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In origins discussions, many people appeal to the “figurative” nature of the account 
of creation week without really knowing how figurative language is processed. An 
introductory understanding of conceptual metaphor theory (a subdiscipline of cogni-
tive linguistics) can equip people to discuss the figurative language of Genesis 1 more 
accurately and to defend figurative biblical interpretations that accommodate scientific 
realities. Specifically, identification of underlying conceptual metaphors and result-
ing source domain mapping can help explain how an account of a week of “normal” 
days does not automatically entail a literal interpretation. Since multiple conceptual 
metaphors can simultaneously be involved in conceptual mapping in a single text, 
identifying one metaphor does not rule out the presence of other metaphors, and any 
new metaphors which are uncovered can provide potential lines of inquiry for future 
work in biblical interpretation. 

1. Introduction and Rationale
The discipline of biblical interpretation is 
gradually incorporating modern insights 
from communication theory and applied 
linguistics, fields which have recently 
seen paradigm shifts in several areas. 
Some of these shifts have been driven by 
advances in cognitive science, in which 
emerging technology for enhanced neuro- 
imaging has allowed researchers to study 
brain activity during language processing 
in new ways. It often takes time for what 
is considered established theory in one 
field to influence ideas and methodolo-
gies in another field. 

In biblical interpretation, it is not 
uncommon to see people relying on 
assumptions that are based on a model of 
communication and approaches to mean-
ing that have been mostly discarded in 
the fields of cognitive psychology and 
linguistics. Ideas cross over slowly, but 
eventually have impact. Some current 
scholarship in biblical interpretation 
and theology is endeavoring to apply 

more-recent insights from various lin-
guistic subdisciplines. For example, Bible 
scholars and theologians have begun 
incorporating insights from speech act 
theory,1 relevance theory,2 discourse 
analysis,3 and cognitive linguistics.4 This 
article is offered in that interdisciplin-
ary spirit, to encourage application of an 
established cognitive linguistic model for 
analyzing figurative language to the dis-
cipline of biblical interpretation.

In discussions of how to interpret the 
days of creation week in Genesis 1, peo-
ple are usually defending one of three 
options: the word “day” has a normal, 
literal sense, and the whole passage con-
veys literal meaning; the word “day” has 
a figurative sense and the whole pas-
sage conveys figurative meaning; or the 
word “day” has a normal, literal sense, 
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but the whole passage conveys figurative, not literal, 
meaning.5

Many Christians’ skepticism of the mainstream sci-
entific consensus in several scientific disciplines 
stems from an “option 1” reading that interprets 
the creation week as a literal historical account of 
the events of seven calendar days. Christians who 
believe Genesis can accommodate the findings of 
science that necessarily call into question this lit-
eral interpretation usually counter that the creation 
week of Genesis 1 should be interpreted “metaphori-
cally” or “figuratively,” and offer some version of 
“option 2” or “option 3.” This is often seen as dismis-
sive hermeneutical hand-waving by those who read 
Genesis 1 as a straightforward account of a week of 
normal days. “If the day is a metaphor, what is the 
day a metaphor of?” the literalists ask. 

Even though many people recognize intuitively 
that the creation week of Genesis 1 is not meant to 
be “taken literally,” they often do not know much 
about how human brains process figurative meaning 
in language, and they often resort to defending their 
figurative interpretations based on intuition. This 
article offers a defense of “option 3” (normal days; 
figurative interpretation), but defends the interpre-
tation with an argument based on cognitive science. 
It is an argument that applies knowledge of a well-
attested, experimentally confirmed cognitive process 
(conceptual domain mapping) to explain how pri-
mary sense words contribute to figurative meaning, 
and therefore, how using the primary, “literal” sense 
of “day” in Genesis 1 contributes to the overall figu-
rative meaning of the passage.

2. Overview
Research over several decades in the field of cognitive 
linguistics has led to refined understandings of the 
function of metaphor in human language and cogni-
tion. Extensive research has shown that metaphorical 
thinking is central to human thought processes, and 
that conceptual metaphors (see section 3.2) are rou-
tinely used to understand and to reason, not just to 
describe. Humans are especially likely to rely on con-
ceptual metaphors when thinking about things that 
are removed from their embodied, everyday expe-
riences. Throughout history and in every culture, 
people tend to use their understanding of familiar, 
concrete concepts from everyday experience to rea-
son about other concepts that are more abstract or 
less experientially accessible.6 It is not surprising 

then that human attempts to explain and reason 
about spiritual and supernatural things rely on con-
ceptual metaphors. 

Understanding in two areas proves valuable 
for explaining how the creation week account in 
Genesis 1 works as figurative language: (1) how con-
ceptual metaphors are different from the traditional 
idea of the literary metaphor (literary metaphors 
are called image metaphors within conceptual meta-
phor theory); and (2) how mapping of conceptual 
domains works (see section 3). Also, with a good 
grasp of how mapping works, tangential arguments 
about a figurative sense of the word יֹ֥ום/yom/day7 are 
shown to be irrelevant to the discussion of the over-
all figurative meaning of the passage (see section 4). 
Since many science-minded Christians are inter-
ested in supporting their biblical interpretations with 
language-based arguments, they should avail them-
selves of ones that are grounded in current thinking 
about how figurative language processing works. An 
examination of Roy Clouser’s treatment of figurative 
language in his PSCF article “Reading Genesis”8 is 
critiqued for ways in which it might be improved by 
using linguistic terms more precisely and by avoid-
ing assertions about how language works that are 
unsupported from a linguistic perspective.

This article applies conceptual metaphor theory to 
defend three assertions: First, an underlying concep-
tual metaphor in Genesis 1 is creation is work9 (see 
section 3). God’s supernatural creative acts of the tar-
get domain are mapped onto the more familiar and 
experiential source domain of human work. When 
hearers fail to recognize the underlying conceptual 
metaphor and cannot reproduce the conceptual map-
ping involved in processing the resulting figurative 
expressions, they may mistakenly take the text “liter-
ally” and infer a meaning not intended by the author. 
Second, in the context of Genesis 1, “day” is used in 
its primary sense to refer to a normal calendar day; 
it is not used in a figurative sense referring to a long 
era in that passage. This is not a problem because 
mapping does not require the mapped words for ele-
ments of the source domain to have figurative senses 
(see section 4). Although conventionalized metaphor-
ical thinking can lead to words taking on figurative 
senses in addition to their primary “literal” sense, 
this process should not be invoked when discuss-
ing the days of Genesis 1, because it does not apply. 
Third, since multiple conceptual metaphors can be 
mapped simultaneously in figurative discourse, the 
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conceptual metaphor framework allows interpreters 
to affirm different insights proposed by Bible schol-
ars about the meaning of the creation week passage 
at the same time (see section 5). Human language 
and cognition allow for mapping of elements of cor-
respondence with not only the conceptual metaphor 
creation is God’s work, but also others, such as the 
cosmos is God’s temple, humans are God’s imaGe, 
or God’s rest is God’s rule. Affirming the presence 
of one under lying conceptual metaphor in no way 
asserts that it must be the only underlying conceptual 
metaphor in operation. This leaves open interesting 
avenues of exegetical investigation, as research into 
the cognitive environment of the ancient Near East 
can potentially uncover multiple conceptual meta-
phors that are realized in the figurative language of 
scripture. 

3. Image Metaphors, Conceptual 
Metaphors, and Conceptual Mapping:
Creation is God’s work 
3.1 Metaphor in cognitive linguistics 
In conceptual metaphor studies, there is an impor-
tant distinction made between image metaphors and 
conceptual metaphors. Image metaphors correspond to 
most English-speaking people’s ideas of the classical 
literary metaphor, in which one noun is described 
with reference to another that has a salient point of 
similarity. “Image metaphor” can refer to any lin-
guistic expression that accomplishes this kind of 
comparison, including what would traditionally 
be labeled metaphors, similes, or analogies. George 
Lakoff gives an example from a poem, “My wife … 
whose waist is an hourglass.”10 To understand this 
image metaphor, the mental image of the shape of an 
hourglass is mentally linked, or mapped, to the men-
tal image of the wife. Any hearer familiar with the 
conventional shape of hourglasses will infer that the 
wife has a tiny waist. 

In the image metaphor above, the speaker’s concept 
of his wife’s waist is independent of his concept of 
hourglasses. The mental connection, or mapping, 
between the two images is temporary for the pur-
pose of the description. The meaning of an image 
metaphor can be expressed in descriptive, nonfigu-
rative language that has no metaphor. One could 
simply say, “My wife has a tiny waist.” Image meta-
phors can be novel expressions that no one has 
thought of before, as long as the source image (in this 

ex ample, hourglass) is conventional enough that all 
the members of the culture/language group have 
similar ideas about its qualities and can easily infer 
the point(s) of similarity between the target (wife’s 
waist) and the source that the speaker intends the 
hearer to infer. In other words, hearers must be able 
to successfully map the two images. 

3.2 A conceptual metaphor in English:  
Love is a journey
In contrast to image metaphors, conceptual meta-
phors are not merely literary devices used for 
rhetorical or poetic purposes to describe a target. 
Conceptual metaphors are involved when a person 
understands conceptual domain A in terms of concep-
tual domain B. Whereas image metaphors make a 
connection between a salient feature of one image and 
a similar feature of another image, conceptual meta-
phors involve making multiple connections across 
entire conceptual domains. A conceptual domain is 
“a body of knowledge within our conceptual system 
that organizes related ideas and experiences.”11 In a 
conceptual metaphor, the target domain is understood 
by means of making systematic connections between 
corresponding members of another domain, the 
source.12 This is easiest to understand by considering 
an illustration. 

The conceptual domain love would involve a set 
of concepts that may include such things as lovers, 
relationship status, commitment, positive feelings, 
shared life goals, close proximity/togetherness, 
intimacy, progress toward life goals, conflict, and 
conflict resolution. The conceptual domain journey 
would involve a set of concepts that may include 
things such as travelers, vehicles, roads, road condi-
tions, landmarks, speed of travel, obstacles, scenery, 
destinations, and stops. In a conceptual metaphor, 
multiple members of the set of source domain 
concepts are mapped onto members of the target 
domain in a systematic way. With regard to con-
ceptual metaphors, mapping refers to making these 
mental connections between corresponding elements 
of two different conceptual domains. A whole set of 
conventionalized mental connections between two 
domains is called a “mapping,” and this is what 
forms a conceptual metaphor.13 These conventional-
ized mappings, that is, conceptual metaphors, license 
a whole range of figurative linguistic expressions.14

To illustrate how such mapping works, consider 
the following expressions that rely on the concep-
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tual metaphor love is a journey.15 A conceptual 
metaphor is conventionally labeled by a proposition 
that relates the target (love) and source (journey) 
domains. Research shows that the mappings that 
constitute conceptual metaphors are not temporary: 
they are stored in long-term memory.16 All the lin-
guistic realizations that derive from an underlying 
conceptualization of one domain in terms of another 
are referred to as “metaphorical expressions.”17 The 
following sentences illustrate metaphorical expres-
sions of love is a journey.

When we first got married, the road was pretty 
smooth. 

Things got rocky after the kids were born. 
We got back on track eventually.
We eventually came to a crossroads.
We knew we were stuck in a rut.
Our relationship had stalled, and we had come to 

a dead end. 
We decided we needed to get out and go our 

separate ways.

The love relationship involved in this marriage is 
the target domain. In order to facilitate understand-
ing about the experience of the two people involved 
in the relationship, the experience of traveling (the 
source domain) is mapped onto the experience of 
love (the target domain). Love is not just compared 
to a journey descriptively, but it is also understood 
and conceived of in terms of a journey. Instead of 
mapping a single image onto another image (as in 
an image metaphor), a whole set of concepts from 
one domain is mapped onto a set of corresponding 
concepts from another domain: travelers map onto 
lovers, destinations map onto shared life goals, roads 
and terrain map onto life events and their circum-
stances, obstacles map onto relational difficulties, 
and the vehicle maps onto the relationship.18

It is not possible to convert the mapped elements of 
the implicit conceptual metaphor love is a journey 
into a series of explicit image metaphors that simply 
describe the marriage and still convey an equivalent 
meaning. The speaker is not trying to say marriage 
is similar to a car, life is similar to a road, problems 
are similar to rocks, major decisions are similar to 
crossroads, and a failed relationship is similar to a 
dead end. Rather, the speaker is conceptualizing the 
abstract complexities of a relationship in terms of 
something that is experientially familiar and more 
concrete. 

Within conceptual metaphor theory, “metaphor 
is treated as a general cognitive mechanism, not as 
a specifically linguistic one that works on the level 
of individual expressions.”19 What makes it concep-
tual rather than purely linguistic is the idea that the 
motivation for the metaphorical expressions exists at 
the level of conceptual domains.20 Conceptual meta-
phors have been a topic of prolific investigation over 
the last several decades and conceptual metaphor 
theory is currently one of the most highly developed, 
empirically tested and refined, and cross-culturally 
researched subfields of cognitive linguistics.21

3.3 A conceptual metaphor in scripture: 
People are plants 
Conceptual metaphors are ubiquitous in human 
communication because they are necessary to think 
about and understand human life experiences. They 
give rise to many linguistic expressions that are con-
sidered idiomatic, or figures of speech. Research in 
cognitive psychology has demonstrated that con-
ceptual metaphors are conceptual before they are 
expressed in language. In other words, they are 
foundational to the thought that is being commu-
nicated. Unlike image metaphors, which can be 
expressed using nonmetaphorical language (“my 
wife has a tiny waist”), there is no more basic literal 
or nonfigurative meaning underlying metaphori-
cal expressions derived from conceptual metaphors. 
They are grounded in everyday physical and social/
cultural experiences, and they are so common and 
unconscious that people are often unaware they are 
relying on them.22

An example of an underlying conceptual metaphor 
in scripture is people are plants.23 One specific 
realization of this metaphor occurs in metaphori-
cal expressions about reproduction. In the ancient 
world, reproduction was not understood as modern 
scientific cultures understand it, as the meeting of 
two gametes resulting in the union of genetic infor-
mation from both parents and the formation of a new 
organism. Instead, reproduction was conceptual-
ized in the more concrete and experiential terms of 
agriculture. Members of the conceptual domain of 
agriculture were mapped onto corresponding mem-
bers from the conceptual domain of reproduction. 
Humans were commanded by God to be fruitful.24 A 
man planted his seed25 in a woman’s womb, which 
was either fertile or barren.26 Children were referred 
to as the fruit of their mother’s womb27 and the fruit 
of their father’s loins.28 Offspring and descendants 
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were seeds.29 Jesus was the shoot from Jesse’s stump 
and the branch that grew out of Jesse’s root.30 These 
metaphorical expressions about reproduction reflect 
the underlying conceptual metaphor that was used 
in order to conceive of pregnancy, ancestry, and 
descendance. These expressions are not novel or 
poetic descriptive comparisons about a point of simi-
larity between humans and plants; they are ordinary, 
everyday expressions that reflect metaphor-based 
cognitive processing. 

Both the conventional images used in image meta-
phors and the underlying conceptual metaphors 
that give rise to metaphorical expressions can differ 
between cultures. The typical mappings that exist in 
the minds of people of one culture may not exist in 
the minds of people from another culture. Therefore, 
it is an important exegetical exercise to recognize 
and analyze both kinds of metaphors when they 
are used in scripture. Because conceptual meta-
phors are implicit, identifying them and determining 
whether they are accessible in a receptor culture is 
a more difficult task than analyzing the accessibility 
of explicit image metaphors used as literary devices. 
Considering the previously given examples of meta-
phorical expressions that rely on love is a journey 
(see section 3.2), it is conceivable to think of a culture 
or language in which people who did not have ready 
access to the underlying metaphor might not repli-
cate the mapping it relies on and would interpret the 
translated metaphorical expressions “literally.” They 
might assume the speaker was simply speaking of 
the source domain, a journey. But that would clearly 
be a misinterpretation.

3.4 Creation is work in Genesis 1
Turning to Genesis 1, there is ample evidence in 
scripture that creation is work was an underlying 
conceptual metaphor in the biblical cultures. The 
familiar domain of human work is often mapped 
onto God’s creative work: forming pottery,31 work-
ing metal,32 setting up a tent and hanging curtains,33 
gardening,34 skilled handcrafting,35 and governing,36 
to name a few examples. 

The structure of the Genesis 1 creation account is 
stylized and poetic, and those literary features have 
been analyzed by numerous scholars. One other 
aspect to analyzing the figurative language in the 
account of creation week in Genesis 1 is to look for 
corresponding members of the source domain work 
that are being mapped onto the target domain cre-

ation (a domain which would include concepts such 
as Creator, acts of creation, domains of creation, 
functionaries, and unbounded time). The source 
domain is a set of concepts and experiences related to 
the human work of an artisan and ruler. The artisan/
ruler is mapped onto God. The conventional work 
activities of decreeing, making things, separating, 
naming, evaluating results, delegating responsi-
bilities, commanding, and providing resources are 
mapped onto God’s acts of creation. The ruler’s 
realm is mapped onto the domains of creation (day 
and night, sea and sky, land and vegetation) and 
the ruler’s subjects are mapped onto the functionar-
ies in those domains (sun, moon, and stars; fish and 
birds; animals and humans). In the Hebrew cogni-
tive environment, human work operated within the 
constraints of the unique Jewish cultural practice of a 
six-day work week followed by a Sabbath rest; there-
fore, the work week is mapped onto the unbounded 
time of creation.37 

As was the case with the hypothetical example of 
the translation of the love is a journey expressions, 
those who do not access the implicit conceptual met-
aphor will fail to understand the figurative meaning 
of the mapped elements and may interpret the meta-
phorical expressions “literally.” This would lead to 
mistakenly understanding the creation work week 
to be the actual time frame of creation instead of a 
member of the set of correspondences from the 
source domain of human work. 

4. Discussing Figurative Meaning with 
Reference to Established Concepts 
in Semantics, Pragmatics, and 
Communication Theory
4.1 Literal and figurative meaning
Because human thought is often foundationally met-
aphorical, some cognitive linguists do not believe 
that there is a meaningful distinction between literal 
and figurative language.38 However, most people still 
have a notion of literality, and the word “literal” is 
often used in discussions of biblical interpretations. 
In order to discuss literal and figurative language in 
the context of biblical interpretation productively, a 
basic understanding of some foundational concepts 
in semantics and pragmatics is necessary. For much 
of the history of linguistic thought, a model of com-
munication called “the code model” prevailed. This 
model assumed that words were arbitrary sym-
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bols that encoded meaning. When words were put 
together according to the rules of a language’s gram-
mar, the individual meaning units added up to a 
calculable meaning that could be decoded. Language 
and meaning were studied primarily as abstractions, 
divorced from social use. 

Over time it became apparent that many of the rules 
developed by formal semantics did not explain how 
hearers arrived at the meanings they understood 
when language was used in natural ways. The lin-
guistic subdiscipline of pragmatics seeks insights 
into aspects of meaning that are communicated by 
the social use of language by real people in real con-
texts. Pragmatics has expanded into an immensely 
fruitful and complex field of linguistic inquiry. The 
rise of pragmatics led to new models of language 
processing and meaning construction, and the code 
model of communication has largely been aban-
doned in favor of “an inference-based model.”39 In 
this model, words are seen as triggers that activate 
mental representations in a person’s cognitive envi-
ronment (their knowledge, memories, and beliefs). 
Speakers rely on the common ground they share with 
hearers (shared concepts, shared cultural frames and 
linguistic conventions, and shared context) to trigger 
the hearer’s inferences about the speaker’s intended 
meaning. Inferences work in predictable ways based 
on relevance to the shared context.

A sentence’s “literal meaning” is the meaning cal-
culated from the combination of the conventional 
meanings of the words used, independent of any 
pragmatic inferences that would result if the sen-
tence were used by a speaker in a specific context.40 
For example, the literal meaning of the sentence 
“I am starving” is that the subject is dying of mal-
nourishment. If the sentence were spoken as 
someone perused a menu at a restaurant, most hear-
ers would infer a nonliteral meaning instead, that 
the subject is hungry and looking forward to a good 
meal.41 When we are talking about the interpreta-
tion of natural texts, linguists are usually concerned 
about the speaker’s intended meaning and the hear-
er’s inferred meaning, not the literal meaning of the 
sentences. 

Formal semantics involves treating language as an 
abstraction that can be studied independent of its use 
in a social, communicative context. Unfortunately, 
the code model of communication, combined with 
the idea of literal sentence meaning is sometimes 

misappropriated by some Bible translators and bib-
lical interpreters to assert that the “truth” of the 
biblical text lies in some decontextualized abstrac-
tion, instead of in what the author intended to 
communicate and what the original audience would 
have inferred. In biblical interpretation, the concern 
should be the intended and inferred meaning of the 
original speakers and hearers, not the literal meaning 
of decontextualized sentences.

4.2 Polysemy and figurative senses
In semantics, “polysemy” is a single word that has 
multiple related meanings or senses. This is repre-
sented in dictionaries under a single word entry, 
with the first definition giving the primary sense 
(what many people associate with the “literal mean-
ing”), and other secondary senses following in a 
numbered list. For example, a “hawk” is a bird of 
prey, but a secondary sense refers to a combative 
person quick to promote aggressive military solu-
tions.42 Over time, conventionalized conceptual 
metaphors often lead to words developing a second-
ary figurative sense related to a frequently associated 
target domain.43 When linguists refer to “senses,” 
they are referring to conventional meanings in the 
lexicon—in other words, definitions that speakers of 
the language would be able to provide if asked what 
the word means. 

In discussions of possible interpretations of Genesis 1, 
there is often confusion between the figurative mean-
ing of a text and the figurative sense of an individual 
word used in the text. It is a mistake to conflate the 
figurative or literal sense of a single word used in a 
text with the overall figurative or literal meaning of 
the text in which it is found. When corresponding 
ideas from the source domain are mapped in a meta-
phorical expression, the lexical items themselves do 
not necessarily have a conventionalized figurative 
sense in the lexicon that corresponds to the target 
domain. That is to say, the individual words refer-
ring to elements of the source domain are usually 
used in their primary senses even though the over-
all meaning of the text is calculated as figurative via 
mapping. 

For example, in the New Testament passage where 
Jesus relies on the conceptual metaphor jesus is a 
shepherd,44 a set of concepts related to shepherd-
ing is mapped onto a corresponding set of concepts 
related to Jesus and his followers. The sense of the 
word ποιμήν in the passage is the primary sense 
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“shepherd,” a worker who cares for sheep. The same 
word ποιμήν can be used with a figurative sense 
“pastor” in Koine Greek, as seen in Ephesians 4:11. 
But in the Good Shepherd passage, the word ποιμήν 
that is mapped onto Jesus is not the figurative sense 
“pastor,” it is the primary sense “caretaker of sheep.” 
The passage is interpreted figuratively because of the 
mapping between the two domains, not because a 
polysemous word with a figurative sense was used. 

4.3 Primary sense of a single word does not 
rule out a figurative interpretation of the text
An analysis similar to the Good Shepard passage 
applies to the word יֹ֥ום/yom/“day” in Genesis 1. 
Among Christians interested in origins, a signifi-
cant amount of time and effort has been invested 
in debating whether יֹ֥ום/yom/“day” in Genesis 1 is 
used in its primary (“literal”) or figurative sense. On 
nearly every origins-focused organizational website 
or personal blog, a person can find entries dedicated 
to “the meaning of ‘day’ in Genesis 1,” often with 
arguments that either try to establish that the word 
has a figurative sense or try to prove it is used in its 
primary sense. The assumption seems to be that if it 
can be shown that the word “day” is used in a figura-
tive sense, it will prove that the entire text should be 
interpreted figuratively, and conversely, if it can be 
shown that “day” is used in a primary sense, then 
the text necessarily records “literal history.” 

Hebrew scholars generally agree that the word for 
“day” in Genesis 1 is being used in the primary sense; 
a normal day, not the figurative sense referring to an 
era of time.45 However, it is a fallacy to conclude that, 
because the word יֹ֥ום/yom/“day” is being used in its 
primary sense, the text in which it is found therefore 
cannot have a figurative meaning and must be inter-
preted “literally.” It is expected that words related 
to source domains invoke primary, “literal” senses, 
not abstract, figurative ones. The reason humans rely 
on conceptual metaphors in the first place is that 
they need concrete, experiential source domains to 
understand more abstract target domains. Recalling 
the figurative expressions derived from the con-
ceptual metaphor love is a journey (section 3.2), 
there is no need to invoke special figurative defini-
tions of the individual words “rocky,” “crossroads,” 
or “dead end” to process the figurative meaning 
of the sentences. What is necessary is access to the 
implicit conceptual metaphor, love is a journey, 
which licenses the metaphorical expressions based 

on the mapping. The mapping involved in con-
structing the figurative meaning makes use of the 
normal, primary senses of the words. Even though 
it is clear that the speaker is talking about relation-
ship problems, decisions affecting the relationship’s 
fate, and relationship failure, those meanings are 
not necessarily part of the conventional senses of the 
words “rocky,” “crossroads,” or “dead end” from 
the source domain.46 If the journey words eventually 
develop figurative senses associated with relation-
ships, it is only because the mapping has become 
conventional, not because the mapping requires the 
figurative senses to exist for it to work.

4.4 Basing conclusions on intuition  
instead of on the science of language and 
language processing
In “Reading Genesis,” an article which touches on 
the figurative language of Genesis 1, Clouser illus-
trates the fact that many people discussing figurative 
meaning do not avail themselves of the tools linguis-
tics provides to analyze it.47 Using linguistic terms 
in imprecise ways and making unsupported claims 
about how language works weakens an argument. 
Although Clouser’s assertion that the reference to 
“literal” days in Genesis 1 contributes to an overall 
figurative meaning is sound, his arguments in sup-
port of this conclusion are flawed from a linguistic 
perspective. He uses an idiosyncratic definition of 
literal meaning, he assumes all metaphorical expres-
sions function like image metaphors (and claims 
“day” is part of one), and he seems to claim that the 
word “day” can have both a literal and figurative 
sense in single use.

When fundamentalists appeal to “literal meaning,” 
they are usually equating “literal meaning” with 
the assumption that Genesis describes historical 
facts.48 Clouser rightly rejects this misconception, 
but counters it by using “literal meaning” to refer 
to the author’s intended meaning. This misuse of 
the term leads to claims such as “if a text is figura-
tive, symbolic, metaphorical, anthropomorphic, or 
poetic, then its prima facie literal meaning is figu-
rative, symbolic, metaphorical, anthropomorphic, 
or poetic.”49 This makes no sense from a linguistic 
perspective, because literal meaning and figurative 
meaning are considered mutually exclusive. If a text 
has a figurative meaning, it means that pragmatic 
inferences prevent a relevant literal interpretation in 
the context.50
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Clouser asks questions that reveal confusion about 
how the sense of individual words relates to the 
overall literal or figurative intended meaning of the 
entire text. He asks: 

(1) Why take the days as literal in the midst of 
an account that is from the outset so thoroughly 
figurative? (2) What could justify the claim that 
we must switch back and forth between the 
anthropomorphism of God speaking and a literal 
understanding of the days of his creating? and 
(3) How can such switches avoid being wholly 
arbitrary?51 

In fact, as demonstrated in section 4.3, words are com-
monly used with primary, literal senses, even though 
the intended meaning of the whole text is figurative. 
Human brains seem to use conceptual domain map-
ping quite effortlessly to process figurative language 
that uses primary sense words. Figurative language 
in Genesis 1 (which does include anthropomorphic 
imagery about God, since it relies on the source 
domain of human work) does not in any way entail 
that the word “day” is used in a figurative sense in 
the passage. It does indicate that “day” should be 
processed as part of an overall intended figurative 
meaning because it is a member of a set of correspon-
dences to the conceptual domain of human work. 
It is better to talk about how figurative meaning is 
constructed in terms of the cognitive processing of 
language, instead of simply asserting that the figura-
tive meaning is intuitively obvious and that switches 
to primary sense words would be “arbitrary.” Such 
switches prove to be quite systematic and common 
to human communication. 

Clouser also claims that “the literal meaning of ‘day’ 
is not incompatible with its also having a meta-
phorical meaning.”52 If Clouser is talking about the 
meaning of the word, this is incorrect. Individual 
words can be used only with one sense at a time 
unless a person is intentionally making a pun.53 The 
sense of the word “day” is not figurative; rather, the 
intended meaning of the text in which it is found is 
figurative. This is a more precise and more accurate 
claim than saying individual words can be used with 
two intended meanings at the same time.

Clouser also makes the mistake of claiming that 
“day” functions as a metaphor for God’s timeless 
accomplishment of his purposes. Biblical literalists 
are right to call foul on this kind of assertion, because 
there is no such metaphor in the text. The passage 
does not say, explicitly or implicitly, that a day is 

God’s timeless accomplishment of his purposes. If 
it did, what would such a metaphor mean? Image 
metaphors rely on a salient point of similarity when 
two images are compared. In order for the intended 
meaning to be easily inferred, image metaphors rely 
on conventional images. Most people in the culture/
language group must associate similar qualities with 
the source domain image. Image metaphors describe 
a characteristic of the target based on something 
everyone readily envisions about the source. What 
conventional qualities did most Hebrews associate 
with the image of a day? What would the point of 
similarity be between the conventional qualities of 
a day and God’s timeless accomplishment of his pur-
poses? What specific quality would supposedly be 
in view? What underlying literal description would 
this alleged metaphor be asserting? The figurative 
nature of the metaphorical expressions in the passage 
derives from the underlying conceptual metaphor 
creation is work not from an image metaphor that 
descriptively compares a day to something else. 

5. Simultaneous Mapping Is Allowed 
and Expected and Useful in Exegesis
One potentially interesting application of conceptual 
metaphor theory for biblical exegesis and herme-
neutics is the identification of underlying implicit 
metaphors that may not translate well, either cul-
turally or linguistically. John Sanders offers an 
introduction to the field of cognitive linguistics and 
its implications for biblical interpretation and theol-
ogy in his book Theology in the Flesh: How Embodiment 
and Culture Shape the Way We Think about Truth, 
Morality, and God.54 His book is a challenge to those 
involved in biblical interpretive work to focus more 
consciously on the identification of conceptual met-
aphors and issues that surface with cross-cultural 
translation. It is a challenge worth accepting because 
the potential for study in this area is boundless; 
asserting that one underlying conceptual metaphor 
is expressed in a text does not assert that it is the only 
conceptual metaphor used to process a given text in 
the way the original audience would have under-
stood it. There is always more to uncover. 

More than one underlying metaphor can surface in 
a discourse, especially in highly literary texts. Lakoff 
explains that simultaneous mappings are very com-
mon in poetry: 

Take for example, the Dylan Thomas line “Do not 
go gentle into that good night.” Here go reflects 
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death is a departure, gentle reflects life is a 
struGGle, with death as defeat. Night reflects a 
lifetime is a day, with death as night. This one 
line has three different metaphors for death, each 
mapped onto different parts of the sentence.55 

Bible scholars who specialize in Genesis have 
examined interpretive implications of underlying 
conceptualizations such as the cosmos is God’s 
 temple,56 humans are God’s imaGe,57 and God’s 
rest is God’s rule.58 The vocabulary and descrip-
tions of cognitive processes offered by conceptual 
metaphor theory can add strength to these interpreta-
tions because they provide exegetes with a model for 
making explicit the correspondences that they assert 
were accessible to the original audience. Making 
ancient Near East conceptual metaphors explicit, 
equips Christians in a different cultural context to 
better process figurative language, and to avoid mis-
interpretations that result from taking metaphorical 
expressions about the source domain literally instead 
of mapping correspondences onto the target domain. 

6. Conclusion
One does not need to be a linguist to use conceptual 
metaphor theory to analyze the way people mentally 
process figurative language. Since all Christians pre-
sumably want to get the most meaning possible from 
scripture and avoid misinterpretation, any tools that 
help people understand cross-cultural, translated 
texts better will be beneficial. 

To summarize and reiterate, this was the argument 
presented: Conceptual metaphors are distinct from 
image metaphors; they are important for under-
standing and communicating complex, abstract 
ideas. Underlying conceptual metaphors in the 
mind are expressed in figurative language, in which 
a more concrete, experiential conceptual source 
domain maps onto another more complex, abstract 
conceptual target domain. In Genesis 1, the concep-
tual domain of work is mapped onto creation and 
results in metaphorical expressions. The  individual 
word “day” used in the passage is a member of the 
set of mapped elements from the conceptual domain 
of work. Words can have primary and figurative 
senses, and the word “day” in Hebrew has both. 
However, words do not have to be used in their 
figurative sense to be a member of mapped cor-
respondences. In fact, it is usually primary sense 
words that are mapped onto a target domain because 
they are more concrete. Concrete words are to be 

expected in source domains derived from embodied 
human experience. The word “day” may be used in 
its primary sense and still contribute to overall figu-
rative meaning. The figurative meaning results from 
conceptual domain mapping, not from the semantics 
of the word “day.” 

Hopefully, these insights from cognitive linguistics 
will equip science-minded Christians to better defend 
their figurative interpretations of Genesis 1. ♥
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