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Andrew Sibley

The well-known New Testament 
scholar and former Anglican 

bishop N.T. (‘Tom’) Wright has written 
several chapters in his recent book, 
Surprised by Scripture, that comment 
on creationism and a Christian ap-
proach to Adam and Eve.

Wright has made some notable con-
tributions to evangelical theology in 
the past, especially on Christ’s Res-
urrection.1 Wright has also emphasized 
the Gospel in relation to the heralding 
of the kingdom of God, the need to 
see unity between God’s plans in the  
Old and New Testaments, and a re-
jection of a neo-Gnostic eschatology 
that seeks heavenly glory with little 
concern for the earth. However, his ‘New 
Perspectives on Paul’ has been justi-
fiably criticized for its faulty view on 
biblical justification.2 But in this recent 
book Wright fails to follow through in  
his thinking on the influence of neo-
Gnosticism on Christian thought re-
garding creation, and there are some 
inconsistencies here and loose ends 
that need to be considered.

In this book Wright is critical of 
fundamentalism, but fails to explain 
adequately what he means by this 
term. Historically the term was used 
for the followers of the 12-volume 
series entitled The Fundamentals: A 
Testimony to the Truth (1910–1915). 

These defended five fundamental doc-
trines of the Christian faith:
• the inerrancy of the Bible
• the virgin birth of Christ
• the substitutionary atonement of 

Christ
• the bodily resurrection of Christ
• the authenticity of Christ’s mira-

cles.3
Some liberals use the term ‘fun-

damentalist’ pejoratively against op-
ponents as a means of ignoring their 
concerns and thus avoiding an accurate 
response, but Wright is really closer to 
the mainstream evangelical movement 
than to the liberal wing. Now it is true 
that Christians can lose sight of God’s 
love and grace-filled purpose in the 
world, and thus fall back on narrow-
minded legalism. That is something 
we all need to guard against, and if that 
is what he means by fundamentalism 
then it is something we need to be 
careful of.

Although the book looks at a num-
ber of contemporary issues, it is the 
first few chapters that are the main 
focus of this review, even though some 
of the other chapters pick up on sim-
ilar themes regarding Epicurean in-
fluence on modern life (figure 1). The 
first chapter looks at science and reli-
gion: ‘Healing the divide between Sci-
ence and Religion’; the third chapter is 
‘Can a Scientist believe in the Resur-
rection?’ Other chapters are of less di-
rect relevance to creation, but are of in-
terest. They concern, for instance, the 
role of women in leadership, environ-
mentalism, suffering, politics, and the 
end times. The second chapter, entitled 
‘Do we need a historical Adam?’, is of 
most interest to creationists. He seems 
to follow Dennis Alexander 4 and John 
Walton5 in holding to Adam and Eve 
as federal heads to humanity, two in-
dividuals called out from among other 

hominids to be God’s representatives 
and co-workers on Earth.

Is the young-earth 
position allowable?

In the second chapter, ‘Do we need 
a historical Adam?’, he makes quite 
critical remarks towards young-earth 
creationism, suggesting it is a false 
position and not even ‘allowable’ the-
ology.

“I wonder whether we are right even 
to treat the young-earth position as 
a kind of allowable if regrettable al-
ternative, something we know our  
cousins down the road get up to but  
which shouldn’t stop us getting to-
gether at Christmas … . And if, as 
I suspect, many of us don’t think 
of young-earthism as an allowable 
alternative, is this simply for the 
pragmatic reason that it makes it  
hard for us to be Christians because 
the wider world looks at those folks  
and thinks we must be like that too?  
Or is it—as I suggest it ought to 
be—because we have glimpsed 
a positive point that urgently 
needs to be made and that the 
young-earth literalism is simply 
screening out? That’s the danger 
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of false teaching: it isn’t just  
that you’re making a mess; you are 
using that mess to cover up some-
thing that ought to be brought ur-
gently to light” (p. 31).

He thinks that evangelical Christ-
ians should therefore reject it and pro-
ponents may not even be worthy of 
being properly accepted in the family 
of the evangelical community until they 
turn from their foolish ways. For Wright 
they must be confronted firmly, even if 
gently and with civility, perhaps in the 
same way that Paul challenged Peter at 
Antioch for the sake of truth. However, 
this would logically mean that we should 
reject all the Church Fathers (including 
Augustine), medieval theologians, and 
Reformers, who affirmed what we 
would now call ‘young-earth creation’, 
and most of whom accepted creation in 
six 24-hour days.6

Wright rightly criticizes 
evolutionism

Wright is also critical of evolution 
with a big ‘E’, and correctly notes that 
it is not a new idea as it arose from 
Greek Epicurean philosophy. In the 
first chapter, and in later chapters, he  
rightly identifies this philosophy as 
a problem in modern thought, which 
he thinks underpins the whole of the  
Enlightenment project. This influ-
ence leads to the removal of a sense 
of divine judgement and a move to-
wards hedonism, and to the ancient 
philosophy of evolutionism. He does  
acknowledge that some forms of the-
istic evolution go too far in embracing 
naturalism, and even acknowledges 
that he might be seen as an opponent 
of the Enlightenment and modernism. 
He doesn’t wholly dismiss this claim 
and recognizes good and bad in it. 
However, he thinks Christians should 
be willing to accept the broader theory 
of evolution in theistic terms because it 
is a ‘proven hypothesis’ (p. 32).

Creationists are seen as both 
anti-science and too scientific

He seems to fail to understand the 
position of creationists, and also fails 
to see how deeply Epicurean philoso-
phy has shaped the claims of Darwin-
ists. Creationists generally draw a dis-
tinction between operational and his-
torical science, those things that are 
directly demonstrable, such as minor 
variation in the breed of dogs, cats, 
and livestock, and those claims that 
arise out of some other source. Au-
gustine saw the same distinction and 
was willing to accept operational sci-
ence, but not claims that come from 
pagan sources.7 Creationists have also 
accepted limited forms of natural se-
lection and adaptation—from before 
Darwin to the present—but within the 
context of created kinds; and as far as 
science goes such limited adaptation is 
‘proven’. But when Darwinists speak 

of an evolutionary progression of early 
man from other apelike ancestors they 
are moving to conjecture and opinion 
that is more in harmony with Greek 
paganism.

Wright is also critical of the crea-
tionist response to Epicurean thinking, 
suggesting that opposition to Darwin-
ism is still framed in what he calls the 
modernist neo-Gnostic division be-
tween the natural and supernatural.8 
Creationists then are at the same time 
seen as both anti-science and too wed-
ded to a modernist, scientific mindset. 
There may be some merit in the latter 
claim, even as the anti-science claim 
is false. Creationists generally value 
science, as even the lapsed Adventist  
historian Ron Numbers has pointed out 
that, “creationists rarely display hos-
tility towards science”.9 And I think 
many creationists recognize the sec-
ond problem regarding scientific mod-
ernism, even if the language is not al-
ways framed in the right terms.

However, in seeking to establish 
a bridge between naturalism and su-
pernaturalism, Wright doesn’t really 
elaborate on what he means, which is 
a shame. He could, for instance, follow 
Thomas Torrance in seeing that Ein-
stein’s General Relativity breaks down 
the dualism between the fixed form of 
the universe and the human observer. 
This dualism follows from the New-
tonian–Kantian container-box model 
of the universe, which effectively ex-
cludes God from creation.10 And it is 
noteworthy that many creation scien-
tists do seek to understand the age of 
the universe through the lens of rela-
tivity. Wright fails to get to grips with 
the detail of creationist thinking; he 
admits that he dropped out of science 
at an early age to study classics. He 
does however rely upon close friend-
ships with leading scientists such as 
Francis Collins, who is specifically 
mentioned in the Preface as an in-
fluence upon him. However, Collins, 
like many theistic evolutionists, seems 
bound-up in accepting evolutionism, 

Figure 1. Bust of Epicurus, housed in the 
British Museum, London. It is a Roman copy, 
in Marble, of a Greek original. Wright recognizes 
the negative influence of Epicurean philosophy 
upon evolutionism and modern thought, but still 
fails to see that this philosophy is foundational 
to the ‘science’ of evolution.
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something criticized by Wright as a 
faulty approach to the theology and  
science relationship.11 Collins also 
seems to deny an historical Adam.12

How did the Apostles and 
Church Fathers read Genesis?

For Wright, Genesis is read as pri-
marily a literary, poetic work and he 
thinks this is how Paul, John, and Peter 
read it, and not in the context of literal 
24-hour days and a recent creation. 
But this needs some justification on 
his part, which he doesn’t give in this 
book. A plain-sense reading of the New 
Testament would suggest that they did 
hold to a literal six-day recent creation. 
The Gospel writers also saw sym-
bolism in the real miracles of Jesus—
the symbolism arising out of real, lit-
eral events, or the literary arising out 
of the literal. And this is how they read 
the Old Testament, where real events 
speak symbolically of Jesus and his 
redemptive work. This is similar to 
the rabbinical peshat-pesher approach 
to biblical interpretation (holding both 
literal and symbolic meaning), except 
that for the Gospel writers it is focused 
upon Jesus. And we ought to ask why 
a similar hermeneutic would not apply 
to their reading of Genesis.

It was seemingly the writings of 
John and Peter that led some of the 
Church Fathers to infer a millenni-
al scheme where the seven days of 
creation prefigured seven thousand 
years of history, the final day of rest 
corresponding to a millennial rest with  
Christ reigning on Earth.13 Paul also 
speaks of the physical “first man, 
Adam” pointing to the spiritual “last 
Adam”, Jesus (1 Corinthians 15: 42–49) 
—the literal, or natural, pointing to the 
spiritual. The bottom line for Wright 
is that while he seeks to get rid of 
neo-Gnostic thinking with regard to 
the Resurrection and eschatology, he 
doesn’t seem to follow through in his 
reading of Genesis and the creation 
account. His reading of Genesis is still 

seemingly influenced by neo-Gnostic 
approaches to biblical interpretation.

Paul may of course have been aware 
of Philo’s writing on the creation. Al-
though Philo saw the days of creation 
as allegorical, because of a reading of 
the LXX Apocrypha and the influence 
of Plato, there is no reason to think that 
Philo did not hold to a young earth.14 
He thought that creation had occurred 
all at once, but Paul was not bound 
to follow Philo in this regard. Some 
early theologians, such as Origen, were  
also influenced by Philo and neo-
Platonism; that is, the desire to read 
Scripture in an excessively spiritual, 
allegorical context. Yet even Origen 
firmly rejected long ages.15

But others read the symbolic from 
the literal. St Basil recognized the 
laws of allegory, but read the creation 
account literally as well, claiming to  
be not ashamed of the Gospel.16 
Augustine also held to a young earth 
in a literal sense even as he was seem-
ingly following Philo in believing that 
creation occurred all at once. He was 
however critical of claims about the 
age of the Earth that arose from pagan 
sources:

“They are deceived, too, by those 
highly mendacious documents, 
which profess to give the history 
of many thousand years, though, 
reckoning by the sacred writings, 
we find that not 6,000 years have 
yet passed.”17

So, whereas Wright doesn’t think 
young earth creationism is an allowable 
position, clearly many of the Church 
Fathers did, and a common sense 
reading of Scripture suggests that is 
how the New Testament writers read 
Genesis. Wright really needs to justify 
his comments in light of the position 
of the Apostles and early Christian 
theologians.

Wright has, of course, produced a lot 
of material on the Greek and Hebrew 
background to Paul’s life, although 
he doesn’t directly reference it in this 
book. He does, though, seek to read 

Paul in the context of Second Temple 
Judaism. However, as Duncan has 
shown, there are good reasons to think 
that Sanders, Dunn’s and Stendahl’s 
analysis, which has influenced Wright 
in this regard, is faulty.18 There is, I 
think, difficulty in attributing the 
background of Hebrew Rabbinical 
thought to Paul’s post-conversion life. 
Paul was, of course, trained in both the 
school of the Pharisees and in Greek 
philosophy, as well as in Greco-Roman 
rhetoric, but he received revelation of 
the power, richness, and wonder of 
God that led him to preach the Gospel. 
He had a keen sense of the power 
[Greek dunamis] of God at work in his 
life and that of the church. And when 
we study the New Testament letters of 
Paul we are led back, time and again, 
into the Old Testament prophets. I 
can’t help thinking that Paul saw his 
calling in the same light as an Isaiah 
or Elijah, perhaps someone who felt 
like an outsider to his own people, 
even as he was calling them to Christ. 
And Wright has previously noted the 
correlation between Paul’s conversion 
on the road to Damascus and Elijah’s 
journey.19

Creationism is not grounded in 
dispensationalism

Wright also fails to engage in the 
depth and breadth of thought among 
creationists, but instead makes wide-
ranging and erroneous generalizations. 
For instance, he conflates young-earth 
creationism with dispensationalism, 
thinking that a literal reading of 
Genesis goes hand-in-hand with 
nineteenth-century Darbyite theology. 
John Nelson Darby’s theology was 
focused upon a developing Christian 
Zionism, a secret escapist rapture, 
and the end times. Most obviously, 
Wright ignores the preva lence of lit-
eral readings long before Darby. 
Also, it is clear that Darby’s followers 
were not that bothered about a literal 
reading of Genesis. The text notes 
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of the Scofield Reference Bible, for 
instance, a widely read publication 
from the early twentieth century that 
promoted Darby’s theology, discusses 
pre-Adamic races and the gap theory. 
These ideas were all rejected by young-
earth creationists. Rather, when John 
Whitcomb and Henry Morris wrote  
The Genesis Flood (1961), often 
credited with reviving young-earth 
creation, the book was accepted by the 
clearly non-dispensational Presbyterian 
and Reformed Publishing.

The early Fundamentalists such 
as B.B. Warfield (who contributed 
a chapter, “The Deity of Christ”, to 
The Fundamentals) and James Orr 
(“Science and Christian Faith”) were 
not especially committed to a young 
earth either. Today you will find 
that young-earth creationists have 
varying views on dispensationalism 
and Darby’s theology; some may be 
sympathetic, others will hold more to 
Covenant Theology.

I would suggest that it is more likely 
that the reawakening of belief in a 
literal creation stems from popular-
level revivalism, for instance as 
found in the writing of John Wesley  
(1703–1791) and his down-to-earth 
preaching to the man-in-the-street. 
Pentecostal and Charismatic revivals 
have also encouraged belief in the pos-
sibility of miracles, thus building faith 
in God’s ability to act in the world. 
Pente costalism has often been most 
accepted among the ordinary folk and 
working classes. In this movement 
there is a rejection of cessationist views 
regarding miracles among ordinary 
people, and this, I would suggest, 
correlates with belief in a literal cre-
ation and rejection of naturalism 
among Christians.20 Tenneson and 
Badger report that at least from 
the 1920s onwards the young-earth 
position was the ‘prevailing view’ 
among Pentecostals, and, from recent 
survey evidence, suggest it is still the  
largest position (35%).21 It was eigh-
teenth and nineteenth century writers, 

such as David Hume and Charles Dar-
win, who promoted naturalism and 
were so skeptical of miracles, while 
liberal academic theologians were 
naturalizing Christian faith. The rise 
of acceptance of a literal reading of  
Genesis then correlates with Chris-
tian revivalism and a rejection of mate-
rialism and naturalism. If one believes 
that God may act in the world today 
or in the time of Jesus, for instance 
through the Resurrection, as The 
Fundamentals required, then why not 
believe that God acted in a miraculous 
way in the creation account, speaking 
all things into existence through his 
powerful word?

Concerns about anti-
intellectualism

Wright raises concerns about anti-
intellectualism in fundamentalist 
Christian circles, suggesting an op-
position to study and science among 
creationists. But this is far from the 
truth as many creation scientists have 
multiple and higher degrees in a wide 
range of subjects. There is, however, 
a problem in the Western secular ed-
ucation system for the children of con-
servative Christians. It is that they are 
taught one set of beliefs at home and 
at church, and then another at school, 
and this leads to confusion. Some 
make it through, understanding the 
worldview struggle that exists, but 
others keen to be faithful to Christ 
give up on academic study, while 
others sadly lose their faith. There is 
no reason, however, why a consistent 
conservative Christian view of the 
world cannot be intellectually rigor-
ous and demanding, as Augustine’s 
writing, for instance, shows. It is just 
that it is not given an opportunity to  
f lourish when secular humanism 
dominates and directs education for 
Christian children. Wright really needs 
to examine and address this problem 
instead of blaming it on Christian fun-
damentalism.

The needs of the academy 
versus the needs of the 

market square

This raises further issues regarding 
the needs of the academy versus the 
needs of the market square, or man 
or woman in the street. Wright seems 
concerned about the effect that cre-
ationism has upon respect in academic 
circles, as do others such as Denis 
Alexander. The purpose of holding to 
evolution, then, is to make the Gospel 
acceptable to non-Christian academics 
through the appearance of human 
respectability. Ordinary people, how-
ever, have a simpler view of truth, 
which leads them to read Scripture 
literally. However, we need to heed 
Paul’s message in 1 Corinthians 1. He 
tells us that unity is of prior importance 
for the sake of Christ, the community 
of believers, and the Gospel. And 
further, that the Gospel message is 
foolishness to the wisdom of the world. 
From this Paul tells us that God uses 
the foolish things of the world to shame 
the wise. Human respectability only 
leads to pride, which is a stumbling 
block to the Gospel.

While Wright is right to tell us of 
the Epicurean perspective on modern 
life, it is evident that the academy is 
a place of elitism, and this correlates 
with the thinking of Plato regarding 
the place of academics in society. 
Plato’s idea was that philosopher-kings 
should rule the ideal city-state, while 
the majority should only be educated to 
such a level that they are economically 
productive.22 As a result Greek society 
was elitist, but Paul insists that with-
in the Christian community there is  
equality (Gal. 3:28). Christian aca-
demics in secular universities, how-
ever, can then find themselves caught 
up in a world that is elitist with an 
overwhelming peer pressure to conf-
orm to the worldly view with its ancient 
Greek influence. Within the Platonic 
scheme symbolic, spiritual readings of 
religious texts have greater value than 
literal readings. However, we see from 



41

||  JOURNAL OF CREATION 29(1) 2015BOOK REVIEWS

the New Testament authors, and Church 
Fathers, that the symbolic readings 
arise from real, or literal, events. We 
need to accept, then, that the Gospel 
that we hold to may appear foolish to 
those steeped in Greek thinking, and we 
should not be ashamed of the message. 
The Gospel needs to be preached in 
humility, and if that means bearing the 
shame of foolishness because we read 
Genesis literally or sharing the shame 
that Christ endured upon the Cross, 
then so be it (Heb. 13:12–14, Rom. 1:16).

Summary

There are some useful chapters in 
this book, and many have appreciated 
Tom Wright’s insights on a number of  
issues. It is, however, regrettable that  
he doesn’t follow through when he 
approaches interpretations of Genesis 
and the creation account. But at least 
he does acknowledge the Epicurean 
influence upon evolution, even if he 
doesn’t go far enough for creationists. 
We need a dialogue based upon in-
tegrity and honesty, and a more careful 
reading of the New Testament authors 
and Church Fathers. Simply seeking to 
dictate to creationists what is and what 
is not allowed is insufficient. There 
is a need for academics to be brave 
enough to engage more deeply with 
popular-level theology. There are a 
number of historical incidents where 
the theological academies have had to 
play catch-up as ordinary people pick 
up on fresh insights of God’s dealing 
with the world. Martin Luther had to 
leave his academic position, and post-
ed his Ninety-five Theses to the outside 
of the church door at Wittenberg. John 
Wesley was prevented from preaching 
in the Anglican churches so took the 
revivalist message of Jesus around 
the country, often preaching in the 
market square. The Pentecostals and 
Charismatics also experienced the 
reality of revival and taught about 
the baptism of the Holy Spirit. Today 
young-earth creationism is growing 

outside of academic circles as people 
rediscover God’s power in creation—
and perhaps this is another area where 
academic theologians need to catch up 
with what God is doing in the church.  
But we should not forget that we also  
need academic theologians to scru-
tinize popular-level theology because 
it sometimes makes mistakes. But 
regrettably the theological acad emies 
are sometimes out of touch with the 
needs and aspirations of ordinary 
people.
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