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In the literature of the ancient Near East, the number seven expresses the idea of 
fullness, completeness, consummation, and the carrying out of a matter to its fully 
sufficient or fitting length or extent. In connection with this idea, there arose an 
ancient Near Eastern sevenfold literary pattern that involved a building of dramatic 
tension over six units—often days—aided by repetitive language, a tension that is then 
resolved upon or immediately after the seventh unit. The use of this pattern is widely 
attested in Sumerian, Assyrian, Babylonian, and Ugaritic texts. This article argues 
that it is also attested in a Hebrew text, namely the creation account of Genesis 1:1–
2:3, this time framed in terms of six days of labor giving way to a seventh day of 
rest (cf. Exod. 20:8–11). This view is contrasted at certain points with the “temple-
text” reading of Genesis 1:1–2:3, as represented especially in John H. Walton’s “cosmic 
temple inauguration” view. 

Keywords: Genesis 1, creation accounts, sevens in the Bible, sevens in the ancient Near 
East, ancient Near Eastern literary patterns, science and the Bible, creation and 
creationism, harmonizing Genesis 1 with current science, “framework hypothesis,” 
Enuma Elish, Epic of Gilgamesh, ancient Near Eastern temples, Baal’s palace, 
Temple of Ninĝirsu (the Eninnu), Gudea of Lagash, biblical temples, ancient Near 
Eastern views of the underworld. 

“The number seven is, as I said, commonly used to express
 the whole, or the completeness of anything.” 

Augustine (City of God 11.31)

This article makes the case that the 
creation account of Genesis 1:1–2:3 
is framed according to an ancient 

sevenfold dramatic literary pattern com-
monly used throughout the ancient Near 
East (ANE). What this means is that 
whatever else ancient readers might have 
thought when encountering the biblical 
account of the creation, they would have 
been well aware it was being presented 
in a form that, so far as they likely knew, 
had always been used by storytellers to 
unfold descriptions of things and events. 

The unfolding occurred over a sequence 
of six units, during which dramatic ten-
sion builds, that then is relieved on, or 
immediately after, a seventh unit. This 
storytelling device was rooted, in turn, 
in the more basic ANE understanding 
that the number seven reflected the idea 
of fullness, completeness, consummation, 
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and/or carrying something out to its fully sufficient 
or fitting length or extent. 

This connection between the seven days of the bib-
lical creation story and this familiar ANE sevenfold 
literary pattern has been almost entirely overlooked, 
due to scholars casting the net of their search for ANE 
parallels to the Genesis creation story, primarily on 
other ancient creation stories, especially since the dis-
covery and publication of the Enuma Elish in 1876.1 
Some scholars, failing to find other creation accounts 
that featured seven days, have cast their nets out a 
little further in the ANE literature and observed that 
sevens also sometimes figured into ANE accounts 
of the building of temples. This led to the explicit 
argument that the use of seven in Genesis  1:1–2:3 
intentionally equates the creation of the cosmos with 
the building of a temple by, for example, Moshe 
Weinfeld (1981), Jon Levenson (1984), and Victor 
Hurowitz (1992).2 John Walton’s version of the the-
sis, articulated in his 2001 Genesis commentary in 
the popular NIV Application Commentary series, 
was subsequently endorsed by G. K. Beale (2004), 
Peter Enns (2012), and N. T. Wright (2013).3 In the 
meantime, J. Richard Middleton (2005), following 
Levenson and others, adopted the cosmic temple 
view independent of Walton.4 Then William Brown 
(2010), building on the views of Middleton, and 
S. Dean McBride (2000) developed the view further,5 

though again without reference to Walton. Walton 
himself followed with a full-blown popular defense 
of the cosmic temple view in his 2009 The Lost World 
of Genesis One as well as an academic defense in his 
2011 Genesis 1 as Ancient Cosmology.6

The limited focus of these investigations seems to 
have caused not only the connection between the 
seven-day literary pattern and Genesis 1:1–2:3 but 
also the existence of the pattern itself to be over-
looked. This, as we shall see, becomes most obvious 
in these scholars’ treatments of the Ugaritic story 
of the emergence of Baal’s Palace from fire in seven 
days. Nevertheless, insofar as the present article 
interacts with claims made in defense of Genesis 1:1–
2:3 as temple text, it will focus primarily on the 
arguments set forth by Walton. However, it must be 
stressed that this article is not offered as a wholesale 
refutation of Walton or of the temple-text reading 
as such. It is interested in only those points where 
the evidence appealed to by the defenders of that 
view overlaps with what it appeals to in support of 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 as an example of an ANE sevenfold 
literary pattern: in other words, only those points in 

which the evidence becomes, as it were, “disputed 
territory” at the boundaries of the two views. These 
consist primarily of two claims advanced by Walton 
and others, namely, (1) that the seven days in the 
passage point to an ANE temple-building project or 
inauguration,7 and (2) that in the ANE “deity rests in 
a temple, and only in a temple.”8 

We encourage the reader to explore, for example, the 
question of whether the passage might represent both 
a temple text and an example of the ANE sevenfold 
literary pattern, or, more precisely, that the former 
is being expressed in the literary form of the latter. 
My own view, as expressed in parentheses in this 
article’s title, is that such a double reading is implau-
sible; the evidence will tend to support one or the 
other view rather than both. But, again, the primary 
focus is on defending and explicating Genesis 1 as an 
example of an ANE dramatic sevenfold pattern. 

Walton’s Two Temples (Genesis 1–3)
Walton puts forward various arguments for his view 
but singles out “rest on the seventh day [Gen. 1:1–2:3] 
and the Garden of Eden [Gen. 2–3],” as the primary 
connecting points between the biblical creation story 
and the ANE idea of temple.9 Walton, in other words, 
is proposing two temple texts instead of just one. 
Yet, viewing both the creation and Eden stories as 
temple texts unnaturally forces the two accounts into 
conflict with one another, in that the former would 
be presenting the entire cosmos as a temple, and the 
latter only the garden of Eden, a particular location 
within the cosmos as a temple. Our first parents then, 
would be expelled out of the one temple and into the 
other. If one wishes to make an argument for either 
of the stories representing a temple text, Eden would 
clearly fit the ANE pattern better, in which temples, 
although sometimes closely related to the creation 
of the cosmos, are nevertheless still seen as places 
within the cosmos rather than as the cosmos itself. 

The idea of seeing the garden as a kind of temple, on 
the other hand, was already foreshadowed in mod-
ern times, for example, by Hermann Gunkel, when 
he described Eden in 1901 as Gottes Wohnung, “God’s 
dwelling or house.”10 We also find the idea in ancient 
works, such as the intertestamental Book of Jubilees 
in which Eve is said to have been brought into Eden 
several weeks after Adam because women were “not 
to touch any sacred thing nor enter the sanctuary” 
until their time of purification was complete. Only 
after that was she brought “into the Garden of Eden 
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because it is the holiest in the entire earth, and every 
tree that is planted in it is holy.”11 

Less defensible is Walton’s claim that the cosmos 
itself, in Genesis 1:1–2:3, is being depicted as a tem-
ple. It scarcely follows from the fact that a temple 
might have been considered a microcosm of the cos-
mos in the ANE, that the cosmos could also be seen 
as a macrocosm of a temple! Walton himself recog-
nizes this when he admits that “despite the intrinsic 
relationship that existed between cosmos and temple 
in the ancient world, the concept never seems to 
have been extended so far as to consider the entire 
cosmos a temple.”12 He is also willing to grant that 
it is “uncertain that Genesis contains this picture.”13 

Walton’s First Temple  
(Genesis 1:1–2:3)
Walton’s primary proof for a connection between 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 and an ANE temple, then, is “rest 
on the seventh day.”14 Thus his argument relies on 
two central pillars: (1) the seven days, and (2) God’s 
rest. Concerning the first, Walton insists that “a 
reader from the ancient world would know imme-
diately what was going on and recognize the role 
of day seven. Without hesitation the ancient reader 
would conclude that this [Gen. 1:1–2:3] is a temple 
text,”15 and that “if Genesis 1 is a temple text, the 
seven days may be understood in relation to some 
aspect of temple inauguration.”16 Of his second pil-
lar, Walton writes, “Deity rests in a temple, and only 
in a temple.”17 These two pillars, as we said, are the 
primary issues of disputed territory between temple-
text reading and the one offered in this article. 

To Walton’s claim that the ANE gods rest only in 
temples, it is more accurate to say “yes, except when 
they do not!” Contra Walton, a conspicuous exam-
ple stands right before us in Genesis 2:1–3, in which 
we find God taking his rest in a setting where, as 
Walton himself admits, “there is no explicit mention 
of a temple per se” (italics added).18 The same is true 
of a passage Walton appeals to from the Egyptian 
“Memphite Theology” in which Ptah is said to rest 
after his acts of creation.19 Again, contra Walton, there 
is no reference to a temple in that context either. In 
both cases, the term “rest” contrasts instead with the 
labor that preceded it. This is also true of the moti-
vation behind the creation of humans in the Enuma 
Elish: “He [Marduk] imposed the work of the gods 
(on them [humans]) so that they [the gods] might 
rest.”20 Ironically, in their turn, humans rob the gods 

of their rest by making noise.21 The same issue arises 
in the Atra-hasis Epic; the conflict between the gods 
and humans that ultimately leads to the flood was 
initially sparked by noisy humanity disturbing the 
god Enlil’s sleep.22 In the Enuma Elish, trouble also 
began when noise made by the younger gods dis-
turbed the rest of their parents Apsu and Tiamat.23 

In addition to rest being hindered by noise, we also 
encounter an incident in the Baal Cycle in which the 
term rest is used to refer to relief from anxiety when 
the god El, hearing that Baal was alive, declares: 
“(Now) I can again get some rest, my innermost 
being can get some rest.”24 In another work, Erra and 
Ishum, Erra rests in his bed enjoying the company 
of his consort the goddess Mami.25 This may have 
occurred in a temple, but it does not fit the larger 
pattern Walton describes of gods resting after estab-
lishing order. In one Sumerian story, the goddess 
Inana even rests in a garden plot under a tree, result-
ing in someone sexually molesting her.26 In none of 
these cases do temples enter into it. 

The same issue attends Walton’s claim that “no other 
divine rest occurs in the Hebrew Bible than the rest 
that is associated with his presence in his temple.”27 
There are indeed references to God resting in the 
temple, as is seen in a parallelism in Isaiah  66:1: 
“What is the house that you would build for me, 
and what is the place of my rest?”28 However, in 
scripture, the rest of God is something larger than 
the temple. The familiar labor / rest contrast estab-
lished in Genesis  2:2–3, “he rested from all his 
work … from all the work of creating,” is mirrored 
in the strict prohibition of labor on the Sabbath, the 
violation of which was punishable by death (e.g., 
Exod. 31:15; 35:2; Lev. 23:30). It is in this connection 
that Exodus  31:13 says: “Above all you shall keep 
my Sabbaths, for this is a sign between me and you.” 
Notice that it is not simply the people’s Sabbath (see, 
e.g., Lev. 23:42), or the Sabbath. Here and elsewhere 
God calls it “my Sabbath.”29 He did not merely insti-
tute it; he was the first to observe it, and then he 
invites (or rather commands) his people to observe 
it as well. 

Another key passage dealing with divine rest that 
makes no reference to the temple is Psalm 95:11: 
“They shall not enter my rest.” The rest in this verse 
is rest in the promised land as opposed to rest in the 
temple. The passage refers the reader back to the oath 
God swore concerning the generation that was not 
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permitted to enter the promised land (Num. 14:21–
23, Deut. 2:14–15, and Josh. 5:6). 

A final issue is the actual paucity of ANE evidence 
that Walton is able to muster in defense of his claim 
that the recognition that “deity rests in a temple, and 
only in a temple” provides the “interpretive key”30 to 
the problem of understanding rest in Genesis 1:1–2:3. 
He provides only two extra-biblical ANE examples, 
neither of which involves a seven-day temple con-
struction nor speaks of the temple’s god entering 
into rest at the time of its completion.31 

Sevens in the ANE
When one casts the net beyond creation accounts and 
temple texts to explore the use of sevens in the ANE 
texts more generally, the prominence and special use 
of the number becomes quickly obvious, as does the 
fact that their typical use is not subject specific, that is, 
not limited to particular settings, such as accounts 
of creation or of temple building, or to cultic and 
ritual texts as such. Rather, sevens appear function-
ing in more or less the same way everywhere, and, 
apart from their straightforward use for counting, 
sevens express the idea of completeness and full suf-
ficiency. This can be seen, for example, when Jacob 
approaches his brother Esau and bows to the ground 
seven times (Gen. 33:3), an act that echoes the for-
mulaic statements in the obsequious introductions 
of the governors of Syria-Palestine to the Pharaohs 
Amenophis III (1391–1353 BCE) and Amenophis IV 
(1353–1335 BCE): “At the feet of the king [lord, etc.] 
… seven times, seven times I fall.”32 Similar epis-
tolary introductions were also used at Ugarit, as is 
seen, for example, in the letter of Talmiyānu to the 
Queen: “At the feet of my lady seven times and 
seven times (from) afar do I fall.”33 These sevenfold 
actions/statements expressed the desire on the part 
of the ones making them to place themselves fully 
and entirely at the disposal of the persons they were 
approaching. We might say, using a current number-
based idiom expressing a similar idea, that they went 
the whole nine yards in expressing their obsequia.

In the ANE, the fullness of trouble also comes in 
sevens. In the Gospels, there are seven demons cast 
out of Mary Magdalene (Mark 16:9; Luke 8:2) and 
the demon who, once expelled, returns with “seven 
other spirits more evil than itself” (Matt. 12:45). 
The vengeance threatened against any who might 
kill the wandering Cain is sevenfold (Gen. 4:15), 
a sevenfold discipline is promised the Israelites 

(Lev. 26:18, 21, 24), and there is also the request for 
a sevenfold return of taunts to those who taunt the 
Lord (Ps. 79:12). Also fitting this theme of sevenfold 
trouble were two seven-year famines that were pre-
dicted: the first in Egypt by Joseph’s interpretation of 
Pharaoh’s dream (Gen. 41), and the second in Israel 
by Elisha (2 Kgs. 8:1). There is also the seven-year 
period during which Nebuchadnezzar II was driven 
out and given the mind of an ox after boasting of his 
own greatness (Dan. 4:28–33). 

This same idea is shared with the literature of the 
ANE in general. As Wiggermann points out, “early 
demons … usually operate in vaguely defined 
groups of seven.” 34 The seven Mesopotamian Utukki 
are featured in the expulsive spells and rituals of the 
series Utukki Limnûti (The Evil Spirits).35 The Utukki 
are associated, individually or collectively, with evil 
and destructive winds.36 The sevenfold groupings of 
personified trouble also go beyond contexts in which 
specific groups of known individuals are being ref-
erenced, as in the mention of the “machinations of 
the seven witches” in Abusch and Schwemer’s col-
lection of anti-witchcraft rituals,37 or the “seven evil 
and envious neighbors,” in the early Syriac incanta-
tion against the Evil Eye.38 Sevens also figure quite 
prominently in rituals and incantations for warding 
off sickness and evil.39 

The Jewish/Christian Testament of Reuben provides a 
sort of proto-edition of the traditional Seven Deadly 
Sins, when it speaks of “seven spirits of deceit … 
appointed against man,” which serve as “leaders in 
the works of youth,” namely, (1) fornication (por-
neia), (2) insatiableness (aplēstia), (3) fighting (machē), 
(4) obsequiousness/chicanery (areskeia/magganeia), 
(5) pride (hyperēphania), (6) lying (pseudos), and (7) in-
justice (adikia) (T Reu 3:1–6). 

Despite the number of these examples of the use of 
sevens in connection with fullness of trouble, one 
should not imagine that there is any unique connec-
tion between the number seven and trouble. I merely 
offer these as examples of the use of seven in a par-
ticular way because they parallel passages in the 
Bible that feature the same. When one provides only 
a narrow portion of the evidence, one can easily get 
a false impression of the whole. It may be worth not-
ing, however, that there is a great deal more evidence 
for a connection between sevens and trouble than has 
so far been put forward for its connection with temple 
building and inauguration texts. 
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And so, we might go on with examples of the broader 
use of sevens to indicate fullness. Wisdom built her 
house on an abundantly sound foundation of seven 
pillars (Prov. 9:1). Naaman was healed of his lep-
rosy after dipping himself in the Jordan seven times 
(2 Kgs. 5:14). Balaam ordered Balak King of Moab 
to sacrifice seven bulls and seven rams on seven 
altars three times (Num. 23:1–2, 14, 29–30), and God 
ordered Job’s three friends to offer the same numbers 
of the same animals but only once (Job 42:8). In the 
Ugaritic Baal Cycle, Anat sacrifices seventy buffalo, 
oxen, sheep, deer, mountain goats, and asses after 
burying Baal (KTU 1.6.1, ll.18–29). Uta-napishti, after 
the flood in the Gilgamesh Epic, sets up “seven flasks 
and seven,” underneath which he piled “reed, cedar 
and myrtle,” an offering that attracts the gods.40

Seven Days in the ANE 
Seven days are spoken of in scripture as an appro-
priate time for mourning the dead, as is seen in the 
seven-day period observed prior to the burial of 
Jacob (Gen. 50:10), the fast following the death of 
Saul and his sons (1 Sam. 31:13; 1 Chron. 10:12), and 
the mourning of Archelaus for his father Herod the 
Great, as reported by Josephus (J. W. 2.1.1). There 
is also the proverb “Mourning for the dead, seven 
days—but for the wicked fool, a whole lifetime” 
(Sir.  22:12). In the apocryphal Life of Adam and Eve, 
our first parents are said to have mourned seven days 
after being expelled from the Garden.41 When Job’s 
three friends approach, weeping and crying out, 
rending their clothes, and sprinkling dust on their 
heads, they then sit “with him on the ground seven 
days and seven nights,” without speaking a word to 
him (Job 2:12–13). Each of their actions communi-
cated to Job their comprehension of the seriousness 
of the misfortune that had befallen him. Their seven-
day silence was as crucial a factor in communicating 
this as were their other actions. 

We also read of the seven-day wedding celebrations 
of Samson (Judg. 14:8–20) and of Tobiah (Tob. 11:18). 
Then there is the seven-day feast that the Persian 
King Ahasuerus gave at the conclusion of a more 
extensive one (Esther 1:5). Thus, seven days were 
deemed the fully appropriate length both for feasting 
and mourning, and not just for festivals associated 
with temples. 

Mark Smith, who inclines toward endorsing the idea 
that the Genesis creation account with its seven days 
is a temple text, nevertheless cautions that “it might 

be questioned whether the motif of the seven-day 
period is too common.”42 This is precisely what is 
being argued here. It is not at all surprising to find 
sevenfold celebrations occurring in ANE religious 
contexts of all types. We may think, for example, 
of the seven-day ritual from Larsa published by 
Edwin Kingsbury, with each day featuring a differ-
ent god,43 the seven-day zukru ritual from Emar in 
Syria, which was a new-year ritual held every seven 
years in which the gods are taken outside the city to 
a shrine of standing stones, anointed and brought 
back in procession,44 the Bît rimki (house of ablu-
tions) cycle, which was a cleansing ritual in which 
seven “houses” were built through which a person 
passed in the course of being purified and protected 
from malevolent powers,45 and a “seven day offering 
cycle in some late Babylonian texts,” featuring sac-
rifices held on the 7th, 14th, 21st, and 28th days of 
the month.46 There is also the Akîtu Festival, a twelve-
day event that involved seven gods,47 on the fourth 
day of which the Enuma Elish was read, 48 although, 
in this case, it is unclear how this might be connected 
with a sevenfold motif. 

Walton appeals to most of the above texts in making 
his argument for his “cosmic temple inauguration” 
view,49 and he wants to count them all as evidence 
for the special significance of sevens in temple inau-
guration texts. But what those texts actually show is 
that the use of sevens appears in a variety of festal 
and cultic contexts, and not just in temple inaugura-
tion texts nor, for that matter, in temple texts as such. 
This being the case, their collective witness to ANE 
practices actually works against Walton’s thesis, not 
for it. So, for example, we should understand the Bît 
rimki cycle, which Walton wants to count as a temple 
text, as more properly categorized with the previ-
ously mentioned exorcism rituals connected with the 
idea that the fullness of trouble comes in sevens. 

Walton claims that “without hesitation the ancient 
reader would conclude that this [Gen. 1:1–2:3] is a 
temple text.”50 But in order for that to be the case, 
sevens would need to be used consistently enough 
and exclusively enough in connection with temple 
texts that when ancient readers saw the seven days of 
the creation account, they would say to themselves, 
“Aha! the author has framed the creation account 
around the number seven, therefore he/she must be 
alluding to temples!” But that really is not the case. 

Certainly, ancient readers would have recognized 
the significance of seven, but there is no reason to 
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suppose that they would have regarded it, in any 
sense, as exclusively attached to temple texts in par-
ticular. The mere mention of seven in Genesis 1:1–2:3 
would not have been remarkable enough to cause 
the ancient Israelite to immediately think of the 
temple. It is far more likely that it would have 
called to mind the Sabbath. Sacred time itself was 
marked off in sevens: the seventh day for creatures 
to rest (Exod. 20:8–11), the seventh year for the land 
to rest (Exod. 23:11; Lev. 25:20) and for the freeing 
of Hebrew slaves (Exod. 21:2; Deut. 15:12), and the 
year of Jubilee, which began in the seventh month 
of the seventh year of the seventh week of years 
(Lev. 25:8–10). The three major feasts in which every 
male Israelite was required to appear before the 
Lord (Exod. 23:17) each featured significant sevens: 

Unleavened Bread and Tabernacles were both seven-
day feasts (Exod. 12; Lev. 23); and the Feast of Weeks 
gets its name from the seven weeks that separate it 
from the time the sickle was first put to the standing 
grain (Deut. 16:9).51 

To be sure, sevens figure into some temple texts, 
but not in the uniform way one might expect 
from reading Walton. There is the seven-day 
ordination of Aaron, his sons, and their priestly suc-
cessors (Exod.  8:33–35; 29:30), and the seven-day 
consecration of the altar in Ezekiel’s temple vision 
(Ezek.  43:26). Josephus (first century) reports that 
the tabernacle along with its furnishings took seven 
months to build (Ant. 3.8.4 [III. 201]). In the account 
of Solomon’s temple, the Old Testament text Walton 
features in his argument, the temple took seven years 
to build (1 Kgs. 6:38) with its dedication taking place 
in the seventh month (1 Kgs. 8:2), which involved a 
seven-day altar dedication followed by a seven-day 
feast that concluded with a solemn assembly on an 
eighth day (2 Chron. 7:8–9, cf. 1 Kgs. 8:65–66).52 

Gudea’s Eninnu
The primary extra-biblical ANE text Walton puts 
forth as a parallel to Solomon’s temple is the 
Sumerian account of the building of the temple of 
Ninĝirsu (the Eninnu) by Gudea of Lagash (c. 2125 
BCE), which concluded with a single seven-day 
feast.53 Given the prominence of sevens in various 
feasts and rituals, it is not surprising to find two 
examples of temple texts that end with a seven-day 
feast. One might even have expected more.54 And, as 
is also predictable given the ubiquity of sevens in all 
sorts of texts in all sorts of connections, the Solomon 

and Gudea accounts both involve other significant 
sevens unique to themselves. 

Hurowitz writes of the seven years it took to build 
Solomon’s temple: 

To the best of my knowledge, there are no attempts 
in Mesopotamian building stories to cast an entire 
building project into a seven-year, seven-month 
or seven-day mold, although certain individual 
events, such as the dedication of the Eninnu by 
Gudea, lasted seven days.55 

For its part, the Gudea text includes sevens that are 
quite different from the Solomon account, such as the 
seven stones set up around the temple in seven days 
(Cyl. A. xxiii 4, cf. xxix 1) that are “there to take coun-
sel with its owner” (Cyl. A. xxix 2), a seven-headed 
mace (Cyl. B. vii 12, xiii 21), and a seven-headed ser-
pent (Cyl. A. xxv 28). 

The seven-headed serpent takes us in a differ-
ent direction by reminding us of other ANE 
seven-headed monsters,56 including the seven-
headed serpent Ninurta defeats in the Sumerian 
Ninurta’s Return to Nibru (ll. 40 & 63) and The Exploits 
of Ninurta (l. 133).57 There is as well Lotan (Shalyat 
[šlyṭ] of the seven heads) in the Baal Epic from Ugarit 
(KTU 1.5.i.1–8, cf. 1.3.iii.38–46).58 We also find ANE 
pictorial depictions of seven-headed monsters bat-
tling gods.59 Thus the seven-headed serpent in the 
Gudea text is of less interest to Genesis 1:1–2:3 than 
it is to Psalm 74:13–14: “You [the Lord] divided the 
sea by your might; you broke the heads of the sea 
monsters on the waters. You crushed the heads of 
Leviathan.”60 In this case, the number seven is not 
used, but Leviathan is said to have heads” (plu-
ral). There is also the seven-headed dragon of the 
Apocalypse (12:3) and the seven-headed demon who 
appeared to R. Aha bar Ya’akov in b. Kiddushin 29b.61 

Baal’s Palace 
The other extra-biblical ANE example Walton offers 
in support of his “cosmic temple inauguration” 
argument is the Baal Cycle’s story of the seven-day 
fiery formation of Baal’s palace. The Baal Cycle is a 
fourteenth-century BCE Western Semitic text from 
ancient Ugarit, a Canaanite city in northwest Syria. 
Unlike the Solomon and Gudea texts, this passage is 
not an account of the building of a temple followed 
by one or more seven-day inauguration feasts. It is a 
mythical tale of Baal’s (Ba‘lu’s) palace being formed 
in flames over six days, and furnished on the sev-
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enth. As Solomon’s temple was completed in seven 
years, Baal’s mythical house took only seven days:62 

[Hurriedly] they build his house …
Fire is placed in the house, 
 flames in the palace, 

For a day, two (days),
the fire consumes (fuel) in the house,
 the flames (consumed fuel) in the palace;

For a third, a fourth day, 
the fire consumes (fuel) in the house,
 the flames (consumed fuel) in the palace;

For a fifth, a sixth day,
the fire consumes (fuel) in the house,
 the flames (consumed fuel) in the palace;

Then on the seventh day, 
the fire is removed from the house, 
 the flames from the palace.

(Voila!) the silver had turned into plaques,
the gold is turned into bricks.

(This) brings joy to Mighty Ba‘lu:
You have built my house of silver,

my palace of gold. 
(Then) Ba‘lu completes the furnishing of [his] house,
Haddu completes the furnishing of his palace. 

Walton comments here that “seven days is an appro-
priate period of time for temple building.”63 Indeed, 
seven days is an appropriate period for many things, 
but, if Hurowitz is correct, this is the only ANE 
example of anything resembling a temple being built 
in seven days.64 What we are actually looking at 
here is the story of the origin of Baal’s temple being 
told, using a form of the very common ANE seven
fold literary pattern of which, as we shall argue, 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 is also an example—although a more 
expansive one. This widely used literary pattern has 
received scant attention, but was already noticed and 
briefly discussed more than a half century ago by 
Umberto Cassuto: 

[E]xamples … from Akkadian and Ugaritic lit-
erature … prove that a series of seven consecutive 
days was considered a perfect period [unit of time] 
in which to develop an important work, the action 
lasting six days and reaching its conclusion and 
outcome on the seventh day.65 

There is, however, more to the sevenfold literary 
pattern than Cassuto implies. Its use was more gen-
eral in application: from the literary point of view, 
it involved a building of dramatic tension over six 
days, aided by repetitive phrases, that is resolved, 
sometimes quite dramatically, on or immediately 

after the seventh. There is often not only a conclusion 
of action but also a reversal or marked shift of the 
narrative in a new direction. In the Baal text, the first 
six days are doubled and, except for the numbering 
of days, the language for the three pairs of days is 
identical. Several other examples of this same pat-
tern can be found in texts having nothing to do with 
temples or temple inaugurations. The well-known 
eleventh tablet of the Gilgamesh Epic, which contains 
the famous flood narrative, uses it to describe the 
running aground of the flood hero Uta-napishti’s 
boat on Mount Nimush: 66 

142 On the mountain of Nimush the boat ran
aground, 

143 Mount Nimush held the boat fast, 
 allowed it no motion. 

144 One day and a second, 
Mount Nimush held the boat fast,
 allowed it no motion, 

145 a third day and a fourth, 
Mount Nimush held the boat fast, 
 allowed it no motion, 

146 a fifth day and a sixth, 
Mount Nimush held the boat fast, 
 allowed it no motion. 

147 The seventh day when it came, 
148 I brought out a dove, I let it loose …

As in the Baal Cycle, the first six days are doubled 
and, apart from the succession of numbers, the lan-
guage is identical for each two-day unit. When the 
seventh day comes, there is a shift in the narrative 
away from the single event featured in the first six, 
namely, the running to ground of Uta-napishti’s 
boat, to his sending out the dove.

The same pattern is used in the Babylonian version 
of Nergal and Ereshkigal to describe the passionate 
coupling of those two Mesopotamian deities:67 

The two embraced each other
And went passionately to bed.
They lay there, queen Ereshkigal and Erra, for a 

first day and a second day, 
They lay there, queen Ereshkigal and Erra, for a 

third day and a fourth day, 
They lay there, queen Ereshkigal and Erra, for a 

fifth day and a sixth day, 
When the seventh day arrived, 
Nergal, without […]
Took away after him. […].
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Two more examples are found in the Ugaritic story 
of Aqht (table 1).68 

This same pattern is sometimes abbreviated even fur-
ther, as in this passage from the Ugaritic Kirta Epic:69 

Then for a day, a second,
a third day, a fourth day, 
a fifth day, a sixth day, 
<They did not shoot their arrows at the city, 
Their sling-stones at the towers.>
Then at sundown on the seventh (day)
Pabil the king (of that city could) not sleep … 

In addition to the examples already given, the 
Ugaritic story of Aqht uses a very abbreviated sev-
enfold literary pattern to describe the seven years of 
mourning after the murder of Dānī’ilu’s son, Aqht:70

The wailing women entered <his house >, 
the mourning women his palace, … 

For days, for months, 
for months, for years, 
even for seven years 

Did they (all) weep for valiant ʾAqhatu …
[Then] after seven years

[Dānī’ilu man of] Rapaʾu spoke up,
The valiant [Hamamite] man responded.

He cried aloud:
Leave [my house], wailing women, my palace, 
mourning women …

The story of the emergence of Baal’s temple from fire 
is framed using the very same literary pattern as the 
running aground of Uta-napishti’s boat on Mount 
Nimush, Dānī’ilu’s plea for a son, the lingering of 
the Kôṯarātu in Dānī’ilu’s house, and the delay of 
the attack on a city. This suggests that the reason we 
find the seven in the Baal story is that it is employ-
ing the same sevenfold literary pattern as these other 
texts, and not, as Walton argues, because of its being 
a temple text. This is particularly significant because 
the Baal text is one of the two key extra-biblical 
temple texts regularly appealed to in support of 
Walton’s view. 

Yet, so far as I am aware, none of the authors who 
appeal to it make mention of the use of the widely 
attested ANE sevenfold literary pattern in framing it. 
This lack of clarity leads to a bias in the lens through 
which the passage is viewed. Brown, for example, 
hints that Baal’s palace, “not coincidentally, takes 
seven days to complete (cf. Gen. 1:1–2:3).”71 While we 
agree that the appearance of the seven days in both 
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Aqht 1 i 3–17 (CTA 17) Aqht 2 ii 30–40 (CTA 17)
[Thereupon, as for Dānī’ilu the man of Rapa’u] …
Girded, he gave the gods food, 
 [girded, he gave] the Holy Ones [drink].	

He cast down [his cloak, went up], and lay down, 
 cast down [his girded garment] so as to pass the 
 night (there).

A day [even two, 
 girded,] Dānī’ilu (gave) the gods (food).
 [girded,] he gave [the gods] food, 
 girded, [he gave] the Holy Ones [drink].

A third, even a fourth day, 
 [girded] Dānī’ilu (gave) the gods (food),
 girded he gave [the gods] food
 girded he gave the [Holy] Ones drink.

A fifth, even a sixth day, 
 girded, Dānī’ilu (gave) [the gods] (food),
 girded, he gave the gods food,
 [girded,] he gave the Holy Ones drink. 

Dānī’ilu cast down his cloak, went up, and lay 
 down 
 [cast down] his girded garment so as to pass the 
 night (there).

Then on the seventh day, 
 Bal‘u approached, having had mercy on 

The lamenting of Dānī’ilu the man of Rapa’u.

A bull he slaughtered for the Kôṯarātu,
 he fed the Kôṯarātu, 
 provided the daughters of brightness, the pure 
 ones, with drink.

A day, even two, 
 he fed the Kôṯarātu,
 provided the daughters of brightness, the pure 
 ones, with drink.

A third, even a fourth day, 
 he fed the Kôṯarātu,
 provided the daughters of brightness, the pure 
 ones, with drink.

A fifth, even a sixth day, 
 he fed the Kôṯarātu,
 provided the daughters of brightness, the pure
 ones, with drink.

Then, on the seventh day, 
 the Kôṯarātu left the house, 
 (as did) the daughters of brightness, the pure ones.

Table 1. The left column tells of an appeal by a figure named Dānī’ilu for the boon of a son; the right column, of his entertaining the 
Kôṯarātu goddesses.
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the Baal passage and the biblical creation story is not 
coincidental, we do so for a very different reason. 
The meaning of the passage becomes more blurred, 
when Middleton speaks of “references to temple 
dedication ceremonies that took seven days, includ-
ing Baal’s temple in the Ugaritic myth.”72 But the 
seven days of the Baal passage had to do with the 
building of Baal’s palace, not its dedication ceremonies 
afterward. Middleton had stated the matter more 
accurately in an earlier work.73

Another consequence of not recognizing the Baal 
passage’s use of the ANE sevenfold literary pattern 
is the employment of overly ingenious explanations 
to account for its meaning. The best example I know 
is provided by Levenson:

The extinction of the flames on the seventh day 
of casting Baal’s temple is strangely reminiscent 
of the biblical prohibitions against kindling a fire, 
baking, or boiling on the Sabbath. It is possible, but 
far from demonstrable, that this Ugaritic passage 
witnesses to a Sabbath of sorts among the Canaan-
ite antecedents of Israel.74

Once one becomes aware of the Baal passage’s forma-
tion using the very same sevenfold literary pattern 
as the running aground of Uta-napishti’s boat on 
Mount Nimush, Dānī’ilu’s plea for a son, and other 
similarly structured passages, then the suggested 
meaning Levenson offers seems strangely beside the 
point. 

Seven Days but No Rest in the Gudea 
and Baal Texts
Earlier we noted how the two sources Walton fea-
tured as examples of deity resting in temples did not 
involve significant sevens. So now we also see that, in 
the extra-biblical ANE examples he features as exam-
ples of sevens in temple texts, the deities—Ninĝirsu 
on the one hand and Baal on the other—are not said 
to enter rest! In the Baal Cycle, there is simply no 
mention of it. In the Gudea text, a nonspecific resting 
place is mentioned as one of the items in the temple 
(Cyl. B. xiv 19–25). But when Ninĝirsu arrives action 
is taken, not to establish him in a state of rest, but to 
wake him up: 

Nin-dub caused the sanctuary to be full of clat-
ter and noise (?) and with fresh bread and hind´s 
milk available day and night, he woke from sleep 
the noble one, the beloved son of Enlil, the warrior 
Nin-jirsu [=Ninĝirsu]. Nin-jirsu raised his head 
with all the great powers, and ... rituals, ... for (?) 
the sanctuary E-ninnu. (Cyl. B. vi 3–9, cf. vii 7–8).75 

The pattern of seven days followed by the god’s rest 
simply is not there in either case. Nor indeed can 
it be shown to be a clearly identifiable “pattern” in 
ANE temple texts at all.

Further Examples of the  
ANE Sevenfold Literary Pattern
Many other examples of this sevenfold literary pat-
tern may be cited, some abbreviated as in the ones 
above, and others considerably longer. Neither the 
doubling of the first six units, nor their identification 
as days, are essential elements in this ANE seven-
fold literary pattern. There are examples using the 
same pattern of repetitive phrases for the first six 
days treated individually, and examples where the 
sevenfold units used to frame the literary pattern are 
something other than days. A text featuring the lat-
ter that also illustrates well the idea of the seventh 
representing a shift and reversal of action after the 
initial six can be seen in the Sumerian Gilgamesh and 
Huwawa:76 

He [Gilgamesh] crossed the first mountain range, 
he did not find the cedar he wanted,

he crossed the [second] mountain range, 
[he did not find] the cedar he [wanted,]

he crossed the third mountain range, 
[he did not find] the cedar he wanted, 

he crossed the fourth mountain range, 
[he did not find] the cedar he wanted, 

he crossed the fifth mountain range, 
he did not [find] the cedar he wanted, 

he crossed the sixth mountain range, 
he did not find the cedar he wanted, 

but crossing the seventh mountain range, 
he found the cedar he wanted.

There is also an example of this in the account of the 
building of Gudea’s temple of Ninĝirsu (the Eninnu) 
that Walton does not mention. In this case it involves 
the setting out of seven squares:77 

He [Gudea] laid the foundation, 
set the walls on the ground. 

He marked out a square, 
aligned the bricks with a string. 

He marked out a second square 
on the site of the temple, saying,
“It is the line-mark for a topped-off jar of 
1 ban capacity (?).” 

He marked out a third square
on the site of the temple, saying, 
“It is the Anzud bird enveloping its fledgling 
with its wings.” 
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He marked out a fourth square 
on the site of the temple, saying, 
“It is a panther embracing a fierce lion.” 

He marked out a fifth square 
on the site of the temple, saying, 
“It is the blue sky in all its splendour.” 

He marked out a sixth square 
on the site of the temple, saying, 
“It is the day of supply, full of luxuriance.” 

He marked out a seventh square 
on the site of the temple, saying, 
“It is the E-ninnu bathing the Land 
  with moonlight at dawn.”

They inserted the wooden door frames, 
which were like a crown worn in the blue sky. 

As Gudea sat down at a wooden door frame, 
from there it was like a huge house 
embracing heaven. 

The conclusion here represents a less dramatic shift, 
but it is the identification of the seventh square as the 
Eninnu, the temple of Ninĝirsu itself, that appears to 
be the point to which the first six items are building.

The Seven Gates of the Underworld
In many ANE texts the underworld is understood 
to have seven gates. This made accounts of jour-
neys there a natural occasion for treating the gates 
as units in the sevenfold literary pattern. There are 
several examples of this, but here we shall present 
only two. The first is a very abbreviated one from the 
standard Babylonian version of Nergal and Ereshkigal 
(7th century BCE), where Anu the sky god sends 
his messenger Kakka to Ereshkigal, goddess of the 
underworld:78

He let the god Kakka in through the first gate
He let the god Kakka in through the second gate
He let the god Kakka in through the third gate
He let the god Kakka in through the fourth gate
He let the god Kakka in through the fifth gate
He let the god Kakka in through the sixth gate
He let the god Kakka in through the seventh gate
He entered into her [Ereshkigal’s] spacious 

courtyard,
He knelt down and kissed the ground in front of her.
He straightened up and addressed her … 

For the modern reader such repetitiveness seems 
tedious. Why not just say Kakka passed through the 
seven gates and entered Ereshkigal’s presence? The 
reason is that repetition is a common feature in most 
ANE texts, partly because of the use of numbers.

Inana’s Descent into the Nether World
Two of the longest extra-biblical examples of the sev-
enfold literary pattern also involve journeys to the 
Underworld: the Sumerian Inana’s Descent into the 
Nether World and the Akkadian Descent of Ishtar to the 
Underworld.79 The two works are related but the lat-
ter is not simply a translation or paraphrase of the 
former. We present here the earlier Sumerian ver-
sion. In this work, the goddess Inana fortifies herself 
for the journey with the “seven divine powers,”80 
which seem to consist of items worn on her person. 
A sevenfold pattern is then used to describe how 
each of these is taken away from her as she passes 
through the underworld’s seven gates:81

He [Neti, the doorman of the underworld] said 
to holy Inana: 
“Come on, Inana, and enter.” 

And when Inana entered, (1 ms. adds 2 lines: 
the lapis-lazuli measuring rod and measuring 
line were removed from her hand, 
when she entered the first gate,) 
the turban, headgear for the open country, 
was removed from her head. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
When she entered the second gate, 

the small lapis-lazuli beads were removed 
from her neck. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
When she entered the third gate, 

the twin egg-shaped beads were removed 
from her breast. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
When she entered the fourth gate, 

the “Come, man, come” pectoral was removed 
from her breast. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
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When she entered the fifth gate, 
the golden ring was removed from her hand. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
When she entered the sixth gate, 

the lapis-lazuli measuring rod and measuring 
line were removed from her hand. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
When she entered the seventh gate, 

the pala dress, the garment of ladyship, 
was removed from her body. 

“What is this?” 
“Be satisfied, Inana, a divine power of the 

underworld has been fulfilled. 
Inana, you must not open your mouth against 

the rites of the underworld.”
Inana then crouches naked and powerless before 
her sister Erec-ki-gala’s [=Ereshkigal’s] throne. The 
Ananu (the seven judges) decide against her, and she 
is turned into a corpse and hung on a hook as her 
clothes are carried away.82

Longer versions of the seven-day patterns such as 
this one, allow for more variation on the days, but 
verbatim repetitive lines still provide the basic 
structure of the pattern. The additional details here 
increase the dramatic tension building as Inana 
passes through the first six gates, which then comes 
to a very dramatic climax following her passage 
through the seventh.

Genesis 1:1–2:3  
As an Example of the Widely Used 
ANE Sevenfold Literary Pattern
Examples of this sevenfold literary pattern appear in 
texts over a long period and throughout the ANE, in 
Sumerian, Assyrian, Babylonian, and Ugaritic texts. 
From these extra-biblical examples, we turn to the 
sevenfold literary pattern in Hebrew with which the 
Bible opens: Genesis 1:1–2:3. As we begin, we dis-
cover at once that the structure of the passage as an 
ANE literary pattern is somewhat obscured by the 
way the text is laid out in both the Hebrew manu-
scripts and modern editions and translations. In the 
ANE texts, the parallel repetitive lines that made up 
the sevenfold patterns tended to be laid out on the 
tablets themselves in such a way as to support and 
emphasize the repetitive literary structure. To see 

Ronald V. Huggins

Table 2. Verses 11–12 from day three side by side, underlining verbatim language in the Hebrew.



218 Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith

this, we refer the reader to the sevenfold pattern tell-
ing of Uta-napishti’s boat being grounded on Mount 
Nimush (see above, p. 213) for which sequential line 
numbers are used for the first three pairs of days and 
for the seventh day.

Once we have the sevenfold literary pattern in 
mind, it is not hard to rearrange the biblical creation 
account along the lines of the other ANE examples 
surveyed above. To illustrate this in a way that 
allows us to see the less obvious, finer grain of the 
original repetitive structure, we can set verses 11–12 
from day three side by side, underlining verbatim 
language in the Hebrew (table 2).

Having said this, the current formatting of 
Genesis 1:1–2:3 does highlight the most conspicuous 
repetitive features underpinning the seven-day liter-
ary structure. These include the beginning of each 
creation day with “and God said” + a divine fiat,83 
and its conclusion with “And there was evening and 
there was morning, the ___ day.” This is true as well 
of the phrases “and it was so” (with variation),84 and 
“God saw that it was good” (with variation), the 
latter appearing on every day except the second.85 
Days three and six each have two creation innova-
tions rather than one as on the other days, each of 
which is likewise introduced with “and God said” + 
fiat. Thus, although the author had in mind includ-
ing eight acts of creation, they are presented in six 
creation days, which is consistent with the inten-
tional employment of the sevenfold literary pattern.86 
Furthermore, as has long been recognized, days one–
three are clearly intended to stand in parallel to days 
four–six (explained below). 

Additional Biblical Examples
Other biblical examples relevant to our study include 
a very abbreviated one of Moses’s going up the 
mountain in Exodus 24:15–16: 

Then Moses went up on the mountain, and the 
cloud covered the mountain. The glory of the Lord 
dwelt on Mount Sinai, and the cloud covered it six 
days. And on the seventh day he called to Moses 
out of the midst of the cloud. 

Also, the fall of Jericho in Joshua 6 which, if not 
recounted using the sevenfold literary pattern, was 
nevertheless choreographed in a way very similar to 
it. There are arguably also Greek examples among 
the unfolding sevens of the last book of the Bible,87 
including especially Revelation 1:4–3:22. As Inana 
was first endowed with seven items which were then 

removed as she passed through the seven gates to 
the underworld, the individual items mentioned in 
the vision of Jesus in Revelation 1 become the basis 
for how Jesus identifies himself in the introductions 
of the seven letters of Revelation 2–3,88 with Jesus in 
the seventh letter calling himself also “the Amen.” 
Each of the seven letters opens with the identi-
cal formula in Greek: Tō angelo tēs en _____ ekklēsias 
grapson / “To the angel of the church in _____ write,” 
(Rev. 2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14) and concludes with the 
identical phrase Ho echōn ous akousatō ti to pneuma 
legei tais ekklesiais / “Whoever has an ear, let him hear 
what the Spirit says to the churches,” followed or 
preceded by a promise to ho nikrōn / “whoever over-
comes” (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26, 29; 3:5–6, 12–13, 21–22). 

Fitting Genesis as a Sevenfold Literary 
Pattern into the Larger Picture 
Finally, as mentioned earlier, the ANE sevenfold 
literary pattern dovetails with a familiar observa-
tion regarding the composition of Genesis 1:1–2:3, 
namely that it has been intelligently designed to 
make creation days 1 and 4, 2 and 5, and 3 and 6 mir-
ror one another: Light is made on the first day, the 
sun and moon on the fourth. Sky and the sea are sep-
arated by the introduction of the firmament on the 
second day, and the two are filled with birds and sea 
creatures on the fifth. The land is separated from the 
water with food provided in the form of reproducing 
trees and plants on the third day, and land animals 
and humans are introduced on the sixth. This mirror-
ing is usually associated with, or even identified as, 
the “framework hypothesis.”89 But it is not, in itself, 
a separate hypothesis, but simply an observation 
about the structuring of the six days of Genesis 1 that 
has been noticed and endorsed by the advocates of 
several different hypotheses.90 

The observation, though currently well known, is not 
new. It is often traced to the eighteenth–nineteenth-
century German Romanticist Johann Gottfried 
Herder.91 But it is already found in Thomas Aquinas 
(d. 1274), who wrote that the work of creation (opus 
creationis) in Genesis 1:1 was followed by the work of 
separation (opus distinctionis) in days 1–3 and by the 
work of adornment (opus ornatus) in days 4–6,92 and 
a little later in the work of Nicholas of Lyra (d. 1349), 
who used the same terminology as Thomas.93 This 
division was also clearly recognized by some in the 
nineteenth century, including Arnold Guyot, who 
called days 1–3 the “era of matter,” and 4–6 the 
“era of life.”94 During the later twentieth century, 
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especially following the mid-1980s, the structural 
feature became widely accepted by interpreters of 
Genesis  1. This is exemplified, for example, in the 
rapid dissemination in more recent decades of a 
chart that sets days 1–3 and 4–6 in parallel columns.95 

Notable exceptions to its acceptance include 
young-earth creationists such as E. J. Young, who 
insisted that the pattern “is not actually present” in 
Genesis  1,96 and Todd S. Beall, who speaks of it as 
“the so-called pattern,” which “does not hold up 
well under scrutiny.”97 Yet, ironically, it is precisely 
the failure to recognize this very intentional literary 
structuring that has caused Christian interpreters so 
much consternation and “enlightened” opponents 
of Christianity so much glee. The mirrored literary 
structure itself, when unrecognized, provokes ques-
tions such as how the sun, moon, and stars could 
take only one day to create, while making and fit-
ting out our little planet took six?98 And what about 
the sun and moon only appearing on the fourth day, 
after three “days” had already passed? 

Already in the third century, Christian writer Origen 
of Alexandria wrote: 

What man of intelligence will believe that the first 
and second and the third day, and the evening and 
morning, existed without the sun and moon and 
stars? And that the first day … was even without 
a heaven?99 

Indeed, even before Origen, Celsus, the second-cen-
tury opponent of Christianity, had already raised the 
point: 

By far the most silly thing [in Genesis 1] is the dis-
tribution of the creation of the world over certain 
days, before days existed: for, as the heaven was 
not yet created, nor the foundation of the earth yet 
laid, nor the sun yet revolving, how could there be 
days?100 

Thomas Paine likewise featured this objection in the 
eighteenth century as proof that the “Bible-makers,” 
in writing the passage, “have demonstrated noth-
ing but their ignorance,”101 and Voltaire offered it 
up as proof that ancient people did not believe the 
sun was a source of light but that it only pushed light 
along ahead of itself.102 It was criticisms like these 
that the Romanticist Herder sought to rebut when 
explaining the mirroring of the days in 1774. The 
cranky complaints of the Enlightenment rationalists, 
Herder argued, had simply missed the point due to 
their approaching the text with a clumsy intellectual 
apparatus that blinded them to its conspicuous and 
delightful compositional features.103 

It is also this same mirrored literary arrangement 
that renders implausible some of the attempts at 
harmonizing Genesis 1:1–2:3 with the history of the 
cosmos. How can the gap theory work, for example, 
when there was no sky during the earliest ages, or 
the day-age theory with trees and plants growing for 
a vast age before the creation of the sun?104 Unlike 
these approaches, the recognition of the mirroring of 
days arises from observing the actual structure of the 
text of Genesis 1 itself, rather than from an attempt 
to harmonize the biblical creation account with con-
cerns that lie outside of the text. 

What a familiarity with the ANE sevenfold literary 
pattern brings to the table in this connection is quite 
interesting. It provides not only further support for 
the mirroring of days 1–3 and 4–6, but also a larger 
context for understanding the reason the author of 
Genesis framed the passage as he did in the first 
place. The mirroring that has puzzled interpreters is 
now seen to have actually provided a partial glimpse 
into the bigger picture that we now observe when 
looking at Genesis 1:1–2:3 as an example of the ANE 
sevenfold literary pattern. 

As mysterious as the choice of the author of Genesis 
to make the two halves of the chapter mirror one 
another might appear as a stand-alone phenomenon, 
it now reveals itself as yet another example of the 
verbatim and near-verbatim repetition that is typical 
for Genesis 1:1–2:3 as an example of an ANE seven-
fold literary pattern. Here too is the explanation of 
the mirroring and repetitive language in each of the 
six days, as well as within the individual days in the 
mirroring of the commands and their fulfillments. 
From the perspective of the ANE sevenfold literary 
pattern, then, the mirroring of days is just the sort of 
compositional move one might expect the author of 
the biblical creation account to make.105
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