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The church fathers on Genesis, the Flood,
and the Age of the Earth-James R. Mook
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1 I am indebted to Thane Ury for his considerable help in getting this chapter into final
form.,

2 Useful resources on the fathers have been scarce. One bright spot recently has been the
massive

undertaking, by InterVarsity Press, The Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture
Project, general

editor, Thomas Oden. This 28-volume series highlights the patristic commentators up to
A.D. 749,

and really should be on the shelves of every evangelical scholar or Christian who desires
to understand

the fullness of their heritage. Here we sample what reverence for the Revealer and His
revelation looks

like, unfettered by the constraints of modernity (cf. note 12 below). The demarcation of
A.D.749is

not arbitrary, but marks the death of John Damascene, which closed the era of the Eastern
fathers. The

Western fathers are dated by Isidore’s death in A.D. 636.

3 Ad fontes, or back to the sources (literally, "to the fountains, springs™), is as appropriate
now for Christians,

as ever.

4 Hugh Ross and Gleason L. Archer, “The Day-Age View” (and responses to the 24-hour
view and the

framework view), in David G. Hagopian, ed., The Genesis Debate: Three Views on the
Days of Creation

(Mission Viejo, CA: Crux Press, 2001).

5 Hugh Ross, A Matter of Days: Resolving a Creation Controversy (Colorado Springs,
CO: Navpress, 2004)

p. 48-49. See also Creation and Time (Colorado Springs, CO: Navpress, 1994), p. 24.

6 Hugh Ross, The Fingerprint of God (Orange, CA: Promise Publishers, 1991, 2nd ed.),
p. 141.

7 Ross, Creation and Time, p. 24.

8 Ross, Matter of Days, p. 49.

9 In a search for precursors to evolutionary theory, Henry Osborn was astonished to find
that many

Darwinian-like notions could be detected as far back as the 7th century B.C. See Henry F.
Osborn,

From the Greeks to Darwin, 2nd ed. (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1929), p. xi;
cf. 41-60 and

91-97). Osborn relied heavily on Edward Zeller, A History of Greek Philosophy, trans.
S.F. Alleyne

(New York: Longmans, Green, and Co., 1881). Anaximander (611-547 B.C.) believed
man descended

from fishes; and Empedocles (490435 B.C.) has been called “the father of evolution.”
See Richard

Lull, Organic Evolution (New York: Macmillan, 1947]), p. 6. On the furor over
Darwinism, Matthew



Arnold remarked to John Judd: “Why, it’s all in Lucretius (9955 B.C.).” See John Judd,
The Coming

of Evolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1910), p. 3. | am indebted to
Thane Ury for

these references.

10 Hippolytus, Refutation of all Heresies 10.2, in Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson,
Philip Schaff,

Henry Wace, eds., The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 10 vols (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994
reprint ed.),

vol. 5. Hereafter cited as ANF. See also 10.3, which further specifies names and theories
of Greek

natural philosophers.

11 Basil of Caesarea, Hexaemeron 1.2 in Alexander Roberts, James Donaldson, Philip
Schaff, Henry Wace,

eds., The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Series 2 (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994)
vol. 8. Hereafter

cited as NPNF2. Basil’s words about the temporary life of naturalistic theories should be
considered

when we use current scientific theories of origins as epistemic foundations for
interpreting Scripture.

12 Lactantius, Institutes 7.14, in ANF, vol. 7

13 Though the fathers did not deal with the same challenges we face today, theirs were
just as challenging,

and they were just as prone as anyone to being products of their environment. A variety
of strong

philosophical and cultural pressures were always in the air. The impact of these factors
on the

theologizing of each father is sometimes easy to detect, and other times can only be
inferred. Suffice it

to say, none of their thoughts were forged in a hermetically sealed milieu. In addition to
the influences

from their own upbringing and training, threats like NeoPlatonism, Stoicism, Gnosticism,
Manichaeism, Graeco-Roman mystery religions, polytheism, and a wide variety of
philosophies, cults,

and Christological heresies were always in the background.

14 Thinkers like Tertullian, Origen, and Eusebius are better classed as Ecclesiastical
writers. We use

“fathers” in this chapter with slightly wider semantic latitude than might patrological
purists. It is only

for convenience.

15 Davis A. Young, Christianity and the Age of the Earth (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan,
1982), p. 19 and

22.

16 Many who do not specify a 24-hour length nevertheless seem naturally read as
understanding each day



to be a normal solar day, since they are giving literal meaning to the other terms of
Genesis 1. See

Theophilus of Antioch (c. A.D. 115-168-181), To Autolycus 2.11-12); Methodius (A.D.
260-312),

The Banquet of the Ten Virgins 8.11; 9.1; Epiphanius of Salamis (A.D. 315-403),
Panarion 1.1.1.; Cyril

of Jerusalem (c. A.D. 315-386), Catechetical Lectures 12.5. For more discussion, see
Robert Bradshaw,

“Creation and the Early Church,” chapter 3, n.p. [cited March 31, 2005],
www.robibrad.demon.co.uk/Chapter3.htm.

17 Lactantius, Institutes 7.14, in ANF, vol. 7. See the full quote above.

18 Victorinus, On the Creation of the World, in ANF, vol. 7. p. 341

19 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Genesis 1, quoted by Seraphim Rose, Genesis,
Creation and Early

Man: The Orthodox Christian Vision (Platina, CA: Saint Herman of Alaska Brotherhood,
2000), p. 101.

20 Ephrem the Syrian, Commentary on Genesis 1.1, in Kathleen E. McVey, ed., Ephrem
the Syrian: Selected

Prose Works, trans. Edward G. Mathews and Jospeh P. Amar, in The Fathers of the
Church (FC

hereafter) (Washington, D.C., 1961), 91:74.

21 Hexaemera is the body of treatises, sermons, and commentaries ordering all
knowledge in terms of the

six days of creation: some more exegetical and others more allegorical. Hexaemeral
literature is the

whole corpus of writings dealing with the subject, whether formal, secondary, or poetic
renderings of

the Genesis creation account. This genre became a special focus of some Church fathers,
especially for

Lent, remaining quite popular into the 1600s. Many authors followed Basil’s pattern of
nine homilies.

Basil’s brother, Gregory of Nyssa, and Ambrose wrote a Hexaemeron. For Jewish and
Christian

hexaemeral authors before Basil, like Chalcidius, Philo Judaeus, Hippolytus, Papias,
Pantaenus, and

numerous other later hexaemerists, see Frank Egleston Robbins, The Hexaemeral
Literature: A Study of

the Greek and Latin Commentaries on Genesis (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press, 1912).

22 Basil, Hexaemeron 9.1, in NPNF2, vol. 8.

23 Ibid., 2.8, in NPNF2, vol. 8.

24 Ibid. Ross and Archer are incorrect when they assert that in the very next paragraph
one can find proof

that Basil allowed for the possibility that the creation days could be longer than 24 hours.
The point



that Basil was making is that day “one” is not the rest of eternity (“age of age, and ages of
ages”). Basil’s

previous comments still control the meaning of “day” as a 24-hour period. Here is the
section in

question: “But must we believe in a mysterious reason for this? God who made the nature
of time

measured it out and determined it by intervals of days; and, wishing to give it a week as a
measure, he

ordered the week to revolve from period to period upon itself, to count the movement of
time, forming

the week of one day revolving seven times upon itself: a proper circle begins and ends
with itself. Such

is also the character of eternity, to revolve upon itself and to end nowhere. If then the
beginning of time

is called ‘one day’ rather than ‘the first day,’ it is because Scripture wishes to establish its
relationship

with eternity. It was, in reality, fit and natural to call ‘one’ the day whose character is to
be one wholly

separated and isolated from all the others. If Scripture speaks to us of many ages, saying
everywhere,

‘age of age, and ages of ages,” we do not see it enumerate them as first, second, and third.
It follows that

we are hereby shown not so much limits, ends and succession of ages, as distinctions
between various

states and modes of action.” See Ross and Archer, “The Day-Age Reply,” p. 205.

Robert Letham seems to think that there is a tension between Basil’s concept of 24-hour
days and his

saying that everything was created “in less than an instant” in the “rapid and
imperceptible moment of

creation” (1.6). The tension is resolved by observing that Basil held a view that
everything was created

by God foundationally, and then formed through the seven days of creation. “The
beginning, in effect,

is indivisible and instantaneous.” See Robert Letham, *“ ‘In the Space of Six Days’: The
Days of

Creation from Origen to the Westminster Assembly,” WTJ 61 (1999): p. 152—-153.

25 Thomas Torrance nicely sums up Basil’s historical significance: "Essential to [Basil’s]
cosmological

outlook lies the Christian concept of the radical contingence of the universe and its
rational order. And

central to all that is the conception, so impossible for the ancient Greeks, of the
contingent nature of

the human mind created by God out of nothing but given a unique relation to his own
transcendent

Mind through grace. The incorporation of those ideas in Basil’s Hexameron played a very
important



role, not only in challenging the intellectual foundations of the classical outlook upon the
world of

visible and invisible reality, but in helping to transform the Greek mind in a way that has
left its mark

upon the very basis of western culture." Thomas F. Torrance, The Christian Frame of
Mind: Reason,

Order and Openness in Theology and Natural Science (Colorado Springs, CO: Helmers
and Howard,

1989), p. 5.

26 Gregory of Nyssa, Hexaemeron, trans. Richard McCambly, in J.P. Migne, ed.,
Patrologia Graeca (Paris:

Migne, 1863), 44:68-69.

27 Clement of Alexandria, Stromata 6.16, in ANF, vol. 2.

28 Origen, Contra Celsus 6.60, in ANF, vol. 4: “We answered to the best of our ability
this objection to

God’s ‘commanding this first, second, and third thing to be created,” when we quoted the
words, ‘He

said, and it was done; He commanded, and all things stood fast;’ remarking that the
immediate

Creator, and, as it were, very Maker of the world was the Word, the Son of God; while
the Father of

the Word, by commanding His own Son — the Word — to create the world, is primarily
Creator. And

with regard to the creation of the light upon the first day, and of the firmament upon the
second, and

of the gathering together of the waters that are under the heaven into their several
reservoirs on the

third (the earth thus causing to sprout forth those (fruits) which are under the control of
nature alone,

and of the (great) lights and stars upon the fourth, and of aquatic animals upon the fifth,
and of land

animals and man upon the sixth, we have treated to the best of our ability in our notes
upon Genesis, as

well as in the foregoing pages, when we found fault with those who, taking the words in
their apparent

signification, said that the time of six days was occupied in the creation of the world, and
quoted the

words: ‘These are the generations of the heavens and of the earth when they were created,
in the day

that the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.” ” See also 4.11-13 on Origen’s
trichotomous

“threefold” hermeneutic. See also Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, (3rd
ed.; Grand

Rapids, MI: Baker, 1970), p. 31-33, for Jean Daniélou’s caution that Origen’s practice
was more



allegorical than his theory. Cf. Louis Berkhof, Principles of Biblical Interpretation (Grand
Rapids, MI:

Baker, 1950), p. 20.

29 Origen, De Principiis 4.1.16 (Greek translation), in ANF, vol. 4; Ross, Matter of Days,
p. 44.

30 Origen, Contra Celsus 6.61 in ANF, vol. 4: . . . the day of the Sabbath and rest of
God, which follows

the completion of the world’s creation, and which lasts during the duration of the world,
and in which

all those will keep festival with God who have done all their works in their six days, and
who, because

they have omitted none of their duties, will ascend to the contemplation (of celestial
things), and to the

assembly of righteous and blessed beings.”

31 Origen, De Principiis 4.1.16 (Greek translation), in ANF, vol. 4.

32 Ibid., 1.19.

33 Ibid., 1.20.

34 Letham, “‘Space of Six Days,”” p. 151-152.

35 Peter Brown, Augustine of Hippo: A Biography (Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1967), p.

85, 153-154.

36 Ambrose, Hexaemeron 1.10.3-7, in Ambrose, Hexameron, Paradise, and Cain and
Abel, trans. John J.

Savage, in FC (Washington, D.C., 1961), 42:42-43.

37 Jack P. Lewis, “The Days of Creation: An Historical Survey of Interpretation,” JETS
32 (1989): p. 440-

444. Lewis’s synthesis of Augustine’s view is the major basis of my summary. See also
Letham, “ ‘Space

of Six Days,” ” p. 154-157; Bradshaw, “Creation and the Early Church,” chapter 3,
www.robibrad.demon.co.uk/Chapter3.htm.
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