see the dying that has
taken place in evolutionary history, and especially
that of humans, as more than just stopping of biolog-
ical machinery. It is not possible, especially for those
who have been confronted and convinced by God’s
word, to see it as a purely physical phenomenon,
separated from spiritual death.

In other words, sin gives new meaning to death
that occurred from the beginnings of humanity and
even before that. The present can change the meaning
of the past, just as the American Civil War affects the
meaning of much of the country’s previous history.”
Human sin did not kill the dinosaurs but it causes
us to view their demise differently than we would
in a sin-free world.

When Paul spoke about death as a consequence of
sin he meant death as a totality —biological death
with all the fears we have of it and in light of the
separation from God that is sin. It was biological
plus spiritual death that he had in view, although
he did not separate the two concepts. He was wrong
about biological death simpliciter being a conse-
quence of human sin but right in seeing that it is sin
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that makes death an enemy (1 Cor. 15:26), a threat
that can be averted only by God. And in inspiring
his writings, the Holy Spirit was apparently willing
to accommodate to the incorrect aspect of his belief.
The bottom line is that Paul expresses the important
link between sin and spiritual death.

Taking Kenosis Seriously

Finally, I want to take note of Montgomery’s recent
criticisms of a review by Lamoureux in connection
with our topic.*® The previous section of this article
has already addressed his first two criticisms and
here I focus on the third. This begins with the claim
that “accommodationist approaches to Scripture are
never justified by an appeal to kenosis.” Montgomery
continues, “Of course, in becoming man, God took
on human characteristics.” That is, however, an in-
adequate statement of the matter. Jesus did not sim-
ply take on “human characteristics” but became fully
human. That means, as I emphasized earlier, not just
having our physical makeup or appearance but being
born and growing up as a member of a particular
human culture.

Montgomery argues that everything Jesus said was
without error so that the parallel between Incarna-
tion and inspiration cannot be used to deal with
putative errors in scripture. Jesus, he argues, did
not “simply accommodate[d] himself to the fallible
spiritual ideas of his time.” Neither Lamoureux nor I
think that Jesus’s ministry can be understood “sim-
ply” as accommodation, and fallible spiritual ideas
are not at issue here.

A more serious problem with this argument is
that there is good reason to think that some of Jesus’s
sayings were accommodated to fallible cultural ideas.
Attribution of texts in Torah to Moses is the most
obvious example.’! By the time of Jesus, it was com-
mon Jewish belief that the whole of Torah was writ-
ten by Moses. Since Jesus’s human understanding
was limited, it would have been natural for him
to accept that traditional idea. But modern critical
scholarship and just alert reading without preconcep-
tions about authorship® make it quite doubtful that
the whole of Torah in its present form comes directly
from Moses.

Some Christians will recoil from the suggestion
that Jesus could be mistaken about anything. “If he
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is really the Son of God,” they may ask, “how could
he deceive us?” Very simply, he did not. Deception
involves a deliberate attempt to mislead or mis-
inform someone. Making an erroneous statement
is not in itself deception. Confusion between these
two concepts is what lies behind many arguments
for the absolute inerrancy of scripture.®

“Does this mean that Jesus taught error?” No, we
have already referred to the question about what is
“taught” in scripture. When Jesus referred to Moses
as the author of the law on divorce (Mark 10:2-9),
he was not “teaching” about the authorship of Deu-
teronomy but about God’s intention for marriage.
(And en passant, his argument about divorce is that
God accommodated his law to human weakness!)
The mention of Moses was simply a way of referring
to an authoritative text on the matter. A classical
scholar today who refers to something in the Iliad
as being from “Homer” is not “teaching” that it
was actually written by an ancient Greek who bore
that name.

One can, of course, argue that Moses did write all
of the Pentateuch, and many of the dominant claims
of modern biblical scholarship are not as certain as
scientific knowledge about the big bang or evolu-
tion. But we have to deal honestly with the data.
Most Christian arguments for Mosaic authorship
will at some point appeal to the idea that Jesus
“taught” it, thus making circular any attempt to
argue that he was never mistaken in connection
with the texts in question.

The fundamental point in all of this is not one or
another statement about the natural sciences or
human history. It is rather that the inspiration of
scripture, like the Incarnation and God’s ongoing
work in creation, is kenotic. The Bible is both fully
human writing and the Word of God, just as Jesus
is both fully human and fully divine. The scientific
and historical limitations of scripture should not be
seen as embarrassments which must be explained
away but as a consequence of the fullness with
which God enters into the history of our world. %
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