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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

At one time [ was a youth minister in a local church. Every Christmas season a certain para-
church organization would host a youth rally. It was always well populated with young people and
youth ministers. Usually, the prevailing view involved an emphasis on experiencing the Christian
life. There was not very much said about theology or doctrine. In one of these events [ was engaged
in a discussion with another youth minister about the place of doctrine in youth ministry. I was not
surprised with his statement, which went something like this: “As a youth minister, I’m interested
in leading young people to live the Christian life — to experience God! I'm not really into theology.
To me that kind of talk is very dry and lifeless. I just want to love Jesus!” To this I responded, “Who
is Jesus?” As soon as my companion began to tell me about Jesus, I interrupted with the challenge,
“Aren’t you doing theology?” If a person does not know theology, then he or she will not be able to
discern whether what is being experienced is in fact the Christian life. You can’t love Jesus if you
don’t know who He is. The writer to the Hebrews declared, “And without faith it is impossible to
please Him, for he who comes to God must believe that He is and that He is a rewarder of those who
seek Him” (Heb 11:6).'

There are a multitude of people who propagate their views through the many media avenues
that permeate our culture. There are not only the many world religions that bombard us with
conflicting and contradictory systems. For the Evangelical Christian, there is a barrage of claims and
counter claims about who God is and what the Bible means. When it comes to considering the
teaching that floods the market, Christians make two mistakes. First, most well meaning Christians
argue that we should not judge. Usually, this claim derives from the a statement by Jesus in
Matt. 7:1: “Do not judge so that you will not be judged.” There is some truth in the modern
Christian’s interpretation of Jesus’ statement. Jesus clarifies His command with an example: “Why
do you look at the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own
eye?” (Matt. 7:3).> We should not be judgmental so as to condemn others about what we think are
their flaws while ignoring our own. Jesus’ statement has to do with being self-righteous and arrogant
against others. This is the kind of judging we should not do.

L xoplg 8¢ TOTENG ASVVOTOV EVOPEGTNOOL, TIOTEVCAL YOp SEL TOV TPOGEPYOLEVOV T BEG OTL EGTLV
KO TO1C €KNTOVGY 0TV HicBamodotng yiveton (Heb. 11:6).

2um kpivete, va un xpiOfte (Matt. 7:1).

311 8¢ BAEMELG TO KOPOOG TO EV TG OOOOALD TOV OSELHOD OOV, TNV € £V 1)) GO OHBOAUD SOKOV 0V
Kkotovolg; (Matt. 7:3).
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However, in Jn. 7:24 Jesus commands, “Do not judge according to appearance, but judge
with righteous judgment.” Is Jesus contradicting Himself? Of course not. In the context of Jesus’
statement the issue was making judgments according to the truth. We should not judge people
according to appearance, but we must judge what people say, and this judgment must be according
to the truth. If we do not judge what people teach, then we will not be able to make the distinction
between truth and falsehood.

This leads to another common misunderstanding. Many people think that judging what others
claim to be true commits an ad hominem fallacy. The expression “ad hominem” literally means “to
the man.” An ad hominem fallacy is when someone abuses a person rather than evaluating the
person’s arguments and claims. Not every ad hominem argument is a fallacy. “THE CLASSIC
example of this fallacy is a scene in a British court of law. As the attorney for the defense takes the
floor, his partner hands him a note: ‘No case. Abuse the plaintiff’s attorney.’ If you can’t shake the
argument, abuse the person who advances it, and so discredit it through the back door. Go from
facing the issue, which jurists call ad rem, to the man, ad hominem.” Judging is not always
condemning. Judging can be evaluating what someone says in order to discover whether the claims
are true or false.

Judging the claims and teaching of Christian authors is particularly important today. This is
certainly the case with the writings of Michael S. Heiser (1963—2023). Heiser has become a very
popular author among Evangelical Christians. Heiser’s primary focus has been on the nature of the
spiritual realm. Arguably his most popular book is The Unseen Realm: Recovering the Supernatural
Worldview of the Bible. On the dust jacket of Heiser’s book is the following section of the
publisher’s blurb:

The Unseen Realm presents the fruit of Dr. Heiser’s fifteen years of research into what the
Bible really says about the unseen world of the supernatural. His goal is to help readers view
the biblical text unfiltered by common assumptions that leave no room for the strange/and
wonderful view of the world the Bible offers. “People shouldn’t be protected from the Bible,”
Dr. Heiser says. But modern theological systems often do just that, by “explaining away”
difficult or troublesome passages of Scripture because their straightforward meaning doesn’t
fit into our tidy systems.

Heiser employs certain hermeneutical, theological, and philosophical assumptions many of
which are assumed but not expressed in his writings, and some of which he seems to be completely
unaware. This is particularly the case with his underlying philosophical assumptions, but it is also
true of his theology and hermeneutics. Because of his popularity and influence through his many
publications, it is important to consider what it is he is saying about God and the Bible.

A difficulty that faces the effort to investigate someone’s body of work is that the
investigation is often more involved than the material being investigated. As Stanley Rosen put it,

“un xpivete kot Oyly, GAAG TNV Sukoloy Kplowy kpivete (Jn. 7:24).
5 Stuart Chase, Guides to Straight Thinking: With 13 Common Fallacies (New York: Harper & Brothers
Publishers, 1956), 58.
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“. .. no progress can be made until the rubble is removed from the public highway.” It inevitably
takes more time and space to explicate and analyze the background — the “rubble” in Rosen’s
statement — that lies behind the surface assertions than it took the author to make the assertions.

There are two ways one can evaluate a system: 1) One can examine the system from within;
a) considering all its parts to see that they all cohere; b) discover whether there are any ad hoc’
assertions that attempt to account for some claim or claims within the system but have no
explanatory power and are invented simply to avoid an inconsistency in the system; c) that the
system accounts for all facts that must be explained in order for the system to be viable. On the
popular level this principle is called Ockham’s Razor, also called the principle of parsimony. It has
been misrepresented as saying that the simplest explanation is usually the best. The principle was
actually originally proposed by Aristotle as a minimal, necessary explanation.® That is, an
explanation should not multiply principles needlessly, but it should explain everything that must be
explained. So it is a minimal explanation that accounts for every necessary part. If a system of belief
does not account for everything necessary for the system to be viable, it cannot be true. The difficulty
with this first approach is that it requires an extraordinary amount of labor and space, and it requires
an intimate familiarity with the system on a par with the originator or proponent of the system.

2) A second way to evaluate a system is to investigate its foundation(s). If the foundation(s)
of a system is irrational or faulty in some other sense, then, regardless of how coherent the system
may be, the truth of the system is undermined. Heiser’s philosophical and theological assumptions
that form the foundation of his arguments and claims will be considered at the appropriate places
throughout this book. If the foundation of a system is refuted, then all of the claims, interpretations,
and conclusions that are based on the foundation are demonstrated to be false. It will be our task to
examine the foundation(s) of Heiser’s system and to understand his claims about God and the Bible.
As Averroes (1126—-1198) said, “For it is compulsory rather than voluntary to believe a thing to be
true, the proof of which has already been established; that is, we cannot believe or disbelieve it as
we like, as it depends upon our will to stand or not to do so.””

I do not in any way want to imply nor do I believe that Heiser was not a committed Christian.
He says he is committed to the orthodox Christian doctrines of the Trinity, the Deity of Christ,
salvation by grace through faith, etc., and there is no reason to doubt this. He was without doubt a
committed academic and scholar who was seeking to understand the meaning of the text. My
discussion is not about Heiser as a person, a scholar, or a Christian. My interest is to consider his
hermeneutic methodology, his theology, and his philosophical assumptions. Heiser says, “But in
reality, even though I believe [ was providentially prepared for the academic task I faced, there were
times in the process when the best description I can give is that I was led to answers.”'® Heiser uses
a popular expression among Christians, but one that he does not define or describe. How was he

¢ Stanley Rosen, The Question of Being: A Reversal of Heidegger (South Bend, Indiana: St. Augustine’s Press,
2002), x.

" Ad Hoc means “to this.”

¥ Aristotelis, Avolytikov Yotepwv 1o [pwtov, Volumen Primum, Opera Omnia Greece et Latine (Parisiis:
Editoribus Firmin-Didot et Sociis, 1927), 25.86a.31-86b.9.

? Averroes, Kitab Fasl Al-Magal/Decisive Treatise, trans. Charles E. Butterworth (Piscataway, New Jersey:
Gorgias Press, 2017), 95.

10 Unseen Realm, 13.
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“led”? Who was doing the leading? The implication is that he believed he was being led by the Holy
Spirit? This kind of statement should alert the reader to be on guard about how Heiser expresses his
views. There have been many persons who have claimed to be led by the Holy Spirit, but who have
expressed views that are contrary and sometimes contradictory of what other Christians have argued
who also claim to be led by the Holy Spirit.

In the first chapter of his book, Unseen Realm, Heiser sets out his contention:

If your background, like mine, is in the evangelical, noncharismatic branch of
Protestantism, perhaps you consider yourself an exception to the patterns I’ve identified, or
think that I’ve overstated the situation. But what would you think if a Christian friend confided
to you that he believed he had been helped by a guardian angel, or that he had audibly heard
a disembodied voice warning him of some danger? What if your friend claimed to have
witnessed demonic possession, or was convinced that God had directed her life through a
dream that included an appearance of Jesus?

Most of us noncharismatics would have to admit that our initial impulse would be to doubt.
But we actually have a less transparent reflex. We would nod our head and listen politely to
our friend’s fervent story, but the whole time we would be seeking other possible explanations.
That’s because our modern inclination is to insist on evidence. Since we live in a scientific
age, we are prone to think these kinds of experiences are actually emotional misinterpretations
of the events—or, worse, something treatable with the right medication. And in any individual
case, that might be so—but the truth is that our modern evangelical subculture has trained us
to think that our theology precludes any experience of the unseen world. Consequently, itisn’t
an important part of our theology.

My contention is that, if our theology really derives from the biblical text, we must
reconsider our selective supernaturalism and recover a biblical theology of the unseen world.
This is not to suggest that the best interpretation of a passage is always the most supernatural
one. But the biblical writers and those to whom they wrote were predisposed to
supernaturalism. To ignore that outlook or marginalize it will produce Bible interpretation that
reflects our mind-set more than that of the biblical writers."'

It would not be difficult to respond to someone who made claims about being helped by a
guardian angel, or hearing a disembodied voice warning him of some danger, or having witnessed
demonic possession, or that God had directed her life through a dream that included an appearance
of Jesus. One question would be, “How do you know that was a guardian angel?”” In the Spring of
1820, amid the clamor of conflicting and contradictory teaching, a young man went into the woods
and kneeled down and began to present to God his desire to understand the truth. This is his account
of what happened.

I saw a pillar of light exactly over my head, above the brightness of the sun which descended
gradually until it fell upon me. . . . When the light rested upon me I saw two personages,
whose brightness and glory defy all description, standing above me in the air. One of them

' Unseen Realm, 17-18.
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spake unto me, calling me by name and said, pointing to the other — “This is my Beloved
Son. Hear Him!”

Would you believe that the personages this young man saw were angels? Would you believe
that this visitation was from God? That young man was Joseph Smith, the founder of the
Mormonism. A basic doctrine of the Mormon Church is that god was once a human man on a
different earth. This is taught by Smith himself:

God himself was once as we are now, and is an exalted man, and sits enthroned in yonder
heavens! . . . These are incomprehensible ideas to some, but they are simple. It is the first
principle of the Gospel to know for a certainty the Character of God, and to know that we may
converse with him as one man converses with another, and that he was once a man like us;
yea, that God himself. the Father of us all, dwelt on an earth, the same as Jesus Christ himself
did; and I will show it from the Bible."

Smith claims that this is taught in the Bible. Would you believe the teachings of Joseph
Smith because he claims to have had a visitation from supernatural beings? Or would you ask
something like this: “How do you know that it was God directing your life?”” “How do you know that
was Jesus?” Did not Paul say, “'*No wonder, for even Satan disguises himself as an angel of light.
"> Therefore it is not surprising if his servants also disguise themselves as servants of righteousness,
whose end will be according to their deeds” (2 Cor. 11:14-15)."

Heiser says that our initial impulse to doubt is “because our modern inclination is to insist
on evidence.” What if I, as the author of this book, told you that I was visited by Jesus who told me
that Heiser was a deceiver who was attempting to lead His church into polytheism and henotheism'*
and that his agenda needed to be exposed? Would you not want some evidence? Wanting evidence
has nothing to do with the fact that we live in a scientific age. People have been seeking evidence
ever since there were those who sought truth. When a young man informed David that Saul and
Jonathan were dead, David sought evidence: “So David said to the young man who told him, ‘How
do you know that Saul and his son Jonathan are dead?”” (2 Sam. 1:5)." Isn’t presenting evidence
what Heiser is attempting to do in his own book? Is he not presenting what he believes is the
evidence to support his claims?

Heiser says, “. . . but the truth is that our modern evangelical subculture has trained us to
think that our theology precludes any experience of the unseen world.” Of the approximately 210

12 Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith: Taken from his sermons and writings as they are found
in the Documentary History and other publications of the Church and written or published in the days of the Prophet’s
ministry Selected and arranged by the Historian, Joseph Fielding Smith, and his Assistants in the Historian’s Office of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Salt Lake City, Utah: Deseret Book Company, 1979), 345-46. Emphasis
in original.

B4y 4o~ 5 N e ~ / s 15 5 55y

Kol 0V B0UUOL, CVTOG YOIp O ZOTOLVOLG LETOOYXNUOTILETOL €1G OLYYEAOV OMTOG™ ~ OV UEYOL OLV €1 KO
0l S10KOVOL 0TOD UETACYNUATILOVION MG SLAKOVOL SLOKOLGUVIG, MV TO TEAOG EGTONL KOTOL TO EPYOL OVTMV
(2 Cor. 11:14-15).

' Polytheism is the belief in more than one god. Henotheism is the worship of one god while acknowledging
the existence of other gods.

13 (2 Sam. 1:5) 1132 10277 2WY M2 v TR T TIRT wImOR M7 RN
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million Christians in the USA, how many do you think Heiser has talked to about the unseen world?
I have been a Christian since 1972. I have been a pastor and a youth minister in local churches. I
have attended a Christian university and Seminary earning a Ph.D. in Philosophy of Religion, and
I have been a Seminary Professor for 34 years. I have never been taught that I should preclude any
experience of the unseen world. I have been taught that it is critically important to test claims to see
whether they are true. Heiser seems to want to prevent his reader from examining his claims and
looking for evidence for or against what he is teaching. This is a logical fallacy called poisoning the
well. Poisoning the well is the effort preemptively to present negative information about a person
or their position in order to discredit anything that might be said. Heiser denigrates those who want
evidence in order to preempt any arguments or evidence that is contrary to his views.

Heiser states his contention: . . . if our theology really derives from the biblical text, we must
reconsider our selective supernaturalism and recover a biblical theology of the unseen world.” What
is the evidence that this is the case? Are we expected simply to accept Heiser’s claims without
seeking any evidence that what he says is true? Ultimately what Heiser expects is that his readers
must accept his notion of the unseen world or be deniers of the “supernatural.” But what if his notion
of the unseen world is false? Without having presented any argument or evidence, Heiser vilifies
those who disagree with his view about the supernatural. “If you don’t believe what I am telling you,
then you are a victim of ‘selective supernaturalism,” and you are unwilling to recover a biblical
theology of the unseen realm!” Gee, you don’t want the be a victim of “selective supernaturalism”
do you? Well, according to Heiser, you simply must accept his views!

John commanded us, “Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether
they are from God, because many false prophets have gone out into the world” (1 Jn. 4:1).'° The
word translated “test” is Soxipolw (dokimazo). According to BDAG, the word means, “to make a
critical examination of someth. to determine genuineness, put to the test, examine.”"” That is what
this book is about. It is about testing the claims and teaching of Michael Heiser. It is a critical
examination of his writings to discover whether what he is teaching is true.

167 Ayomntol, Umn TOVTL TVEVULOTL TLOTEVETE, OAAOL SOKIUOLETE TOL TVELUOTO €1 €K TOV B0V €GTLY, OTL
TOAAOL YeLdoTPodNTOL EEEANAVB0GLY €1¢ TOV Koouov (1 Jn. 4:1).
" BDAG, s.v."oxwolw.” Emphasis in original.



CHAPTER 2

INTERPRETING THE BIBLE

Worldview

In his book, The Bible Unfiltered, Heiser claims, “We need to get the worldview of the
ancient world, shared by the biblical writers, into our heads.”" According to Heiser, this is what we
need to do because, “Every other context is alien or at least secondary.” A problem with this claim
is brought out by John Walton:

Just as it would be foolish to think that all Europeans share the same culture, it would be a
mistake to suppose that Babylonians, Hittites, Egyptians, Israelites, and Sumerians all shared
the same culture. There would even be noticeable differences between the second-millennium
Babylonians of Hammurabi’s time and the first-millennium Babylonians at the time of
Nebuchadnezzar.’

There was no single worldview of the ancient world. Walton points out there were
commonalities between the various peoples of Mesopotamia. He uses a metaphor of a cultural river
“where the currents represent ideas and conventional ways of thinking.” Walton lists a number of
ideas and currents in modern thinking that are supposedly foreign to these ancient cultures. Although
some of these are quite different from these ancient cultures, some are not. Among Walton’s list are
rights and natural laws. Of course, all ancient cultures had the notion of rights for some and not for
others. Modern thinking holds the same “current.” Convicted murderers do not have the same rights
as lawful citizens. Kings and emperors had certain rights in ancient cultures that were denied the
mere citizen. Depending on what one means by “ancient culture,” Aristotle articulated natural law
in the sense of natural justice and natural rights.

Walton goes on to assert,

We need to read the Old Testament in the context of its own cultural river. We cannot afford
to read instinctively because that only results in reading the text through our own cultural
lenses. No one reads the Bible free of cultural bias, but we seek to replace our cultural lenses

! Unfiltered, 13.

2 Unfiltered, 13.

3 John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament: Introducing the Conceptual World
of the Hebrew Bible, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 2018), 5—6.

4 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 6.
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with theirs. Sometimes the best we can do is recognize that we have cultural lenses and try to
take them off even if we cannot reconstruct ancient lenses.’

The self-defeating nature of these assertions ought to be obvious. If “no one reads the Bible
free of cultural bias,” then how can we know when we should “seek to replace our cultural lenses
with theirs”? One must ask, is it Walton’s cultural bias that we should seek to replace our cultural
lenses with theirs? If no one reads the Bible free of cultural bias, then how does Walton know that
ancient cultures are different from ours? Is that simply his own cultural bias telling him that? And,
how can we “take off” our cultural lenses? Apparently, Walton concedes that there are similarities
between our modern culture and ancient cultures. But how can he know this if he is looking at these
ancient cultures through his cultural bias?

The fact is, there are commonalities between these ancient cultures and modern culture. As
we will see below, the notion that we look through our cultural lenses as if they were a pair of glasses
is fatally flawed. Every worldview, no matter in what culture, no matter in what age, no matter what
belief system, has the same foundation, namely, the basic laws of logic and rationality. These include
the self-evident, undeniable first principles of thought and being. Everyone, everywhere, at all times,
and in all places, either consciously or intuitively, holds at least to the three basic laws of logic: 1)
Non-contradiction: a truth-claim cannot be both true and false in the same sense: 2) Identify: A is
A; anything is what it is: 3) Excluded Middle — either A or ~A (the ~ means “not” or “non-.”).
There is no middle between A and ~A. If any thing is A it is not non-A.

No doubt someone will object that Eastern belief systems do not hold to the laws of logic.
On the contrary, in the book Buddhist Logic, the laws of non-contradiction, identity, and excluded
middle are affirmed:

The active part of consciousness, its spontaneity in cognition begins with an act of dichotomy.
As soon as our intellectual eye begins to glimmer, our thought is already beset with
contradiction. The moment our thought has stopped running and has fixed upon an external
point, so as to be able internally to produce the judgment « this is blue », at that moment we
have separated the universe of discourse into two unequal halves, the limited part of the blue
and the less limited part of the non-blue. The definite thougt (sic) of the blue is nothing more
than the definite exclusion of the non-blue . . . there is nothing intermediate.®

Heiser employs the law of excluded middle in his assertion: Every other context, 4, is not
the biblical context, ~4. To say that every context is foreign or secondary would be to affirm a
falsehood. If every context is foreign or secondary, then this claim is itself foreign or secondary. Of
course, this is not what Heiser is asserting. Without the basic laws of logic and rationality, there is
no context at all.

Heiser claims that the discovery of ancient intellectual and cultural output enables the biblical
scholar to “recover the worldview context (their ‘cognitive framework’ in scholar-speak) of the

 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought , 6-7. Like most Evangelical scholars, Walton has imbibed the modern
philosophy of Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer, which has led to the rejection of objectivity in interpretation.
See Thomas A. Howe, Objectivity in Biblical Interpretation (CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2015).

8 Th. Stcherbatsky. Buddhist Logic. In Bibliotheca Buddhica: XXVI (Leningrad: JEHUHIPAJI, 1932).
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biblical writers as never before.””” By what seems to be an analogy, Heiser says, “Think about it. How
would anyone living a thousand years from now understand something you wrote unless they could
get inside your head and see the world as you do?”* Indeed, think about it. How would someone a
thousand years from now get inside your head and see the world as you do today? Heiser explains:

They’d need your frame of reference. They’d need to know what was going on in the wider
world that potentially concerned, angered, encouraged, or depressed you. They’d need to
understand the pop culture of your day to be able to parse why you’re using this word and not
that one, or to properly process an expression. There’s no way to do that unless they recover
your frame of reference. That is what it means to interpret in context.’

Although Heiser’s use of the expression, “get inside your head,” is no doubt a common
colloquialism, the fact is, the concept is simply false no matter how one chooses to express it. First,
by what means would someone one thousand years from now get into your head when your head
would not be available at the time? The only access they would have to your head is what you wrote.
It would not help to discover what others said about you, since that is not your head. In fact, there
is no way for anyone living today, even your closest friends and family, to get into your head apart
from what you say. No one can get into anyone else’s head. As Etienne Gilson explains,

Defining the self by consciousness, he [professor Egger] observed that each is both
incapable of penetrating others and of being penetrated by them, from which he inferred a law
that he called, with a nuance of metaphysical respect, the law of consciences closed.

I was later to find this same law, presented by them as a simple fact, among the Fathers of
the Church and Scholastic theologians. Convinced that God alone “searches the reins and the
hearts,” all the theologians I have consulted on the matter agree in saying that, except in
supernatural and truly miraculous cases, no man can read the thoughts of another man. Itis a
frequent subject of perplexity to know what is “going on in the head” of someone else, whose
thoughts we cannot divine, even if we can know it."

Of course someone will say Heiser is using this as a figure of speech. But that does not
resolve the problem. If “getting into someone’s head” is a figure of speech for understanding the way
someone thinks or feels, it is still impossible to know what someone else thinks or feels apart from

" Unfiltered, 14.

8 Unfiltered, 14.

® Unfiltered, 14.

1 Etienne Gilson, Linguistique et Philosophie: Essai sur les constantes philosophiques du langage (Paris:
Libraire Philosophique J. Vrin, 1969), 152—53. “Définissant le moi par la conscience, il observait que chacune est a la
fois incapable de pénétrer les autres et d’étre pénétrée par elles, de quoi il inférait une loi qu’il nommait, avec une nuance
de respect métaphysique, la loi des consciences closes.

Je devais plus tard retrouver cette méme loi, présentée par eux comme un simple fait, chez des Péres de I’Eglise
et des théologiens scholasiques. Persuadés que Dieu seul « sonde les reins et les ceeurs », tous les théologiens que j’ai
consultés sur la matiére s’accordent a dire que, si on excepte des cas surnaturels et proprement miraculeux, nul homme
ne peut lire les pensées d’un autre homme. C’est un sujet fréquent de perplexité que de savoir ce qui « se passe dans la
téte » de quelqu’un d’autre, dont on ne peut diviner les pensées, si bien d’ailleurs qu’on puisse le connaitre.”
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reading or hearing what he or she says. Your access to someone else’s “head” is always from the
outside.

To claim that anyone one thousand years from now would need your frame of reference does
not solve the problem either. How could they know your frame of reference? It cannot simply be the
historical and cultural environment in which you live. In 1972, Ted Bundy graduated from the
University of Washington with a degree in psychology. He was accepted into University of Puget
Sound Law School in Utah, although he did not finish a degree. By many accounts, even from some
of his victims, he was a charming and intelligent individual. But was the University of Washington
and the University of Puget Sound Law School his frame of reference? Was the historical and
cultural context of Washington his frame of reference? Was the USA his frame of reference? For
some time they were certainly his historical and cultural context. In fact, Bundy claimed to have
committed his first kidnaping in 1969 and his first murder in 1971. That he was a kidnaper and
murderer was not known when he attended university, and without his confession, no one would
have known by looking at his historical and cultural context. Was Bundy’s frame of reference being
a serial killer? But if being a serial killer was his frame of reference, that was discovered only by his
own confession. Simply because a person or group lives in a certain historical and cultural context
does not show that this context is or was that person’s “frame of reference.” As Ronald Nash has
shown, the authors of the NT lived in a pagan culture, but they were not pagans nor influenced by
pagan beliefs or practices. Although paganism was part of their historical and cultural context, it was
certainly not their frame of reference even though they lived in that culture.

Understanding the historical and cultural context in which a text was produced is certainly
important. However, simply because one can discover the context in which a text was produced does
not mean that the interpreter necessarily understands the author’s cognitive framework. Context may
help, but it does not determine one’s frame of reference. This is particularly the case with the Old
Testament. What Heiser wants to do is to lead the reader to accept the notion that, in order to
understand the OT, one must understand it through the worldview of Ancient Near Eastern (ANE)
culture and literature. However, no scholar has proved that the biblical authors borrowed from, or
adopted, or employed, or were even influenced by the concepts of the surrounding cultures. No
scholar has proved that the ANE culture formed the cognitive frameworks of the OT authors. What
they have shown is that there are similarities between OT literature and ANE literature, but similarity
of design does not necessarily mean identity of origin. More will be said about this below.

OED defines the word ‘world-view,”'" or ‘worldview,” as “A set of fundamental beliefs,
values, etc., determining or constituting a comprehensive outlook on the world; a perspective on
life;”'* Project Worldview gives the following definition: “More precisely, your worldview is a
conceptual framework and a set of beliefs used to make sense out of a complex, seemingly chaotic
reality based on your perceptions, experience and learning.”"? The earliest known use of the term
‘world-view’ is from 1848:

" Throughout, I will employ a convention to distinguish between use and mention. To use a word is to make
it function in its usual manner as a word in a sentence: “Bill is an analyst.” To mention a word it to make reference to
the word: “The word ‘analyst’ refers to someone who analyzes.” To distinguish between use and mention, I will place
words that are mentioned in single quotation marks.

20ED, s.v. “world-view.”

13 https://www.projectworldview.org/worldviews.htm
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Dante, or properly speaking, Durante, i.e. the enduring, was descended from the ancient,
noble, and venerable family of Alighieri in Florence, where he was born in May, 1265, during
the pontificate of Clement IV., a few years before the downfall of the illustrious imperial
family of the Hohenstauffen. He prosecuted his studies in the Latin classics, especially Virgil,
the Aristotelian philosophy, and the scholastic theology of his age, first in his native city, and
afterwards in Bologna, Padua, and Paris, with such energy and spirit as to make his foreign
material his own inmost property, and to work out of these single elements of culture an
independent organic world-view."

According to Philip Ryan,

A worldview—or “world-and-life view,” as some people call it—is the structure of
understanding that we use to make sense of our world. Our worldview is what we presuppose.
It is our way of looking at life, our interpretation of the universe, the orientation of our soul.
It is the “comprehensive frame-work of our basic belief about things,” or “the set of hinges on
which all our everyday thinking and doing turns.”"

Heiser asserts, “We view the Bible through the lens of what we know and what’s familiar.”'
However, J. P. Moreland points out that this cannot be the case:

There is a widely employed metaphor for depicting the nature and function of a worldview:
We should understand it as a set of glasses. Unfortunately, no matter how ubiquitous this
metaphor is, especially among Evangelicals, it is not only false, but extremely harmful. . . .
While a worldview affects what one sees, it is a mistake to compare a worldview with a set
of glasses such that (1) the worldview stands between us and reality and we see through it and
(2) knowledge by acquaintance with or direct awareness of reality does not take place. Glasses
stand between a person and the external world such that a person’s access to reality is
mediated through the glasses. One does not have direct access to reality itself.”"’

If a worldview is like glasses through which a person sees and understands everything, then
it would not be possible to evaluate and correct one’s own worldview, or even to think outside of
it. In order to evaluate one’s own worldview, one would necessarily view one’s worldview through
one’s worldview (see Figure 1 below). Is it reasonable to think that viewing my worldview through
my worldview would yield conclusions that contradict the very worldview through which I view my
worldview? As Moreland goes on to explain, “A better way to describe the role of a worldview in
seeing reality is to depict it as a habituated way of directing our attention or inattention as the case

PS, “The Life and Genius of Dante Alighieri,” The American Review: Devoted to Politics and Literature, Vol.
I, No. IT (August, 1848), 125.

'3 Philip Graham Ryken, What Is the Christian Worldview? (Phillipsburg, New Jersey: P&R Publishing, 2006),
7.

16 Unseen Realm, 15.

17].P. Moreland, “Why it is Harmful to Depict a Worldview as Glasses.” https://www.jpmoreland.com/articles/
worldview-as-glasses/. last update 4/23/21.
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may be. It is the difference between °‘thinking with’ a worldview vs. ‘thinking through’ a
worldview.”"®

A worldview includes one’s perspective, the shape  Figure 1: Viewing My Worldview
of one’s thinking by education, training, and experience, My World view «---Viewing---~Through My Worldview
one’s assumptions and presuppositions, one’s
preunderstanding, and more. However, there are more
things in one’s thinking and interpreting than are usually
thought of in the popular notions of a worldview. /\'v ---------------------- -
Worldview thinking 1is particularly important in
understanding Heiser’s hermeneutics method.

Interpreting With a Worldview

According to Heiser’s testimony, his book, The Unseen Realm, grew out of a critical turning
point as he read Ps. 82:1. Heiser translates the verse, “God [elohim] stands in the divine assembly;
he administers judgment in the midst of the gods [elohim].”"® The verse is set forth below with a
word-for-word rendering into English (reading right to left):

Table #4: Ps. 82:1

mBEY DO 27p2 Phe 7Y iy mypiPh
He judges. gods in the midst God in the taking a God
of congregation stand
of

Having read the verse, Heiser says, the Hebrew wording “caught my eye and put my heart
in my throat.””® Heiser reports, “I knew my Hebrew grammar . . . I'd read through the Bible seven
or eight times. I’d been to seminary. I’d studied Hebrew. I’d taught for five years at a Bible
college.”" It caught this reader’s eye that Heiser makes the following observation: “The God of the
Old Testament was part of an assembly—a pantheon—of other gods.”* Looking at the verse, there
is no statement about God being a “part” of anything, there is no word corresponding to Heiser’s
“pantheon,” nor does the text say anything about “other” gods. It seems transparently obvious that
what Heiser claims the Bible says is not what the Bible actually says.

The word ‘pantheon’ is the combination of the Greek adjective nav (pan) meaning “all,” and
0eov (theon) meaning “god.” A pantheon is a group of gods usually arranged in some hierarchical
order with the highest and most powerful, and most important god at the top. In the Greek pantheon,
Zeus was the king of gods. In Mesopotamia, An or Anu was “the prime mover in creation, and the

¥ Moreland, “Worldview as Glasses,” , 6.
¥ Unseen Realm, 11.

2 Unseen Realm, 11.

2 Unseen Realm, 11.

2 Unseen Realm, 11.. Emphasis in original.
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distant, supreme leader of the gods.”* Since the text does not say what Heiser claims it says, the only
way he could have arrived at his conclusion is by reading the text through his always-already-present
worldview.

It is important to emphasize what is meant by the word ‘pantheon.” A pantheon is the group
of gods of any individual polytheistic religion, mythology, or tradition usually organized in a
hierarchy. According to Black and Green, of the discoveries of Mesopotamian pantheon, “Altogether
the names of over 3,000 divinities are preserved in the cuneiform records.”* John Walton points out,
“All of the cultures around Israel were polytheistic.”® Walton goes on to explain,

The assembly in Mesopotamia was made up of the great gods, whose number, when
designated, was fifty; among them were seven who determined destinies. This assembly
carried the highest authority since it represented the collective community of deities. In earliest
Sumerian literature, Anu is the head of the pantheon, with Enlil often taking the active lead.
In the second millennium Marduk takes the lead in southern Mesopotamia and Ashur in
Assyria. In Ugaritic literature the head of the pantheon is El. Here the gods of the assembly
appear to be lesser gods, and the role played by El is more dominant than is evidenced by the
head of the pantheon in Mesopotamia.”®

So, what Heiser says he observed in the text of Psalm 82 is an assembly, a pantheon of gods.
Why would Heiser think that the text is referring to a pantheon “of other gods,” as he puts it? It
cannot simply be the use of the word 279X (*élohim, “god” or “gods™) that led Heiser to his
conclusion. This same word is used of Moses: “Then YHWH said to Moses, ‘See, I make you God
[2779% (*élohim)] to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your prophet’” (Exod. 7:1).” Here
God said He would make Moses “god” before pharaoh.

Commenting on Psalm 82, John Goldingay says,

While “the divine assembly” is more literally “the assembly of ’el,” “God” and “gods” both
translate the word "¢élohim. But at its first occurrence ’elohim governs a singular verb and
clearly refers to God (outside the Elohistic Psalter, a psalm would use the name Yhwh), while
at the second “in the midst of *¢lohim” is clearly plural. Confusingly to us, Hebrew can thus
refer both to the one God and to the subordinate entities, the other heavenly powers, as
“elohim. In this respect its use of the word for “god” corresponds to the practice in other
Middle Eastern languages. There it can connote “not only major deities but also a wide variety

2 Jeremy Black and Anthony Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia: An Illustrated
Dictionary (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1992), 30.

** Black and Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia, 147.

2 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 53.

6 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 54-55.

7 (Exod. 7:1) :R21 T PR 10K) 007 DTOR AN XD MURTOR M K

Most translations add the word ‘as’ or ‘like’ before the word ‘god,’ but there is no Hebrew word corresponding
to these words. In a note, the NET Bible translators point out, “““The word ‘like’ is added for clarity, making explicit the
implied comparison in the statement ‘I have made you God to Pharaoh.”” The NET Bible, Second Edition. (Denmark:
Thomas Nelson, 2019).



The Unseemly Realm Interpreting the Bible 14

of other phenomena: monstrous cosmic enemies; demons; some living kings; dead kings or
the dead more generally; deities’ images and standards as well as standing stones; and other
cultic items and places”—in fact, anything that is not regular humanity.*®

What Goldingay is describing is that the word 2T2% (*élohim) can be used to refer to gods
in a polytheistic and henotheistic belief system, or to other kinds of beings, or to the one God of
Israel.

Mark Smith notes that the Akkadian word for “divine” has a large range of use:

In addition to words for “divine,” Akkadian uses a special sign (called a “determinative”) to
mark divinity. The special sign for divinity applies not only to deities but also to many other
phenomena such as demons, stars, the images of monstrous creatures, the determined order
(simtu), and legendary human heroes of old, such as Gilgamesh and Enkidu. On the whole,
such an inventory suggests that divinity was attributed not only to major and minor deities but
to awhole host of associated phenomena. It is further evident that distinctions were recognized
among the figures and phenomena called “divine.””

Heiser argues that the Hebrew Bible is influenced by ANE literature, but he does not want
to take along with this the possible meanings of the relevant words. According to Goldingay and
Smith, the Akkadian word could be used to refer to divine beings, human beings, demons, living
kings, etc. Since, the Akkadian word has such a wide range of use, and Heiser argues that the
Hebrew is influenced by its Akkadian counterpart, it follows that the Hebrew word could also have
this wide range of use. Why does Heiser write as if it can mean only “other gods™? In fact, since the
word has such a wide range of meaning, it could be used to refer to human beings. So why does not
Heiser alert his reader to the fact that the word can be used to refer to so many different entities.
Heiser wants to take what fits his view and disregard the rest.

Many commentators also refer to Exod. 22:8f as an instance of the word 2°779X being used
to refer to humans, and the Akkadian word has this possible use. In his book, Unseen Realm, Heiser
does not deal directly with this text. In a note he says,

Space constraints make it impossible to fully address the flawed thinking behind the human
explanation for elohim (in Psa 82 and elsewhere) in this chapter. In the discussion that
proceeds, I touch on some of the more glaring logical and scriptural problems for this view.
Arguments for the human view of elohim stemming from passages like Judg 18, Exod 7-9,
Psa 45:7, or Jesus’ quotation of Psa 82:6 in John 10:34 are dealt with at length on the
companion website.”

28 John Goldingay, Psalms 42-89, vol. 2, Psalms (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2007), 561

»Mark S. Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the Ugaritic Texts
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 6.

3 Unseen Realm, 28.nl.
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Heiser completely ignores the fact that, if the Hebrew is influenced by the Akkadian, then
the use of elohim to refer to humans stems from more than the few biblical passages. It could also
correspond to the Akkadian use of the word.

Heiser does make some comments concerning Ps. 82:8 on his website. He takes exception
to the argument that it refers to humans:

Taken straightforwardly, there is nothing in Exodus 18 that compels us to understand 2°7T7X
D'7T9KR or O°7T9RT as semantically plural, something that is essential for the notion that the men
appointed in the episode are a convenient explanation for the 277X and D79 of both
Exod 8 and Psa 82. Each occurrence of 2’719 or °717XT in this passage can quite readily refer
to the singular God of Israel (as the ESV has). The same is true of Exodus 22. There is nothing
in either passage that compels a plural translation.’!

However, Heiser has got his facts wrong. Exodus 22:9 states, “For every breach of trust,
whether it is for ox, for donkey, for sheep, for clothing, or for any lost thing about which one says,
“This is it,” the case of both parties shall come before 2728 [ha’élohim]; he whom 2°7 72X condemn
(W', yarsisun] shall pay double to his neighbor.”* In this text, the word OTPX without the
definite articel 77 (ha) is the subject of a the word WU (yarsisun), which is a plural verb. Contrary
to Heiser’s assertion, when associated with Exod. 22:9, as Heiser does, there is something in Exodus
18 that compels us to understand 2°779X as semantically plural. Interestingly, the Syriac translates

both "7 and 07178 with the word s .3 (dyn’), meaning “judges.”
Cyrus Gordon takes the word 277X in Exod. 22:6-7 as semantically plural:

It is my contention that here 271X does not mean God as the Septuagint translates, nor judges,
which is the interpretation of the Peshitto and the Targum Onkelos, followed by Rashi and Ibn
Ezra (1°2°717), by several of the English versions and by the lexicon. The literal translation,
gods (plural.), found in the Vulgate (ad deos) and Luther’s versoin (vor die Gdtter) is better
suited to what appears to be the real meaning of the passage in light of newly discovered
material.**

Gordon also refers to Exod. 22:8, which he translates, “The cause of both of them shall come
unto the gods. He whom the gods condemn shall pay double unto his neighbor.”* The point here is
not that the word 0°777X should be translated “gods.” Contrary to Heiser’s claim, the word can and

3! Heiser, https://www.moreunseenrealm.com/ch4/
2 oTRRT TR T RITTD MR WK 77RO My mphy aianhy aivthy wwpaT oy
(Exod. 22:9) =775 O 078 O00R 100 WK O RT2T K
3 8SL, s.v. “rer wn”
34 Cyrus H. Gordon, “D*779X in Its Reputed Meaning of Rulers, Judges,” Journal of Biblical Literature, Vol.
54, No. 3 (Sept., 1935): 140.
35 Gordon, “Q17X,” 143,
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is taken by other scholars to be plural, and Heiser’s claim that there is nothing in Exodus 18 or 22
that compels us to understand it as plural is simply not true.

Heiser refers to the Tanakh as if this somehow validates his interpretation: “the argument
here actually depends on whether X77°0 and 1x>7°0 in verse 8 is to be taken as singular (as the
Tanakh translation has) or plural, and whether it in fact refers to human beings.”** However, other
competent scholars translate the word as a plural (see Table # 6 on page 21).

Commenting on these verses, Umberto Cassuto asserts, “originally the word ’elohim in the
ancient legal tradition of the East undoubtedly denoted the idols standing in the court of justice;
among the Israelites the expression remained a stereotyped term signifying the place of the court”™’
What Cassuto is pointing out is that the word "7 was originally taken to be semantically plural.

Since it is the case that the word 2°779X can and is used to refer to humans, and the fact that
the word 1s grammatically plural and sometimes takes singular verbs and sometimes plural verbs,
it is not the word itself that led Heiser to his conclusion. There is something in Heiser’s always-
already-present worldview that predisposed him to take the verse in the way he does. Heiser already
assumes that there must be “other gods,” and his prior theological assumption compels him to
interpret the text according to this assumption. Heiser employs his always-already-present filter
through which he interprets the text.

He says, “Was my loyalty to the text or to Christian tradition? Did I really have to choose
between the two? [ wasn’t sure, but [ knew that what I was reading in Psalm 82, taken at face value,
simply didn’t fit the theological patterns I had always been taught.””® Now, what does it mean when
he says “face value”? Does “face value” refer to what the text says apart from any interpretation?
This cannot be the case for Heiser since he says the “face value” did not “fit the theological patterns
I'had always been taught.” If he surmised that the face value did not fit, this can only be because he
had understood the text in a certain way that caused this conflict in his mind. But to take the text in
a certain way is not “face value.” It is the meaning that he got from the text when he interpreted it
in a certain way.

In fact, in another place Heiser argues,

Christians are often taught to interpret the Bible literally. In Part One [of this text], we looked
at some of the problems that can come out of overemphasizing literal interpretation, but I
should point out that most people who advocate literalism do so to prevent self-serving or
idiosyncratic interpretations. If we interpret the text at face-value, so the idea goes, we’ll more
often than not be interpreting Scripture correctly. This approach — though well-intentioned
— isn’t always the best strategy, for several reasons. One is that the most straightforward
reading can produce bizarre outcomes.*

36 Heiser, “More Unseen Realm.” https://www.moreunseenrealm.com/ch4/.accessed 7/6/2024.

37 Umberto Cassuto, 4 Commentary on the Book of Exodus, trans. Israel Abrahams (Skokie, Illinois: Varda
Books, 5765/2005), 267.

38 Unseen Realm, 12.

¥ Unfiltered, 49.
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So, if taking the text at “face-value” is not always “the best strategy,” why should anyone take
the text of Psalm 82 at Heiser’s “face-value.” It might be the case that Heiser’s “face-value™ is in fact
one of those “bizarre outcomes.”

This reveals a hermeneutic philosophy that predisposed him to arrive at a certain conclusion.
Whether this initial interpretation was wrong or right is not at present the issue. What is at issue is
that it reveals his latent hermeneutic and theological assumptions which are part of his unexpressed
worldview.

The force of Heiser’s unexpressed worldview is seen in his next step:

I immediately set to work trying to find answers. I soon discovered that the ground I was
exploring was a place where evangelicals had feared to tread. The explanations I found from
evangelical scholars were disturbingly weak, mostly maintaining that the gods (elohim) in the
verse were just men—1Jewish elders—or that the verse was about the Trinity. [ knew neither

of those could be correct.*

Heiser claims that evangelicals “feared to tread” is designed to vilify those who interpret the
text differently. On what basis did Heiser know that these interpretations could not be correct? He
explains,

Psalm 82 states that the gods were being condemned as corrupt in their administration of the
nations of the earth. The Bible nowhere teaches that God appointed a council of Jewish elders
to rule over foreign nations, and God certainly wouldn’t be railing against the rest of the
Trinity, Jesus and the Spirit, for being corrupt. Frankly, the answers just weren’t honest with
the straightforward words in the text of Psalm 82.

Heiser is referring to the remainder of the Psalm:

*He says, “How long will you make unjust legal decisions and show favoritism to the wicked?
(Selah)

*Defend the cause of the poor and the fatherless. Vindicate the oppressed and suffering,
*Rescue the poor and needy. Deliver them from the power of the wicked.

>They neither know nor understand. They stumble around in the dark, while all the
foundations of the earth crumble.

%1 thought, ‘You are gods; all of you are sons of the Most High.’

"Yet you will die like mortals; you will fall like any one of the princes.”

¥Rise up, O God, and execute judgment on the earth! For you own all the nations."

4 Unseen Realm, 12.
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First of all, Heiser rejects these interpretations because, he says, “The Bible nowhere teaches
that God appointed a council of Jewish elders to rule over foreign nations.” Interestingly, Psalm 82
does not claim that these elohim are appointed to rule over foreign nations. Verse 8 states, “Rise up,
elohim, and execute judgment on the earth! For you own all the nations.” Heiser takes this to be a
reference to the elohim, not to God. However, Heiser does not tell his reader that the statement in
the final portion of the verse says “For you own all the nations.” Here the word translated “you” is
the singular personal pronoun TR (Cattah).

Table #5: Ps. 82:8

dapbly ~5o2 Einhly WS 3
the nations. all hold as a You for
possession

Ifthe text is referring to the elohim, “gods,” then Hebrew grammar requires that the personal
pronoun be plural, 20X (Cetkem), not singular 0K (Cattah). Earlier it was pointed out that Heiser
appealed to the Tanakh to support is view. In Ps. 82:8 the Tanakh translation reads, “Arise, O God,
judge the earth, for all the nations are Your possession.” Since in verse 8 the personal pronoun X
(Cattah, “you”) is singular, the word D°7T7X must be taken to refer to God, as the Tanakh translates
it, not to Heiser’s elohim.

Additionally, HAL points out, 7111 (nhl) “with 2 to hold as a possession (nations) Ps 82:8.”**
This is referring to the 2 that is prefixed to the word 72. According to HAL, the word does not even
mean “rule over” in any of its uses in the Hebrew Bible. Heiser is reading into the text what he needs
it to say in order to support his view, and in the process he ignores the Hebrew grammar, which he
claims to know.

Heiser argued that interpreting the text to refer to Israel is wrong because this is not taught
anywhere in Scripture. Likewise, nowhere does the Scripture teach that elohim rule all the nations.
And, apart from verse 8, there is no other place in the Psalm that refers to nations. Why does Heiser
take this to be a reference to the elohim rather than to God? Because of his always-already-present
assumptions. Here Heiser, who earlier said “I knew my Hebrew grammar,” ignores the Hebrew
grammar in order to make the text fit his view. Heiser’s characterization that some answers “Frankly
... weren’t honest,”* applies here to Heiser’s arguments.

And Heiser is simply wrong that, “The Bible nowhere teaches that God appointed a council
of Jewish elders to rule over foreign nations.” In fact, God declares that Israel will rule over the
nations:

' At the end of every seven years you shall grant a remission of debts. * This is the manner of
remission: every creditor shall release what he has loaned to his neighbor; he shall not exact
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2 Jewish Publication Society, Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1985),
Ps 82:8.
“HAL, s.v. “om.”
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it of his neighbor and his brother, because the remission of YHWH has been proclaimed.
*From a foreigner you may exact it, but your hand shall release whatever of yours is with your
brother. * However, there will be no poor among you, since YHWH will surely bless you in
the land which YHWH your God is giving you as an inheritance to possess, *if only you listen
obediently to the voice of YHWH your God, to observe carefully all this commandment which
[ am commanding you today. * For YHWH your God will bless you as He has promised you,
and you will lend to many nations, but you will not borrow; and you will rule over many
nations, but they will not rule over you (Deut. 15:1-6).*

In verse 6 God specifically declares 0727 01 09U (wmasalta goyim rabbim, “and you will
rule over nations many”). In this instance, the text actually uses the word “rule” (78R, m5sl). Heiser
has conveniently added the words “council of Jewish elders,” which the text of Psalm 82 does not
use, but God specifically asserts that Israel will rule over many nations. Not only does Heiser read
into the text what it does not say, he also ignores what the text in fact does say, and then adds to the
text what he needs it to say.

Later Heiser rejects the claim that elohim refers to humans. He says. “Other Christians who
see the problems with this first idea [that elohim refers to the Trinity] try to argue that the sons of
God are human beings . . . This ‘human view’ is as flawed as the Trinitarian view. At no point in the
Old Testament does the Scripture teach that Jews or Jewish leaders were put in authority over the
other nations.”*® As we have seen, the Scripture in fact does teach that the Jews will have authority
over other nations by virtue of ruling over them. Heiser is simply wrong on this point.

However, to claim that nowhere is something taught is an illicit conclusion since this one
place could be the very place where it is taught. Heiser assumes that his interpretation is the only
possible one, and, on the basis of his interpretation, he makes this illicit conclusion. It is simply not
honest to assert that at no point in the OT is a view taught when in fact this could be the one place
that it is taught. Also, simply because a statement is made only once in the Bible does not disqualify
aparticular interpretation. Only in 1 Cor. 6:3 is it taught that we will judge angels: “Do you not know
that we will judge angels?” (1 Cor. 6:3).*” The fact that it is not taught anywhere else in Scripture
does not disqualify the interpretation that we will judge angels.

In fact, taking the statement in the Psalm to be a reference to the elohim, “other gods,” rather
than God does not fit the content of the Psalm. The Psalmist is speaking about the failure of the
elohim to do justice and that they will ultimately die and fall, so the cry is to God to execute the very
justice that the elohim have failed to do. Verse 7 says, “Nevertheless like man [O7X2, ké’adam] you
will die and like one of the princes [0, hasarim] you will fall.” (Ps. 82:7).”* In fact, a similar
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expression is used in Judg. 16:7: “Samson said to her, ‘If they bind me with seven fresh cords that
have not been dried, then I will become weak and be like one of the men [QTXT XD, ké’ahad
ha’adam).””* Here Samson is saying that he will become weak “like one of the men.” The
expression is used again in Judg. 16:11 and means “like any other man [QTXT TNIXD, ké’ahad
ha’adam].” Here in Psalm 82 the verse states, “as any other man you will die, and as any other of
the princes, you will fall.” So, the elohim are referred to as other men and other princes, not “other
gods.” It is also patently absurd to think that gods can die. According to Jesus, even angels cannot
die (Lk. 20:36).

As we saw above, Heiser rejects other interpretations because, “The Bible nowhere teaches
that God appointed a council of Jewish elders to rule over foreign nations.” But the fact that the
Bible nowhere teaches that God is part of a pantheon of gods does not deter Heiser from interpreting
the text this way. Not only does the word ‘pantheon’ not occur in Psalm 82. It does not occur
anywhere in the Hebrew Bible or in the New Testament. The first verse of Psalm 82 states, “God is
standing [or taking a stand] in the assembly . . .” But God does not stand anywhere since God is not
a physical being. God is not “in” or “in the midst of”” an assembly since He is omnipresent. God’s
omnipresence follows from His eternity. God is not limited by space or time. As Joel Beeke and Paul
Smalley put it, “God is fully present in every place in creation.””® These are figures of speech. That
being the case, why not take the word elohim as a figure of speech? It is characteristic of poetry to
use figurative language. Heiser takes this literally without any explanation or justification for his
interpretation. He merely assumes that this is the “face value” of the text, but this is highly
questionable.

There are competent scholars who take Exod.22:8 as referring to God or to the judges of
Israel as elohim:>' “If the thief is not caught, then the owner of the house shall appear before the
elohim, [2°7TOR1T, ha’élohim] to determine whether he laid his hands on his neighbor’s property.”
Heiser goes on to say, “Clarity eventually prevailed. Psalm 82 became a focal point of my doctoral
dissertation, which also examined the nature of Israelite monotheism and how the biblical writers
really thought about the unseen spiritual realm.”*

The question that this raises is, How does he come to know how the biblical writers would
have thought about the spiritual realm? The only access, if he in fact is loyal to the text, is the text
itself. But there is no place in the text that specifically instructs the reader on how the biblical writers
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(Judg. 16:7)

% Joel R. Beeke and Paul M. Smalley, Revelation and God, vol. 1, Reformed Systematic Theology (Wheaton,
Ilinois: Crossway, 2019-2024), 652. See also, Geisler, God, Creation, 146—47.

3! See for example, Douglas K. Stuart, Exodus, vol. 2, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman
& Holman Publishers, 2006), 506-507. “What the law calls for is a decision by God (‘the owner of the house must
appear before God,” v. 8; ‘both parties are to bring their cases before God,” v. 9).” See also Cassuto, Exodus, 286.
Brevard Childs refers to elohim as the judge, not judges or gods: Brevard S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical,
Theological Commentary (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1974), 475. According to John Durham, “The property
owner and the person to whom he has entrusted his possessions are thus to be understood as coming into the presence
of God, no doubt at the local sanctuary or holy place, to seek and oracle of God”: John I. Durham, Exodus, vol. 3, Word
Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1987), 326. John Currid refers to the elohim as judges: John D. Currid,
Exodus 19-20, vol. 2, A Study Commentary on Exodus (Aubrun, Massachusetts: Evangelical Press, 2001), 93.
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would have understood the spiritual realm. So, to what sources would he have gone to discover this?
If he goes to the Bible to discover how they would have understood the biblical text, then his claim
actually begs the question. He would need to have an always-already-present hermeneutic grid, that
is, a hermeneutic philosophy, in order to discover the hermeneutic grid in the text. To claim that he
went to the text to discover how they would have thought about the spiritual realm is therefore
circular. One goes to the text to discover how they would have thought about the spiritual realm, one
interprets the text in such a way so as to grasp how they would have thought about the spiritual
realm, then he uses these conclusions to show how they would have thought about the spiritual
realm. But his conclusions about how they would have thought about the spiritual realm are not from
the “face value” of the text, but from his interpretation of the text, an interpretation which he then
uses as the grid through which to verify his interpretation of the text.

It is certainly the case that everyone interprets the text through a hermeneutical grid, Heiser
no less than anyone else. The problem is that Heiser presents his interpretation as if it is simply a
reading of the text in a manner that is devoid of any presuppositions or filters. That is why he uses
the expression “face value.” It is perhaps excusable that someone is unaware of the philosophical
presuppositions that control his interpretation, particularly since this awareness may presuppose a
familiarity with philosophy in general and hermeneutic philosophy in particular; although one might
expect a biblical scholar to know more about these issues. It is not the case that objective
interpretation is impossible, but Heiser ought to have some familiarity with these issues, and he
ought not present his interpretation as if it is simply a matter of the “face value.”

That Heiser is not actually reading the text at “face value” is evident in his initial translation
of Ps. 82:1: “God [elohim] stands in the divine assembly; he administers judgment in the midst of
the gods [elohim].”> In the footnote to this translation Heiser notes, “Unless otherwise indicated,
all Scripture quotations come from the Lexham English Bible . . ”** There are other translations:

Table #6: Some Translations

NASB God takes His stand in His own congregation; He judges in the midst of the
rulers.

NET God stands in the assembly of El; in the midst of the gods he renders judgment.

AV God standeth in the congregation of the mighty; he judgeth among the gods.

NIV God presides in the great assembly; he renders judgment among the “gods”

KIJV God standeth in the congregation of the mighty; He judgeth among the gods.

NKJV God stands in the congregation of the mighty; He judges among the gods.

ESV God has taken his place in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he holds
judgment:

53 Unseen Realm, 11.
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LEB God stands in the divine assembly; he administers judgment in the midst of the
gods.

Peshitta OB s a\oa Ay rias no <Kol
“God stands in the congregation of the messengers/angels [ard\snx, dml’k’];

he judges among the messengers/angels [ard\ss, ml’k’].”

Géttingen "0 0Beoc €0 €V GUVOYWYT BEDV, €V LECW SE BEOVE Srokplvet
Septuagint | “The God stood in the congregation of gods, and in the midst he judges gods.”
(Ps. 81)

Biblia Sacra | Deus stetit in synagoga deorum in medio autem Deus deiudicat.
Vulgata “God has stood in the congregation of gods: and being in the midst of them
(Ps. 81) God judges.”

Several of these translations have notes related to certain words. The notes often point out
different views that different theologians, interpreters, and translators take. The point here is not
whether Heiser’s translation is good, or bad, or any other value judgment, but that his translation is
not simply the “face value.” Unless one is willing to dismiss all these other translations and
translators as being “unscholarly,” or simply wrong, or not taking the text in its “face value,” a
scholar ought at least to acknowledge that his own translation in not necessarily the only way to
understand the text. Heiser does not do this. He presents his translation as if this is the only way to
translate the text.

All translation involves interpretation. The translator must have a command of both the
source language (SL) and the target language (TL).”> From the meaning of the words and the
sentences of the source text (ST), the translator must choose from a range of words from the target
text (TT) whose meanings reflect what the translator holds to be the meaning of the source text (ST).
This aspect of choice necessarily involves a prior theory on the part of the translator. Many argue that
it is a simple matter of making one’s translation as closely equivalent to the ST as possible.
However, in contemporary Translation Studies, the concept of “equivalence” is recognized as an
ambiguous and problematic concept. Dorothy Kenny provides a typical definition of ‘equivalence’:
“equivalence [is] the relationship between source text (ST) and a target text (TT) that allows the TT
to be considered as a translation of the ST in the first place.”® Kenny goes on to point out the
problem with even trying to define equivalence: “The above definition of equivalence is not
unproblematic, however. Pym, for one, has pointed to its circularity: equivalence is supposed to

53 The standard abbreviations in Translation Studies are: SL = Source Language (the language of the text being
translated; here we are talking about the SL as a system, e.g., Latin, Greek, Hebrew, etc.); TL = Target Language (the
language into which the translation is being made; here we are talking about the TL as a system, such as English); ST
= Source Text (the specific text that is being translated); TT = Target Text (the specific text of the TL that is the product
of the translation project). See, Jeremy Munday, Introducing Translation Studies: Theories and Applications (London:
Routledge, 2001), and Susan Bassnett, Translation Studies, 3™ (London: Routledge, 2002).

%6 Dorothy Kenny, “Equivalence,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Translation Studies (London: Routledge,
2000), 77.



The Unseemly Realm Interpreting the Bible 23

define translation, and translation, in turn, defines equivalence.”’ Jeremy Munday observes that
translation studies and theory have marginalized the notion of equivalence: “equivalence is an issue
that will remain central to the practice of translation, even if translation studies and translation theory
has, for the time being at least, marginalized it.”*® Of course they marginalize it because they cannot
define it.

W. V. O. Quine argues for what he identifies as the indeterminacy of translation. Quine
presents his case for the indeterminacy of translation in Word and Object:

A rabbit scurries by, the native says ‘Gavagai,” and the linguist notes down the sentence
‘Rabbit’ (or ‘Lo, a rabbit’) as tentative translation, subject to testing in further cases. The
linguist will at first refrain from putting words into his informant’s mouth, if only for lack of
words to put. When he can, though, the linguist has to supply native sentences for his
informant’s approval, despite the risk of slanting the data by suggestion. Otherwise he can do
little with native terms that have references in common. For, suppose the native language
includes sentences S,, S,, and S,, really translatable respectively as ‘Animal,” ‘White,” and
‘Rabbit.” Stimulus situations always differ, whether relevantly or not; and, just because
volunteered responses come singly, the classes of situations under which the native happens
to have volunteered S, S,, and S;, are of course mutually exclusive, despite the hidden actual
meanings of the words. How then is the linguist to perceive that the native would have been
willing to assent to S, in all the situations where he happened to volunteer S,, and in some but
perhaps not all of the situations where he happened to volunteer S,? Only by taking the
initiative and querying combinations of native sentences and stimulus situations so as to
narrow down his guesses to his eventual satisfaction.”

Quine’s central claim about the indeterminancy of translation is that any number of
inferences from observation can be connected to specific empirical stimulations. Without any data
from “previously accepted translation practices,” a linguist attempting to translate a language will
need to rely on “the concomitances of native utterance and observable stimulus situation.”® Quine’s
notion of the indeterminancy of translation is certainly self-defeating. He could not know the
indeterminacy of translation unless he possessed a determinate translation that he could use as a
measure by which to measure that all translations are indeterminate. Yet Quine’s notion indicates
that translation is not simply a “face value” prospect or simply a matter of equivalence.

Again, the point is not whether Heiser’s translation is good, bad, or indifferent. The point is,
for Heiser to assert that his reading of Psalm 82, “taken at face value,” hides a lack of awareness of
the issues surrounding the task of translation and the place that one’s own worldview and
presuppositions play in the process. At worst, Heiser attempts to hide these factors from his reader.
I would rather think that Heiser is simply unaware of the philosophical issues than that he is
deliberately attempting to hide them from his reader.

7 Kenny, “Equivalence,” 77.

8 Munday, Introducing Translation Studies, 50.

¥ W. V. O. Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1960), 29.
8 Quine, Word and Object, 29.
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He goes on to say, “Frankly, the answers just weren’t honest with the straightforward words
in the text of Psalm 82.”°' One must wonder who determines what words are “straightforward”?
Heiser’s translation reads, “God stands in the divine assembly; he administers judgment in the midst
of the gods [elohim].” There is no “straightforward” word for “divine” in the text. This may be a
perfectly good interpretation of the phrase, “in the assembly of god [?X, ’e/].” But it is not
“straightforward.” No doubt Heiser would object to my point, but this is the point. The translation
of the phrase is simply not a matter of being “straightforward” in the way Heiser wants his reader
to think. Heiser makes this statement as if his translation is beyond dispute, yet we have seen that
there are other competent scholars who translate the text differently. For Heiser to present his
translation as if it is “straightforward” is, frankly, not honest.

Why Does It Matter?

Allow me to give a humorous example. Some friends were concerned about one of their
group. Their friend said to them, “Iam dead.” He did not mean this figuratively. He actually believed
he was dead. His friends argued with him for hours giving him a number of examples and arguments
that he is not dead. Ultimately they argued that living people bleed and dead people do not bleed.
The friend finally admitted, “I guess you’re right. I guess living people bleed and dead people don’t.”
Someone suddenly pricked the friend’s finger, which began to bleed. The friend cried out, “Dead
people do bleed!” One’s worldview will influence the way he or she interprets.

Let me give you another more serious example that relates particularly to biblical
interpretation. Finis Jennings Dake (1902—-1987) was an American Pentecostal minister and
evangelist. His most popular publication, which can be purchased in almost any Christian bookstore,
was his Annotated Reference Bible. Although his complete reference Bible was published in 1963,
the New Testament section was published in 1961 and was endorsed by W. A. Criswell (1909-2002)
and Ted W. Engstrom (1916-2006).°* Dake taught that the Triune God was composed of three
distinct beings, each having a spirit-body, a soul, and a spirit. Dake believed and taught that God the
Father has a spirit-body: “God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit, each angel and man,
and every separate person in the universe has a personal body, soul, and spirit, which are separate
and distinct from all others . . .”*

Now some people think that this is because of a faulty method of interpretation. However,
when one interrogates Dake’s hermeneutic method it sounds very much like the method any
orthodox Christian interpreter would adopt. Dake says, “Remember this: Take the Bible literally

8 Unseen Realm, 12.

62 Criswell was an American pastor, author, and a two-term president of the Southern Baptist Convention. He
was the senior pastor of the First Baptist Church of Dallas, Texas for five decades. He is regarded by many to have been
a key figure in the “Conservative Resurgence” in the Southern Baptist Convention that took place in the 1970s. Ted
Engstrom (1916-2006) was the head of Youth for Christ and World Vision International. He was an evangelical leader
and author, and one of the founding architects of the Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability. Both of these
individuals were considered to be conservative, orthodox Christians. See, Finis Jennings Dake, Dake’s Annotated
Reference Bible: The New Testament (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1961), back of dust jacket on the
hardback edition.

% Finis Jennings Dake, God’s Plan for Man (Lawrenceville, Georgia: Dake Bible Sales, 1977), 42.
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wherever it is at all possible. When the language cannot be taken literally, then we know it is
figurative. Then get the literal truth conveyed by the figurative language as if it were expressed in
literal language without the use of figures.”® Dake refers to Jn. 4:24% as teaching that God is a spirit
being: “God is a Spirit Being, not the sun, moon, stars; nor an image of wood, stone, or metal; and
not beast or man. He is not the air, wind, universal mind, love or some impersonal quality. He is a
person having a personal spirit body, a personal soul, and a personal spirit, like that of angels, and
like that of man except His body is a spirit substance instead of flesh and bones (Job 13:8; Heb.
1:3).7%

The problem here is that the Greek of the New Testament did not have an indefinite article
corresponding to the English ‘a’ or ‘an.’ The text reads mvevpo. 0 8e0¢ (preuma ho theos), literally,
“spirit the God.” By Greek, grammatical considerations alone there is no way to prove that this
should not be translated, “a spirit the God,” or simply, “spirit the God.”*” Dake sees no difficulty in
the assertion that God is a spirit being among other spirit beings such as angels and men.

Dake refers to a number of Bible passages to prove to his own satisfaction that God has a
body and body parts: “He is a spirit being with a body, shape, form, back, heart, hands . . .”** So,
when the Bible says that God spoke to Moses face to face, Dake takes this to indicate that God has
a face that could be physically seen by Moses. Commenting on Ex. 33:11,% Dake says, “Verse 11
says that ‘the Lord spoke unto Moses face to face, as a man speaketh with a friend.” This proves that
Moses saw God with the eyes.””® However, concerning Ruth 2:12,”" which says, . . . the Lord God
of Israel, under whose wings thou art come to trust,” Dake remarks, “This is figurative of trust in
God, proving that she had already come to love the Jewish God and had attached herself to the
Jewish faith.””* Since presumably in this and other passages Dake employs the same hermeneutic
principle, how do we explain the fact that he does not believe that God has wings, yet he does
believe that God has a visible face?

This can be explained only by a prior commitment, a presupposition, part of his worldview
that provided a grid by which Dake discriminated between passages and statements and led him to
understand them in a certain way. A big part of this prior commitment was philosophical in nature.
Why cannot God have wings? Because, according to Dake, God is a person, and persons do not have
wings. Why does God have a face? Because God is a person, albeit a divine person, and persons have
faces. It is contrary to the nature of a person to have wings, but it is part of the nature of a person to
have a face. But the question of natures is a philosophical question, particularly a metaphysical one.

% Dake, God’s Plan for Man, 42.. (Emphases in the original).
6 “God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth”; mveduo 0 8eoc, Kol TOUC
TPOGKLVOVVTOG OUTOV €V TVEVMATL Ko OANOELQ S TpooKLVELY (Jn. 4:24).
% Dake, Dake’s Annotated Reference Bible, 97. (Emphases in the original).
7 Some argue that John is employing a Hebrew expression using a verbless clause.
% Dake, God’s Plan for Man, 56.
8 “Thus the LORD used to speak to Moses face to face, just as a man speaks to his friend. When Moses returned
to the camp, his servant Joshua, the son of Nun, a young man, would not depart from the tent” (Ex 33:11);
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It was Dake’s assumed metaphysic that provided the presuppositional framework that led him to
understand the statements of the Bible the way he did. Although Dake rejected philosophy, it was
his philosophical assumptions that led him to interpretative conclusions even though he did not
acknowledge this. In fact, Dake repudiated all philosophy.

As in the case of Dake, a person’s philosophy provides a vital part of the framework that
influences how one interprets the text, and the conclusions at which one arrives. So often, disputes
between rival interpretations cannot be settled by appealing to Scripture verses. Anyone who has
ever witnessed to a Jehovah’s Witness knows this. It is often a question of one’s assumptions and
presuppositions, and even one’s worldview. There is more to one’s worldview than philosophical
assumptions. Theological assumptions are also part of one’s worldview. If an interpreter already has
a certain view of the nature of God and the spiritual realm, these views can determine how particular
verses are interpreted.

Heiser begins his book, Supernatural, with the question, “Do you really believe what the
Bible says?”” Of course, it is not simply a matter of believing what the Bible says. First one must
discover what the Bible says. It is a matter of translation and interpretation. Heiser’s claims about
what the Bible says are his interpretations of the text, which he presents as if this is what the Bible
says: “The story — God’s goal, its opposition by the powers of darkness, its failure, and it ultimate
future success — is what this book is about, just as it’s what the Bible is about.”” So, Heiser
believes that the Bible says God’s plan was initially a failure even though it will have success in the
future. Does the Bible really say that God’s plan was a failure at any point? In fact, in Isa. 46:10, God
declares, “My purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My good pleasure.””* Heiser
seems not to be able to grasp that what he interprets as a failure was actually part of God’s plan all
along. To the disciples, the death of Jesus on the cross appeared to be a failure, but it was part of
God’s plan to save all those who believe. God’s plans do not fail.

Heiser closes the first chapter of this book with the statement, “May God open your eyes to
see, so that you’ll never be able to think about the Bible the same way again.”’® This is very good
description of the part a worldview can play in a person’s understanding of the Bible. Heiser is
saying is, “If you change the way you think about things — if you change your assumptions, your
presuppositions, and your worldview — you will not think about the Bible in the same way again.”
What Heiser wants you to do is to see the Bible they way he sees it, and, if you do this, you will
know what the Bible actually means. The important question is, should anyone adopt Heiser’s view?
If Heiser is right, then, great! But what if his teaching is actually false? And how can you know?

In this chapter we have looked at what a worldview is. A worldview is not like a pair of
glasses through which someone sees the world. A worldview is a way of viewing the world, but we
view the world with our worldview, not through it. A serious problem with Heiser’s hermeneutic
method is that he takes the ANE worldview as the context through which one must interpret the
biblical text. That’s why it matters.

7 Supernatural, 11.
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CHAPTER 3

THE NATURE OF THE DIVINE BEING

Introduction

Why is it important to discuss the nature of God at this point? As we have seen, one’s
worldview will often determine how one interprets. Although we do not interpret all things through
our worldview as if they were glasses through which we see everything, we do interpret with our
worldview. Sometimes, one’s worldview will lead an interpreter to conclusions that are irrational
or simply false, like the guy in the example above who declared, “Dead people do bleed!” As the
Psalmist said, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God.”” (Ps. 14:1)." It is actually irrational
to think there is no God. Since, like all interpreters, Heiser’s view of God informs his interpretations,
it is important to set out the nature of God so as to see whether Heiser’s interpretations affirm or
deny the nature of the Divine Being.

A foundational part of a Christian’s worldview is what he or she believes about God. Is God
eternal? Does God change His mind? Can God fail? What one believes about God will often lead
the interpreter to understand passages according to what he or she already assumes to be true about
God. If someone believes there is more than one God, this can influence his interpretation of
passages that use the word elohim (2°772%), which is a morphologically plural noun. This also makes
italmost impossible to adjudicate interpretations simply by referring to various passages, since each
passage will be interpreted according to the interpreters always-already-present philosophical and
theological assumptions.

How can these differences be resolved? One way to do that is to discover whether the nature
of God can be demonstrated by rational argument apart from appeal to any particular Bible passage.
This approach has been employed as long as there have been those who have defended the Christian
faith. It has traditionally been referred to as Natural Theology. No doubt some will object that this
is an appeal to philosophy. But as Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) asserted, “Whichever of these may
be the case, it is of little concern to us, because the study of philosophy aims not at knowing what
men feel, but at what is the truth of things.”® Of course, the objection that this is an appeal to
philosophy is itself an appeal to philosophy.

! (Ps. 14:1) 279K X 1272 521 oK

>Thomae Aquinatis, In Libros Aristotelis: De Caelo et Mundo Expositio, Tomus Tertius, Opera Omnia: Leonis
XIIT (Romae: Ex Typographia Polyglotta, 1886), Liber I.Cap. X.Lect. XXII.8.91 “Quidquid autem horum sit, non est
nobis multum curandum: quia studium philosophiae non est ad hoc quod sciatur quid homines senserint, sed qualiter se
habeat veritas rerum.”

27
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On the basis of reason, the knowledge of God has proceeded from the creation to the Creator.
The subject matter of natural theology is the same as that of Sacred theology, namely, God.
However, as Holloway points out, “what lights up my knowledge about God are not created things
‘speaking to me about God,” but rather what God himself has told me about himself or other
things.” In other words, whereas the source of Sacred theology is God’s Revelation, the source of
natural theology is God’s creation. God speaks through His Word, and God speaks through His
creation. As Holloway explains,

A Christian student is one who wishes to develop and to use his intelligence in the service of
Christ the King. The fact that it is in this service that he is putting his intelligence demands an
excellence and an effort that is as perfect as the student can make it. But if anyone wants to
be an intelligent Christian, he must acquire truth for its own sake. If a person, for example,
wants to practice medicine for God, he must first begin by learning the science of medicine,
and this means that he must begin to learn the science of medicine for itself, since that is the
only way a knowledge of a science can be acquired. No one can use anything unless he first
possesses it; once we possess a thing we can always use it as an instrument. And that is why
we must always begin by learning a science for its own sake. The end of a theoretical science,
such as the science of natural theology, is to know and understand the truth of things.*

Natural theology is the effort to understand the nature of God and to affirm this by rational
of demonstration apart from an appeal to Scripture. If it can be shown by rational demonstration that
there are certain aspects of God’s nature that must be the case, this will become a means by which
to adjudicate between conflicting interpretations. If it can be shown by rational demonstration that
God is eternal, and assuming, as this author does, that the Bible is inerrant in all that it affirms,’ this
will mean that we cannot take any biblical statement as meaning that God is temporal. If it can be
shown by rational demonstration that God is immutable, this means that we cannot take any Bible
passage as meaning that God changed His mind or came to a conclusion as a result of discursive
reasoning.

Depending upon whom you ask, or whom you read, there are several attributes of God. A
very common list includes omnipotence — that God has all power; omniscience — that God has all
knowledge; that God is eternal, simple, impassible, immutable, etc. For our purposes, we will
consider three of these attributes; simplicity, eternity, and immutability.

Simplicity
To be simple means not to be composed of parts. To be simple is not the same as to have

unity or to be a unit. Beings that are composed of parts can be beings that have unity. Human beings
are compose of both the physical and spiritual. Humans also have physical parts. But these parts are

> Maurice R. Holloway, An Introduction to Natural Theology (New Y ork: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1959), 18.

* Holloway, An Introduction to Natural Theology, Xiii—xiv

5 To say that the Bible is inerrant in all that it affirms means, for example, that although the Bible records the
lies of others, it does not affirm that these lies are true. What it affirms is that these lies were told. More will be said about
this below.
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ordered to each other to form a unity of the being as one human being. By contrast, to be simple
means not to have any parts, or not to be composed.

That God is simple has been predicated of God since the early church Fathers. Athenagoras
of Athens (c.133-190) argued that God is one and indivisible:

Therefore, that there is one God, who has been the creator of this universe from the beginning,
consider in this way that you may understand the reason for our faith. If there were two or
more Gods from the beginning, either they were joined together in one and the same nature,
or they were separate. But they could not be alike in one and the same nature, since, although
they were Gods, they were not similar, but rather unlike, as if they were begotten or generated;
That is to say, things that are begotten are similar to their models, but begotten things are not
the same, since they are made neither from anything nor for anything. But if the Gods, like the
hand and the eye and the foot, constitute one body, combining all the parts, forming one
component, God is one. Although Socrates, inasmuch as he is subject to generation and
corruption, is composed of parts and is again divided into them, God, on the other hand, is
neither generated nor suffered nor divided; therefore it does not consist of parts.®

Athanasius (c. 296-373), a Greek church father, declared that God is simple:

35. But if when we hear, [ am who I am; and, In the beginning God made heaven and earth;
and, Hear, O Israel, the Lord your God is one Lord; and thus says the Lord Almighty; we
understand nothing else but the simple [simplicem], blessed, incomprehensible substance of
him who is; for although we are unable to comprehend what that is, yet when we hear these
words, Father, God, Almighty, we conceive that nothing else but the substance of him who is.’

5" ABnvoryopou/Athenagorae,  ABnvaiov ¢1h0c0dov Xprotiavod mepofetar mept XpioTiavav/Atheniensis

philosophi Christiani supplicatio pro Christianis (Halis: C. E. M. Pfeffer, 1856), CAP.VII1.26-29. Deum igitur unum
esse, qui inde ab initio hujus universitatis opifex fuerit, hoc modo considerate, ut rationem fidei nostrae percipiatis. Si
duo aut plures ab initio Dii fuerunt, vel conjuncti in una eademque natura pariter illi, vel separati fuere singuli. Sed in
una eademque natura pariter esse non poterant, quum, quamvis Dii, non essent similes sed potius dissimiles,utpote qui
ingeniti aut geniti essent; nempe quae genita sunt, exemplaribus suis sunt similia, ingenita vero non item, quum neque
de aliquo neque ad aliquid facta sint. Quod si vero Dii velut manus et oculus et pes unum corpus constituunt, partes
cunctas componendo, componentes unum, Deus unus est. Quamquam Socrates, quatenus generationi et corruptioni
obnoxius est, e partibus componitur et rursus in eas dividitur, Deus vero neque generatur neque patitur neque dividitur;
ergo non ex partibus constat.
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Divine simplicity was a doctrine adamantly advanced by Augustine also: “But if the Father too
who begot wisdom becomes wise with it, and if for him to be is not the same as to be wise,
then the Son will be a quality of his, not his offspring, and there will no longer be absolute
simplicity in God. This however is unthinkable, since in fact we have there absolutely simple
being. With God to be is the same as to be wise.”®

Francis Turretin (1623—-1687), a Genevan-Italian Reformed theologian, defines simplicity
in the following way: “The simplicity of God considered not morally, but physically, is his
incommunicable attribute by which the divine nature is conceived by us not only as free from all
composition and division, but also as incapable of composition and divisibility.” Turretin explains,

Is God the most simple and devoid of all composition?

Aff. against Socin. & Vorstius.

IV It is clear that this belongs to God: I. From His independence; because composition is
of the formal nature of originating and dependent Being; since nothing can be composed by
itself, but whatever is composed by another must necessarily be composed. But God is the first
and independent Being, which acknowledges none before. 2. From His unity, because He who
is absolutely one is also absolutely simple, and therefore cannot be divided or composed. 3.
From His perfection, because composition produces an imperfection, insofar as it presupposes
passive power, dependence, and mutability. 4. From activity, because God is the most pure act,
who has no admixture of potency, and who therefore rejects every composition; because in
God there is nothing that He may perfect, or receive perfection from another; but it is whatever
He can be, nor can He be other than what He is. Whence He is wont to be described not only
by concrete names, but also by abstract names, of Life, Light, Truth, &c."® John Preston

voonuev YOV Yoip ocﬁuvocm)g EYWLEY KaIOLXaesw 0 TL TOTE ECTLY, ocM ocxouovrsg 10, Hocrnp Kol 10, @€0c, Kot
10, IMowvtoxpotmp, 0VY €100V TL, OAL  QTNV TNV TOV OVIOE OVGLOLY GMUNLVOUEVIV VOODLEV.

35. Sin autem cum audimus: Ego sum qui sum; et, In principio fecit Deus coelum et terram; et, Audi, Israel,
Dominus Deus tuus Dominus unus est; et Hac dicit Dominus omnipotens; non aliud nisi ipsam simplicem, beatam,m
incomprehensibilem ejus, qui est, substantiam intelligimus; quamvis enim quidnam ille sit comprehendere nequeamus,
attamen cum has voces audintus, Pater, Deus, Omniptens, nihil aliud quam ejus, qui est, substantiam indicari concipimus.

¥ Sancti Aurelii Augustini, De Trinitate Libri XV, in Opera Omnia, Tomus Octavus, Patrologe Cursus
Completus (Paris: J.-P. Migne,1815), Liber Septimus.Caput Primum.1.2.184. “Quod si et Pater qui genuit sapientiam,
ex ea fit sapiens, neque hoc est illi esse quod sapere, qualitas ejus est Filius; non proles ejus, et non ibi erit jam summa
simplicitas. Sed absit ut ita sit; quia vere ibi est summe simplex essentia: hoc ergo est ibi esse quod sapere.” Translated
by Edmund Hill.

? Francisco Turrettino, Institutio Theologice Elencticce (n.p.: Fredericum Haring, and Ernestum Voskuyl, 1696),
Locus Tertius.Q.7.3. “Simplicitas Dei, quatenus non moraliter, sed physicé sumitur, est Attributum ejus
incommunicabile, per quod Natura Divina a nobis concipitur, non solim ut expers omnis compositionis & divisionis,
sed etiam incapax componibilitatis & divisibilitatis.”

1 Turrettino, Institutio Theologice Elencticce, 3.7.1V.210.

An Deus sit Simplicissimus, & omnis Compositionis expers?

Aff. contra Socin. & Vorstium.

IV. Hanc Deo competere patet, [. Ab ejus independentia; quia compositio est de ratione formali Entis orti &
dependentis, siquidem nihil & seipso componi potest, sed quicquid componitur ab alio componatur necesse est; At Deus
est Ens primum & independens, quod nullum se prius agnoscit. 2. Ab ejus unitate, quia qui est absolute unus, est etiam
absolute siplex, quique ideo dividi nequit, vel componi. 3. Ab ejus perfectione, quia compositio impefectionem infert,
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(1587-1628), a Calvinistic Puritan and preacher, declared that God must, “. . . not only have
a simple, but a living and most perfect being. . . It is required to eternity . . . There is no
succession: as, suppose all the pleasures that are in a long banquet, were drawne together into
one moment; suppose all the acts of mans understanding, and will, from the beginning of his
life to the end, could be found in him in one instant; such is eternity. God possesseth all things
altogether, he hath all at once . . . As if hee should say, there is no time past, present, or to
come with me;”"!

John Miley (1813—1895), an American Methodist Episcopal minister and theologian, asserted
God’s simplicity: “God is a spiritual being, and, with a distinction of attributes, a simple unity of
being, without any spatial or quantitative quality. . . . God is one in perfect simplicity and
unchangeableness of being, one in an absolute, eternal unity.”"?

Herman Bavinck (1854—-1921), a Dutch Calvinist theologian, asserts that divine simplicity
is taught in Scripture:

Yet this simplicitas Dei is of the greatest significance for the knowledge of God. Not only is
it taught in Scripture where God is called light, life, love, etc., but it also flows naturally from
the idea of God and is necessarily given with the other attributes. The contradiction of this is
simply put together. If God is composed of parts, like a body, or also of genus and differentia,
substantia and accidentia, materia and forma, potentia and actus, essentia and existentia, then
his perfection, his unity, his independence, his immutability cannot be maintained. . . . . But
God is of himself and has nothing above him; He is therefore completely one with wisdom,
with grace, with love, etc.; He is absolutely perfect, nothing higher than God can be imagined;
... But God is the Infinite, and all that is in Him is infinite. All his qualities are Divine and
therefore infinite, one with his essence. Therefore He is and can only be sufficient, complete
and glorious in Himself. . . This already shows that this simplicity of God is by no means a
metaphysical abstraction."

quatenus supponit potentiam passivam, dependentiam & mutabilitatem. 4. Ab actuositate, quia Deus est actus purissimus
qui nullam habet potentiam admixtam, quique ideo omnem compositionem respuit; quia in Deo nihil est quod
perficiegeat, aut ab alio perfectionem sumat, sed est quicquid esse potest, nec potest esse aliud quam quod est. Unde non
tantum nominibus concretis, sed eitam abstractis solet describi, Vite, Lucis, Veritatis & c.

! John Preston, “The Fifth Sermon,” in Life Eternall or A Treatise of the Knowledge of the Divine Essence and
Attributes (London: R. B., 1631), 157-58.

12 John Miley, Systematic Theology (New York: Hunt & Eaton, 1893), 1.147, 216.

¥ Herman Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek (Kampen: J. H. Bos. 1897), Tweede Deel.§26.B.5.142-43.
“Toch is deze simplicitas Dei voor de kennisse Gods van de grootste beteekenis. Niet alleen wordt ze in de Schrift
geleerd waar God licht, leven, liefde enz. wordt genoemd, maar ze vloeit ook uit de idee Gods vanzelve voort en is met
de andere eigenschappen noodzakelijk gegeven. Eenvoudig is hier de tegenstelling van samengesteld. Als God
samengesteld is uit deelen, gelijk een lichaam, of ook uit genus en differentia, substantia en accidentia, materia en forma,
potentia en actus, essentia en existentia, dan is zijne volmaaktheid, zijne eenheid, zijne onathankelijkheid, zijne
onveranderlijkheid niet te handhaven. . . . Maar God is van zichzelf en heeft niets boven zich; Hij is dus met de wijsheid,
met de genade, met de liefde enz. volkomen één; Hij is absoluut volmaakt, iets hooger dan God kan er niet gedacht
worden; . . . Maar God is de oneindige, en alwat in Hem is, is oneindig. Al zijne eigenschappen zijn Goddelijk en dus
oneindig, met zijn wezen één. Daarom is Hij en kan Hij ook alleen zijn genoegzaam, volzalig en volheerlijk in zichzelven
.. . Hieruit blijkt reeds, dat deze eenvoudigheid Gods volstrekt geen metaphysische abstractie is.”
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There is probably no single scriptural reference more widely used to support the claim of
divine simplicity than the Shema, Deut. 6:4: TR 717 33728 M ORI YW “Hear Israel, YHWH
our God, YHWH one.” From the oneness of God follows His absolute simplicty. Additionally, the
Scriptures testify that God is Spirit: mvebuo. 0 0gog (Jn. 4:24). As John Dick points out, “If it has
already appeared that he is an immaterial Being, it is a necessary consequence that he is not
compounded, in the grosser acceptation of the term, because a spirit has no parts, and is indivisible
and incorruptible.”"

Several arguments have been set forth throughout the history of Christian theology to
demonstrate the divine simplicity. James Petigru Boyce (1827-1888), a prominent Baptist
theologian, sets forth some of these arguments quite well.

But in God there can be no composition, and therefore his spiritual nature must be
uncompounded. Even his attributes and his nature must be in such a manner one, that his
attributes essentially inhere in that nature and are not capable of separation from it, which
really makes them one with that nature.

The reasons for this are:

1. Because composition (or a putting together,) involves possibility of separation. But this
would involve destructiblility, and changeableness, each of which is inconsistent with absolute
perfection and necessary existence.

2. Composition involves a time of separate existence of the parts compounded. If so, then
there was a time when God did not exist, because the parts of his nature had not been united,
or, when he existed imperfectly, not having yet received to his essential nature the additions
subsequently made; all of which is inconsistent with absolute perfection and necessary
existence.

3. If the parts have been compounded, it has been done by some force from without, or has
been a growth in his nature. They have not been added from without, because God is
independent, and therefore cannot be affected from without. Besides all outward form and all
else than God had its origin in him, and he existed as God before it. They have not been a
growth in him, for, if so, he is not unchangeable. Any such addition to God or growth in him
is also inconsistent with absolute perfection and necessary existence.

In ascribing simplicity to God, therefore, we declare that his nature is so purely or simply
one as not to be compounded of separate substances, as matter and spirit, or even of the same
substance, in different forms, or of a substance with separable attributes; and we assert that
even his attributes are one with his essence, and that he is not only essentially spiritual, but
also essentially wise, and good, and holy, and just, and true, and almighty, and omnipotent."’

Aquinas follows a different path in establishing the absolute simplicity of God.
Garrigou-Lagrange summarizes this method:

' John Dick, Lectures on Theology (Oxford: David Christy, 1836), 21,108.
'3 James Petigru Boyce, Abstract of Systematic Theology (n.p.: Christian Gospel Foundation, 1887), 67—68.
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Concerning God we must consider what He is and how He is, or rather how He is not, for
in this life we cannot know His essence, since this would be to see the Deity. Hence we inquire
how God is not, by removing from Him what does not apply to Him, such as composition and
motion. Thus we must treat of God’s simplicity, perfection, infinity, immutability, and unity.
But we shall afterward see how God is known and named by us.

This question of God’s simplicity starts out by excluding from Him what is known as
physical composition, or of really distinct parts. In the first four articles it is established: that
God is not a body; (2) that He is not composed of matter and form; (3) nor of nature and
suppositum; (4) nor of essence and existence. Then what is known as metaphysical
composition, which consists of genus and differentia, is excluded in the fifth article.

Finally, it is shown that there is no accident in God (a. 6), that God is altogether simple (a.
7), and that He does not enter into the composition of other things, either as form or matter,
since He is the extrinsic cause, which means that He is the efficient and final cause of all
things (a. 8). In these last three articles we have the refutation of pantheism, and they are the
result of the conclusions of what was established in the fourth article, namely, that only God
is the self-subsisting Being. This fourth article contains the dominating principle of this
question, that is, it is the terminus in the ascending order by way of investigation, and the
beginning in the descending order by way of judgment, since wisdom judges of all things by
the highest of reasons.'

Objections to the Doctrine of God’s Simplicity

Alvan Plantinga articulates a scenario that supposedly presents a dilemma opposing God’s
sovereignty and God’s simplicity.

Still further, suppose God has a nature—a property he has essentially that includes each
property essentially to him. Perhaps God is essentially omniscient; that is, perhaps it’s just not
possible that he fail to be omniscient. If so, then it isn’t up to him to whether he has that
property; his having it is in no way dependent upon his own decision or will. He simply finds
himself with it; and that he has it is in no way up to him. So God’s having a nature seems
incompatible with his being in total control."”

Ronald Nash explains that an attempt to avoid the dilemma which Plantinga has articulated
was “formulated by Aquinas” as a “way of escape from this dilemma.” However, it is clear that the
doctrine of simplicity was articulated hundreds of years before Thomas Aquinas employed it in his
formulations. But it is not necessary to see Aquinas’ formulation of the doctrine as an attempt to
avoid this dilemma. The dilemma is false in itself. If it is the case that the properties of God do not
depend upon Him such that it seems to violate his sovereignty, then either God is sovereign by no
choice of His own, or sovereignty is a property which God has chosen. But if God chose to be

!¢ Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, The One God: A Commentary on the First Part of St. Thomas’ Theological
Summa, trans. Bede Rose (St. Louis: B. Herder Book Company, 1943), 171.
'7 Alvin Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? (Milwaukee: Marquette University Press, 1980), 7-8.
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sovereign, then there was a time when he was not sovereign. But if there was a time when God was
not sovereign, then it may have been at this time that God chose to be simple. This is absurd.

In fact, according to Plantinga’s reasoning, God is either God by choice, or not. If God is God
by choice, then, according to Plantinga’s argument, this violates His sovereignty. But, this is absurd
since to violate God’s sovereignty God would have to be God before He chose to be God. If each
ofthe properties which constitutes the nature of God are properties which God had to choose in order
to avoid conflict with His sovereignty, then to what does the term “God” refer before “God” chooses
His properties? Plantinga’s scenario is absurd.

The Indistinguishableness of God’s Attributes

Nash asserts that the doctrine of simplicity as articulated by Aquinas “is unsatisfactory
because it entails conclusions that conflict with other important tenets of Christian theism.”'® The
first conflict that Nash articulates is the conclusion that simplicity entails an indistinguishableness
among God’s attributes.

First, equating God with each of His properties entails that each of God’s properties is
identical with His other properties. If A is identical with B and if B is identical with C, then
A is identical with C. Clearly, then, if God is identical with His property of knowledge and
also identical with His property of perfect goodness, it then follows that the property of
knowledge is identical with the property of perfect goodness. If each of God’s properties is
identical with all of God’s other properties, the obvious conclusion to be drawn is that God has
only one property. But this is mystifying, to say the least. While obviously there are many
things about God that human beings may be incapable of comprehending, one of the things
we do seem to know very clearly is that power and love and knowledge and mercy are not
identical properties.'’

Essentially Nash’s first objection to the doctrine of simplicity is that it leads to a conclusion
about the nature of God that does not make sense from the perspective of finite creatures. But, when
has our lack of understanding ever disqualified a claim about the nature of God. The same argument
could be directed at the doctrine of the Trinity, or the two natures of Christ. Additionally, Nash has
simply begged the question by defining his position into existence. He concludes by saying, “one of
the things we do seem to know very clearly is that power and love and knowledge and mercy are not
identical properties.” But simply because these “properties” appear distinct to us does not entail that
they must be distinct in God. In fact, this is the very question under consideration. Ultimately, Nash
claims that these “properties” must be distinct in God because they must be distinct. But where is
the argumentation that they must be distinct? Nash simply asserts this without support.

In response, it must first be pointed out that there is a hierarchy of significance in the
problems that accompany the doctrine of simplicity, or any other doctrine for that matter. It is much
more serious a result to assert of God that which is ontologically impossible, than to assert that

'8 Ronald H. Nash, The Concept of God (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1983), 95.
1 Nash, The Concept of God, 94.
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which is epistemologically incomprehensible to us. We dare not deny God’s ontology on the basis
of our limited epistemology. If God is not simple, then He is composed. But to be composed one
either composes oneself, which is impossible since one would have to exist and not exist in the same
sense, or one would have to be composed by another. But if God is composed by another, then there
is another who is ontologically prior to God. But this is absurd since by “God” we mean that Being
who is ontologically first. Additionally, if God is composed, then He has the potential to decompose.
But to decompose is to die. But God cannot die. Therefore, God must be simple. The conclusions
that follow from denying God’s simplicity are much more serious than the conclusions that follow
from our lack of being able to comprehend how the simplicity and attributes of God cohere. Contrary
to Nash’s assertion that “Christian theologians have no good reason to affirm the doctrine of divine
simplicity,” in fact the Christian theologian has every good reason, and a critical necessity to affirm
the doctrine of simplicity. The consequences of denial are simply too high a price to pay.

However, Nash’s scenario simply does not follow. It is possible to distinguish between God’s
attributes without denying God’s simplicity. As Garrigou-Lagrange observes, “The metaphysical
degrees are not actually distinct in a thing before the mind’s consideration, as, for instance, in Peter,
anamality, vitality, rationality, and substantiality; for these are reduced to the same concept of
humanity, of which animality is the genus, and rationality is the specific differentia. Thus they
correspond to the same reality that is in itself one but virtually multiplex.”*® So, even in the natural
realm we find examples in which properties are conceptually distinct, yet not merely subjective, and
at the same time constitute the one nature. If this is possible in the natural realm a fortiori it is
possible with God. Anamality and rationality are two distinct concepts that cannot be reduced to
identity. Nevertheless, they both inhere in the one human nature without being actually distinct in
that nature. Likewise, knowledge and love are distinct conceptions about the one simple essence of
God.

Incompatibility of Personhood and Simplicity
Plantinga offers another criticism of simplicity:

In the second place, if God is identical with each of his properties, then, since each of his
properties is a property, he is a property—a self-exemplifying property. Accordingly God has
just one property: himself. This view is subject to a difficulty both obvious and overwhelming.
No property could have created the world; no property could be omniscient, or, indeed, know
anything at all. If God is a property, then he isn’t a person but a mere abstract object; he has
no knowledge, awareness, power, love or life. So taken, the simplicity doctrine seems an utter
mistake.”!

Nash then applies this to Aquinas’ articulation of the doctrine of simplicity. He asserts, “It
leads to the odd suggestion that the biblical teaching that God is characterized by a variety of distinct

2 Garrigou-Lagrange, The One God, 167.
2! Plantinga, Does God Have a Nature? 47.
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properties is wrong. It also appears to deny the personhood of God.”** However, neither Plantinga’s
nor Nash’s conclusions follow since it has already been demonstrated that the attributes of God
cannot be reduced to a single property. Simply because the attributes of God are identical with God
does not mean they are not distinct from each other. As has been shown, even in created beings there
are properties that inhere in the nature of one being that nevertheless are not reducible to each other.
The doctrine of the Trinity states that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are distinct Persons such that
one Person is not reducible to the others, yet these three Persons are the one indivisible God.
Although this is beyond our comprehension, we accept this doctrine as true and accurate. Both
Plantinga and Nash are confusing epistemology with ontology.

Plantinga also employs an equivocation in his argument. On the one hand he employs the
term ‘property’ to identify those attributes which have traditionally been predicated of God, such as
omnipotence, omniscience, etc. On the other hand he denies that these properties are these properties.
Even if we concede that God is a property, He is still the property to whom is attributed these
attributes. It simply does not make sense to say that since God is identical with the properties of
omniscience and omnipotence that He is therefore not omnipotent or omniscient. If the properties
which God is are the properties which include the aspects of knowledge and power, then how can
Plantinga assert that “No property could have created the world; no property could be omniscient”?
If God is identical with these properties, then He is these properties. And if He is these properties,
then He is not a property in the same sense that we distinguish these properties. God is these
properties, which means that He is omnipotent, and thus able to create, and that He is omniscient,
and thus He knows all things. Either Plantinga is using the term ‘property’ in two senses, in which
case he is equivocating, or God is the properties with which He is identical, in which case this is not
a denial either of any specific property or that He is all these. Nor is it a denial of His personhood,
which is one of the properties with which He is identical, in which case God is a person.

Additionally, it is simply a misunderstanding of the doctrine of simplicity to assert that God
is identical with His properties. The doctrine of simplicity, at least as articulated in the history of
Christian theology, never asserts that God is identical with His properties. Since God is His
properties, God is identical with Himself.

Stump and Kretzman offer a resolution to Nash’s and Plantinga’s confusion.

According to the doctrine of simplicity, what human beings call God’s omnipotence or God’s
omniscience is the single eternal action considered under descriptions they find variously
illuminating, or recognized by them under different kinds of effects or manifestations of it.
What the doctrine requires one to understand about all the designations for the divine attributes
is that they are all identical in reference but different in sense, referring in various ways to the
one actual entity which is God himself or designating various manifestations of it. Perfect
power’ and ‘perfect knowledge’ are precise analogues for ‘the morning star’ and ‘the evening
star’: non-synonymous expressions designating quite distinct manifestations of one and the
same thing. There is as much truth and as much potential misinformation in ‘Perfect power
is identical with perfect knowledge’ as there are in ‘The morning star is identical with the
evening star’. And ‘Perfect power is identical with perfect knowledge’ does not entail that

22 Nash, The Concept of God, 94-95.
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power is identical with knowledge any more than the fact that the summit of a mountain’s east
slope is identical with the summit of its west slope entails the identity of the slopes.*

The attributes of God are not really distinct from each other. Rather, they are virtually
distinct. But, a virtual distinction is founded upon the reality of the nature of God so that they are not
simply subjective impressions in the minds of men. There is no doubt, as Nash observes, that the
relation between God’s simplicity and God’s attributes is “mystifying.” As Garrigou-Lagrange
observes, “How the perfections are contained is mysterious; but the divine attributes are so identified
in the most eminent and formal concept of the Deity as not to be destroyed by it. They are contained
formally in it, and yet are not formally distinct. In fact, they are found in their purest state, without
any imperfection, only in the Deity.”**

Simplicity Is Not Unique to God

Nash'’s final objection to the doctrine of simplicity is that this doctrine is not unique to God.
As Nash articulates this objection,

One of the most serious problems with claims made for the doctrine of simplicity is the fact
that simplicity does not seem to be unique to God. There is a sense in which every human
essence is also simple. Let us suppose that every human being has an essence. The essence of
Socrates, for example, is the set of properties Socrates has in every possible world in which
he exists. Any change in his set of essential properties would mean the end of his existence as
the particular individual Socrates. Socrates’ essence, then, is individible in the sense that none
of his essential properties can be pulled out, so to speak, from his nature. His essence is an
indivisible whole; it is, in other words, simple. If E (some set of properties) constitutes the
essence of some being, it follows from the definition of essence that all the properties of E are
necessary in the sense that the loss of any one property would alter the identity of the being in
question. Since every human essence possesses properties that cannot be lost without that
essence ceasing to exist, there is a sense in which every human essence is simple. It is difficult
to see how simplicity is unique to God; and if it is not unique to God, simplicity is not an
attribute of that being who bears the title “God.”*

Essentially, Nash is arguing that since the concept of simplicity can reasonably be predicated
of other beings, it should not be predicated of God. Ignoring for the moment that Nash’s scenario
serves to disprove his other objections against simplicity, it simply does not follow that because an
attribute is not unique in every sense, it is not unique in any sense. Employing Nash’s reasoning, we
must deny existence to God because in some sense humans exist, and, after all, it is difficult, though
not impossible, to see how existence is unique to God. In fact, existence is unique to God in one
sense, and common to all existing things in another sense, because all existing things exist. By the

2 Eleonore Stump and Norman Kretzmann, “Absolute Simplicity,” Faith and Philosophy, 1 (October 1985),
356-57.

# Garrigou-Lagrange, The One God, 169.

5 Nash, The Concept of God, 95.
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same reasoning, we would need to deny that God is loving since humans love and it is difficult to
see how love is unique to God. Simplicity, like all other attributes, is predicated analogically of God
and man. God is absolutely simple, not composed of parts. Men are simple in the sense that they are
a unity of parts that are ordered to each other to constitute one man. Both God and man exist, but
God does not “be” in the same way men “be.” Although both man and God “be,” they do not “be”
in the same way. Whereas men have being, God is Being. So, their being is analogical—unique to
God in some sense, but common to both God and man in another sense. It is beyond our present task
to engage in an exposition of analogical predication and the analogy of being.*® However, this brief
response is sufficient to answer the objection.

Absolute simplicity belongs only to God. In order for two beings to be absolutely simple, they
must be distinguished by some difference. As Garrigou-Lagrange puts it, “If there could be a
multiplication of the Deity, we should be able to distinguish in each of the gods the abstract from the
concrete, the divine essence common to all of them from their individualized conditions.”*’ But if
two beings can be distinguished by some difference, then at least one of these beings must possess
some aspect that is different, in which case that being is not absolutely simple. There cannot be two
beings that are absolutely simple since there could be no distinction between them, and two things
that cannot be distinguished are not two beings, but one being.

Immutability

Classical theism has traditionally asserted the immutability of God. Immutability simply
means that God cannot change. Garrigou-Lagrange provides a definition of this classical
determination: “He who is Being itself is absolutely immutable. He can acquire nothing, not being
in potentiality for further determination, since He is supremely determined and pure act. Neither can
He lose anything, since He is absolutely simple. This absolute stability of the divine being applies
necessarily to His wisdom and will.”*® Thomas Weinandy points out that the “early Christological
controversies and debates were never concerned with the immutability and impassibility of God as
such,”® and Reinhold Seeberg observes that among the early apologists the true Christian doctrines
included, “There is One God, the Creator, Adorner, and Preserver of the world. The invisible God
is unbegotten, nameless, eternal, incomprehensible, unchangeable Being.” Irenaeus himself

% See, for example, Gregory P. Rocca. Speaking the Incomprehensible God: Thomas Aquinas on the Interplay of Positive
and Negative Theology (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2004).

27 Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, God: His Existence and His Nature (St. Louis, Missouri: B. Herder Book
Company, 1941), 2.44.

% Garrigou-Lagrange, God, 2.51.

¥ Thomas G. Weinandy, Does God Change? (Still River, Massachusetts: St. Bede’s Publications, 1985), xxi.
“The root meaning of ‘impassibility’ is that God is not passible or subject to passion (im = not and passible = having
passion). God cannot undergo passion or suffering; nothing in the created universe can make God feel pain or inflict
misery on Him.” Geisler, God, Creation, 112. Since God is immutable, He cannot change. Since He cannot change, He
cannot be caused to change from anything outside Himself.

30 Reinhold Seeberg, Die Dogmengeschichte der alten Kirche, Erste Hilfte, Lehrbuch der Dogmengeschichte
(Erlangen Und Leipzig: A. Deichert’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung Nachif (Georg Bohme), 1895), §13.2.73. “Gott ist einer,
der Schopfer, Bildner und Erhalter der Welt (Just. 1.6. Ath. 8. Theoph. III, 9). Der unsichtbare Gott ist ein unerzeugtes,
namenloses, ewiges, unfallliches, unverdnderliches, bediirfnisloses, von allen Affekten freies Wesen.” Translated by
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asserted, “let them learn that God alone, who is Lord of all, is without beginning and without end,
being truly and for ever the same, and always remaining the same unchangeable Being.”"

As Weinandy points out, among the early church fathers, “the immutability of God, as
philosophically understood, is taken for granted.”* And according to Etienne Gilson, the question
of God’s immutability was for St. Augustine not simply one aspect of his doctrine, but was “perhaps,
the most profound and most constant element in his metaphysical thought.”** As Augustine states
in De Trinitate,

For as wisdom is so called from the being wise, and knowledge from knowing; so from being
(1) comes that which we call essence. And who is there that is, more than He who said to His
servant Moses, “I am that [ am;” and, “Thus shall thou say unto the children of Israel, He who
is hath sent me unto you?” (2) But other things that are called essences or substances admit
of accidents, whereby a change, whether great or small, is produced in them. But there can be
no accident of this kind in respect to God; and therefore He who is God is the only
unchangeable substance or essence, to whom certainly BEING itself, whence comes the name
of essence, most especially and most truly belongs.*

In his Body of Divinitie, Bishop James Ussher (1581-1656) asserted, “God’s essence or
substance cannot be augmented or diminished . . . his nature and will cannot be changed: but he
remaineth constant without shadow of change, and will be alwaies such as he hath been from all
eternity. . . . The Repentance attributed so often to God in the Scriptures, signifieth no mutation in
God’s nature; but in his actions, immutably decreed from all eternity. And the Scripture in this
speaketh after our manner, that we may better understand what is the nature of God against sin.””*’

Charles E. Hay.

! renaei, Adversus Haereses: Libri quinqgue, Pars I (Romae: Ex Officina typographica Forzani et Socii, 1907),
2.34.2. “discant, quoniam sine initio et sine fine, vere et semper idem et eodem modo se habens, solus est Deus, qui est
omnium Dominus.”

32 Weinandy, Does God Change?, xxi.

3 Etienne Gilson, Introduction a L ’étude De Saint Augustin, Troisiéme Edition (Paris: Librairie Philosophique
J. Vrin, 1949), 27. “On ne saurait trop insister sur le fait qu’il ne s’agit pas ici d’un a co6té de la doctrine d’ Augustin, mais
de ce qu’il y a peut-étre de plus profound et de plus constant dans sa pensée métaphysique.”

¥ Sancti Aurelii Augustini, De Trinitate Libri Quindecim, Pars VI, Opera Polemica (Parisiis: Pud Parent-
Desbarres, Editorem, 1889), V.II1.334. “Sicut enim ab eo quod est sapere dicta est sapientia, et ab eo quod est scire dicta
est scientia, ita ab eo quod est esse dicta est essentia. Et quis magis est, quam ille qui dixit famulo suo Moysi: « Ego sum
qui sum, et: Dices filiis Isra€l: Qui est misit me ad vos? » Sed alie quae dicuntur essentie, sive substantie capiunt
accidentias quibus in eis fiat vel magna vel quantacumque mutatio: Deo autem aliquid eiusmodi accidere non potest; et
ideo sola est incommutabilis substantia vel essentia, quae Deus est, cui profecto ipsum esse, unde essentia nominata est,
maxime ac verissime competit. Quod enim mutatur, non servat ipsum esse; et quod mutari potest, etiamsi non mutetur,
potest quod fuerat non esse; ac per hoc illud solum quod non tantum non mutatur, verum etiam mutari omnino non potest,
sine scrupulo occurrit quod verissime dicatur esse.”

35 James Ussher, 4 Body of Divinitie, or the Summe and Substance of Christian Religion; Catechistically
Propounded, and Explained, by way of Question and Anwer.: Methodically and Familiarly Handled (London: Printed
by MLF. for Tho: Downes and Geo: Badger, 1647), 35.
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The immutability of God has been the predominate view of the Christian Church. Indeed, in
his article titled “Does God Change His Mind?”*® Robert B. Chisholm, Jr., Department Chair and
Senior Professor of Old Testament Studies at Dallas Theological Seminary, acknowledges, “Most
Christian theologians have affirmed that God is immutable.™’

Irenaeus of Lyon (c. 130-202), a Greek Bishop and Christian apologist, affirmed that God
is immutable:

let them learn that without beginning and without end, truly and always being the same and
in the same way, God alone is the Lord of all. But all things which are from Him, whatever
things have been made and are made, indeed receive their beginning of generation, and by this
means they are inferior to Him who made them, since they are not begotten; but they continue
and are extended to the length of the ages, according to the will of God the maker:*®

Francis Turretin gives the following definition of immutability: “Immutability is an
incommunicable attribute of God by which is denied of him not only all change, but also all
possibility of change, as much with respect to existence as to will.”* Once again James Boyce offers
a helpful and succinct summary of the arguments for God’s immutability.

By the immutability of God is meant that he is incapable of change either in duration of life,
or in nature, character, will or happiness. In none of these, nor in any other respect is there any
possibility of change.

1. This is implied in his absolute perfection. Perfection permits neither increase as though
he lacks, nor decrease as though he can lose. Change must be for the worse or for the better,
but God cannot become worse or better.

2. It arises in lake manner from the pure simplicity of his nature. That which is not and
cannot be compounded cannot be changed.

3. It is expressly taught by the Scriptures in the following as well as in other particulars. A
few passages out of many are referred to in support of each.

(a) They declare him to be unchangeable in duration and life: Gen. 21:33; Deut. 32:39, 40,
Ps. 9:7;55:19; 90:2; 102:12; Hab. 1:12; Rom. 16:26; 1 Tim. 1:17; 6:16.

(b) They affirm the unchangeableness of his nature: Ps. 104: 31; Mal. 3:6; Rom 1:23;
James 1:17.%

¥ Robert B. Chisholm, Jr., “Does God ‘Change His Mind’?” Bibliotheca Sacra 152 (October-December 1995):
387-99.

37 Chisholm, “Does God ‘Change His Mind’?” 387.

38 Irenaei, Adversus Haereses, 11.34.2.469. “discant, quoniam sine initio et sine fine, vere et semper idem et
eodem modo se habens, solus est Deus, quiest omnium Dominus. Qua autem sunt ab illo omnia, quaecunque facta sunt
et fiunt, initium quidem suum accipiunt generationis, et per hoc inferiora sunt ab eo qui ea fecit, quoniam nonj sunt
ingenita; perseverant autem et extenduntur in longitudinem seculorum, secundum voluntatem factoris Dei:”

¥ Turrettino, Institutio Theologie Elencticee, Locus Tertius.Q.11.1. “Immutabilitas est attributum Dei
incommunicabile, quo negatur de Deo non tantim omnis mutatio, sed etiam possibilitas mutationis, tam quoad
existentian, quam quoad voluntatem.”

“ Boyce, Abstract of Systematic Theology, 73.
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Boyce goes on to supply an abundance of scriptural references in support of God’s immutable
will and character. Aquinas employs three arguments to demonstrate God’s immutability.

First, because it was shown above that there is some first being, whom we call God; and
that this first being must be pure act, without the admixture of any potentiality, for the reason
that, absolutely, potentiality is posterior to act. Now everything which is in any way changed,
is in some way in potentiality. Hence it is evident that it is impossible for God to be in any way
changeable.

Secondly, because everything which is moved, remains as it was in part, and passes away
in part; as what is moved from whiteness to blackness, remains the same as to substance; thus
in everything which is moved, there is some kind of composition to be found. But it has been
shown above (3, 7) that in God there is no composition, for He is altogether simple. Hence it
is manifest that God cannot be moved.

Thirdly, because everything which is moved acquires something by its movement, and
attains to what it had not attained previously. But since God is infinite, comprehending in
Himself all the plenitude of perfection of all being, He cannot acquire anything new, nor
extend Himself to anything whereto He was not extended previously. Hence movement in no
way belongs to Him. So, some of the ancients. constrained, as it were, by the truth, decided
that the first principle was immovable.*'

Herman Bavinck declares that the doctrine of God’s immutability is part of Christian
theology:

Everything changes but He remains standing, He remains who He is, Ps. 102:26—28. He is
YHWH, the being and ever the same as himself; the first and with the last the same God, Isa.
41:4,43:10, 46: 4, 48:12. He is who He is, Deut. 32:39, cf. Joh. 8:58, Heb. 13:8, adBapToc,
OLOVOC ExwV oBovacto, always 0 ottoc Rom 1:23, 1 Tim. 1:17, 6:16, Heb. 1:11,12. And
unchangeable in His existence and essence, He is also unchangeable in His thought and will,
in all His purposes and decisions. He is not a man that He should lie or repent. What He says,
He does, Num. 15:29.1 Sam. 15 :29. ... In a word, He, YHWH, does not change, Mal. 3:6;
... The doctrine of the immutability of God was built on this in Christian theology. . . . This

*I Sancti Thomae Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, Tomus Quartus, Opera Omnia Leonis XIII P.
M. (Romae: Ex Typographia Polyglotta, 1888), [a.9.1. “Primo quidem, quia supra ostensum est esse aliquod primum
ens, quod Deum dicimus; et quod huiusmodi primum ens oportet esse purum actum absque permixtione alicuius
potentiae, eo quod potentia simpliciter est posterior actu. Omne autem quod quocumque modo mutatur, est aliquo modo
in potentia. Ex quo patet quod impossibile est Deum aliquo modo mutari.

Secundo, quia omne quod movetur, quanturn ad aliquid manet, et quantum ad aliquid transit; sicut quod movetur
de albedine in nigredinem, manet secundum substantiam. Et sic in omni eo quod movetur, attenditur aliqua compositio.
Ostensum est autem supra quod in Deo.nulla est compositio, sed est omnino simplex. Unde manifestum est quod Deus
moveri non potest.

Tertio, quia omne quod movetur, motu suo aliquid acquirit et pertingit ad illud ad quod prius non pertingebat.
Deus autem, cum sit infinitus, comprehendens in se omnem plenitudinem perfectionis totius esse, non potest aliquid
acquirere, nec extendere se in aliquid ad quod prius non pertingebat. Unde nullo modo sibi competit motus. — Et inde
est quod quidam antiquorum, quasi ab ipsa veritate coacti posuerunt primum principium esse immobile.”
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concept of an eternal and unchangeable being cannot be obtained through the senses, because
every creature, including man himself, is changeable; . . . If God were not unchangeable, He
would not be God . . . But God, who is, cannot change, because any change would be a
diminution of being. And as unchangeable as God is in His being, He is also in His
knowledge, will and decisions.*

Objections to the Doctrine of God’s Immutability

The idea of the immutability of God has come under attack of late both by philosophers and
theologians. As Nash observes, “Of all the current debates about the divine attributes, the
disagreement over the property of immutability is the most heated.”* In another section of this same
book Nash refers to the “static God of Thomistic theism.”** This derogatory comment indicates the
focus of the quarrel that some theologians and philosophers have with the idea of immutability. As
David Brown summarizes, “philosophers [are] concerned about the coherence of a divine
relationship with the world on such a schema given that it also involves a commitment to the
timelessness of God, theologians [worry] about the implied inactivity of God and the resultant
distancing of him from his creation.” The question of God’s immutability has been raised with
reference to several problems.

Immutability and Immobility

As has been pointed out, the idea that God is immutable has been assailed as a concept that
renders God “‘static” or “immobile.” Nash summarizes this objection to immutability: “If God is
immutable, He cannot be the religiously available God of the Scripture.”*® The reason for this
dilemma, according to Nash, is explained by him in a quote which Nash provides from W. Norris
Clark.

Now, if we are to take seriously the religious dimension of human experience . . . then it is
clear that one of the central tenets of man’s religious belief in God (at least in Judaeo-

“2Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatick, Tweede Deel.IV.§26.A.119-20. “Alles verandert maar Hij blijft staande,
Hij blijft die Hij is, Ps. 102:26-28. Hij is Ihvh, de zijnde en zichzelf steeds gelijkblijvende; de eerste en met de laatsten
nog dezelfde God, Jes. 41:4, 43:10, 46:4, 48:12. Hij is die Hij is, Deut. 32:39, cf. Joh. 8:58, Hebr. 13:8, adBopToC,
ouovog £xmv aBovoctoy, altijd o ottog Rom 1:23, 1 Tim. 1:17, 6 :16, Hebr. 1:11,12. En onveranderlijk in zijn bestaan
en wezen, is Hij het ook in zijn gedachte en wil, in al zijne voornemens en besluiten. Hij is geen mensch dat Hij liegen
of berouw hebben zou. Wat Hij zegt, doet Hij, Num. 15:29,1 Sam. 15:29. .. In één woord, Hij, [hvh, verandert niet, Mal.
3:6; . . . Hierop werd in de christelijke theologie de leer gebouwd van de immutabilitas Dei. . . . Door de zintuigen is dit
begrip van een eeuwig en onveranderlijk /wezen niet te verkrijgen, want alle schepsel, ook de mensch zelf, is
veranderlijk; . . . Indien God niet onveranderlijk ware, zou Hij niet God zijn, Conf. . . . God echter, die is, kan niet
veranderen, wijl elke verandering eene vermindering van zijn zou wezen. En even onveranderlijk als God is in zijn
wezen, is Hij het ook in zijn kennen, willen en besluiten.”

* Nash, The Concept of God, 99.

“ Nash, The Concept of God, 22.

* David Brown, The Divine Trinity (La Salle, Illinois: Open Court Publishing Company, 1985), 254-55.

4 Nash, The Concept of God, 100.
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Chrisitan religion) is that He is one who enters into deep personal relations of love with His
creatures. And an authentic interpersonal relation of love necessarily involves not merely
purely creative or one-way love, but genuine mutuality and reciprocity of love, including not
only the giving of love but the joyful acceptance of it and response to it. This means that our
God is a God who really cares, is really concerned with our lives and happiness, who enters
into truly reciprocal personal relations with us, who responds to our prayers—to whom, in a
word, our contingent world and its history somehow make a genuine difference. In short, the
God of Judaeo-Chrisitan religion must be a “religiously available” God on the personal level.*’

There are a number of problems with this characterization of the classical formulation of
immutability. However, the most devastating critique of Clarke’s assertions is the simple logical
fallacy of his major premise. Clarke simply defines his position into existence. He simply stipulates
that an “authentic interpersonal relation of love” must include “genuine mutuality.” Neither Clarke
nor Nash make any attempt to substantiate this claim. Once Clarke has stipulated that an authentic
relationship must be a mutable relationship, and that a God who “really cares” would be a God who
“Inters into truly reciprocal personal relations,” then it is a simple step to disqualify the notion of an
immutable God. After all, who wants to believe in a God who is not “really concerned with our lives
and happiness” or who does not “really care”? Of course to “really” care and to “really” be
concerned, God must be mutable, since that is the definition of an “authentic interpersonal relation
of love,” according to Clarke.

This is clearly a straw-man argument. However, as H. P. Owen observes, “We need not
identify the changelessness that classical theists attribute to God with an impersonal or static state
of being. From the beginning Christian theists have identified God’s actuality with the Biblical
revelation of his personal energy.”*® Bavinck declared that immutability as part of Christian theology
should not be confused with immobility:

Yet this immutability is not a monotonous unity, not a rigid immovability. Scripture itself
precedes us to describe God in the most manifold relationships to all his creatures.
Unchangeable in Himself, yet He lives, as it were, the life of His creatures and participates in
their changes. Scripture speaks of God in a human way and cannot do otherwise. But however
humanly she may speak, at the same time she forbids us to make any change in God himself.
There is change around Him and outside Him, there is change in the relationship with Him,
but there is no change in God Himself.*

“7W. Norris Clarke, S.J., “A New Look at the Immutability of God,” in God, Knowable and Unknowable, ed.
Robert J. Roth, S.J. (New York: Fordham University Press, 1973), 44.

“ H. P. Owen, Concepts of Deity (New York: Macmillan, 1971), 145.

¥ Bavinck, Gereformeerde Dogmatiek, Tweede Deel.§26.A.2.125. “Toch is deze onveranderlijkheid geen
monotone eenheid, geen star onbewegelijk zijn. De Schrift zelve gaat ons voor, om ons God te beschrijven in de
menigvuldigste relatién tot al zijne schepselen. Onveranderlijk in zichzelven, leeft Hij toch als het ware het leven zijner
schepselen mede en neemt in hunne wisselingen deel. De Schrift spreekt van God op menschelijke wijze en kan niet
anders. Maar hoe menschelijk zij spreke, zij verbiedt ons tegelijkertijd, om eenige verandering in God zelven te stellen.
Er is verandering om Hem heen en buiten Hem, er is verandering in de relatie tot Hem, maar er is geen verandering in
God zelven.”
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The assumption that immutability implies inactivity is predicated upon a misunderstanding
of the classical formulation of immutability, at least as this is articulated by Thomas Aquinas.
Aquinas’ first argument has demonstrated that God is pure act without any potentiality. From pure
act it follows that God is immutable, as he shows in Question 9, Article 1, Response. Now, to say
that God is pure act without the admixture of any potentiality means that there is nothing about God
that is not in act. But, what can be more active than pure act? In fact, a mutable relationship is not
an ‘“authentic” relationship at all. Any relationship that admits of potentiality for change is a
relationship which either is in need of improvement, or is in danger of dissolution. But, any
relationship that is in need of improvement is to that degree not authentic. Any relationship that is
authentic is an actual relationship. But any relationship that admits of potentiality has as an aspect
of this relationship something that is not actualized. But, what is not actualized in a relationship is
not authentic. Therefore, to the degree that there is mutability in a relationship, to that degree it is
not authentic. But, God’s relationship to us is in no need of improving, nor is it in danger of
dissolution. It follows then, that God’s immutability is a more authentic relationship than the mutable
relationships which Clarke and Nash take to be the standard.

Nash’s characterization of the Thomistic concept of God by the pejorative use of the term
‘static’ is a misunderstanding of the nature of God’s Being as pure act, and it is a misapplication of
the term in that it begs the question. Something should be considered “static” if it should be mutable
and isn’t. For example, a puddle of water becomes “static,” with all the negative connotations
associated with static water, because it should be moving, but it is not. It has remained in a state that
has allowed it to accumulate impurities, pollutants, etc. But God is not “static” simply because He
is immutable. By nature God should not change, and, since it is the nature of God to be immutable,
then to be what He must be is not to be “static”—it is to be immutable. Nash assumes that God
should change, and since the Thomistic concept asserts that God does not change, Nash characterizes
it as “static.” This clearly begs the question and is the fallacy of an improper use of emotive
language.

Immutability and Personhood

A second objection that is raised against the doctrine of God’s immutability is that it seems
to deny His personhood. Again quoting Clarke, Nash proposes the problem in the following
description: “the immutability attributed to God must be that proper to a perfect personal being—i.e.,
an immutable intention to love and save us, which intention then includes all the adaptations and
responses necessary to carry this intention through in personal dialogue with us. Thus personal
immutability includes rational mutability.”*

¥ Nash, The Concept of God, 101. W. Norris Clarke, The Philosophical Approach to God (Winston-Salem,
N.C.: Wake Forest University Publications, 1979), 108; quoted in Nash, 101. Since the publication of his book, Clarke
has changed his position. Whereas in his earlier book he held the view that God does not have a real relation to the world,
although the world has a real relation to God as its Creator, in his second edition, he argues, “And since the divine
consciousness as knowing and loving is truly related, by distinct and determinate relations in the intentional order, to
creatures—relations based on His distinct ideas of them—it follows, even for St. Thomas, that it is both correct and
necessary to say that God is truly personally related to the world.” W. Norris Clarke, S.J., The Philosophical Approach
to God: A Neo-Thomist Perspective, Second Revised Edition (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 134.
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Here again Clarke makes the mistake of simply defining his position into existence. Neither
Clarke nor Nash see fit to defend the claim that “acting and interacting with His creation in an
interpersonal way”™' necessarily involves mutability. Nash simply stipulates that “change necessarily
accompanies God’s interpersonal relations with Creatures . . .”* This assertion is made on the
bald-faced assumption that “real” interpersonal relations necessarily involve mutability. But neither
Clarke nor Nash have proven that point.

However, assuming for the moment that God’s immutability must include all the adaptations
and responses necessary to carry this intention through in personal dialogue, as Clarke stipulates, it
does not follow that the necessary adaptation and response is in fact a case of mutability. It is simply
asserted by Clarke and Nash that adaptations and responses must be mutable. But this is the very
point that is being debated. Once again Clarke and Nash have begged the question.

This lack of a capacity to enter into real personal relationships because they necessarily entail
some mutability impinges upon the personhood of God if He is held to be absolutely immutable. But
neither Clarke nor Nash are willing to surrender all immutability. As Nash puts it, “the immutability
attributed to God should not be inconsistent with God’s existence as a person,”” and, of course,
Clarke and Nash simply stipulate that a real person must be able to enter into mutable personal
relationships. To solve the problem of allowing God to enter into mutable personal relationships, and
hence protect His personhood, and at the same time avoid the serious implication of absolute
mutability, Nash, quoting Clarke, proposes the following solution.

Change is repugnant in God only if it involves some imperfection in God’s real being, some
lack of perfection in God’s inner plenitude. But if change is restricted to the relational
dimension of God’s consciousness, we can rethink the concept of change so that it is seen to
involve no imperfection at all. The giving and receiving in a mutual relation of interpersonal
love is not an imperfection for a person, but an integral part of the very perfection proper to
a person, as we understand this theoretically so much more fully than the Greeks.™

There are at least two serious problems with Clarke’s assertions. First of all, to assert that the
consciousness of God is mutable while the “real being” remains immutable is to introduce real
distinctions in the nature of God. But, if there is a real distinction between God’s consciousness and
God’s “real being,” then God is composed of at least these two parts. If God is composed of these
two parts, then God must have been composed by some composer. All the consequences of denying
God’s simplicity that have been dealt with above follow from Clarke’s and Nash’s argument.

Secondly, to assert that mutability in interpersonal relationships of love is not an imperfection
for a person begs the question. In fact, the only reason one would entertain change in a personal
relationship was because the relationship was imperfect and needed to move closer to perfection.
Although mutable personal relationships may not be improper to mutable beings, if God is
immutable, mutability in personal relationships would indeed involve imperfection. Simply to

(Emphasis in original). Even with this change, Clarke still affirmed God’s immutability.
5! Nash, The Concept of God, 101.
52 Nash, The Concept of God, 101.
53 Nash, The Concept of God, 101.
* Nash, The Concept of God, 101-02. (emphasis in original).
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stipulate that it is not, does not establish this as a fact. From Clarke’s assertions, Nash concludes,
“Any person, including God, who could not enter into mutual relations of love would be
imperfect.”® As true as this might be, neither Nash nor Clarke have demonstrated that mutual
relations of love must be mutable relations. This has simply been asserted, not demonstrated. Such
a stipulation derives from univocal predication of the attribute of personhood to both God and man.
But, God is not a man that He should change. Personhood is predicated of God and of man
analogically, not univocally. Therefore, it is in fact in the immutable God that true personhood is
found, not in mutable humans. Mutability implies instability, and instability implies imperfection.
But God is not imperfect. Therefore God is not mutable.

Eternity

Since the early church fathers, orthodox Christian theology has taught that God is eternal,
immutable, and simple. Boethius (c. 480—524) asserted that God is eternal:

It is otherwise, of course, with God. “He is everywhere” seems to mean not that he is in every
place, for he cannot be in any place at all—but that every place is present to him for him to
occupy, although he himself is not received by any place, and therefore he is said to be
nowhere in place, since he is everywhere but not in any place. Now time is predicated in the
same way, as, of a man, “He came yesterday,” of God, “He ever is.” Here again it is not as if
“he of whom yesterday’s coming is predicated” is said actually to be something, but what is
added to him in terms of time is predicated. But what is said of God, “ever is,” signifies only
one thing, that he was, as it were, in all the past, is in all the present— however that term be
used—and will be in all the future. According to the philosophers this may be said of the
heavens and of other immortal bodies, but of God it is said in a different way. He is ever,
because “ever” is with him a term of present time, and there is this great difference between
the present of our affairs, which is now, and the divine present: our “now” connotes changing
time and sempiternity; but God’s “now,” abiding, unmoved, and immovable, connotes
eternity.’

In Consolation of Philosophy, Boethius discussed at length the eternity of God, only a small
portion of which is given here:

55 Nash, The Concept of God, 102.

6 Anicii Manlii Severini Boethii, Trinitas Unus Deus Ac Non Tres Dii, trans. H. F. Stewart and E. K. Rand
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1968), 4.20-23. ** De deo vero non ita, nam quod ubique est ita
dici videtur non quod in omni sit loco (omnino enim in loco esse non potest) sed quod omnis ei locus adsit ad eum
capiendum, cum ipse non suscipiatur in loco; atque ideo nusquam in loco esse dicitur, ® quoniam ubique est sed non in
loco. “Quando” vero eodem praedicatur modo, ut de homine heri venit, de deo semper est. Hic quoque non quasi esse
aliquid dicitur illud ipsum de quo hesternus dicitur adventus, sed quid ei secundum tempus accesserit praedicatur Quod
vero de deo dicitur “semper est,” ® unum quidem significat, quasi omni praeterito fuerit, omni quoquo modo sit praesenti
est, omni futuro erit. Quod de caelo et de ceteris inmortalibus corporibus secundum philosophes dici potest, at de deo
non ita. Semper enim est, quoniam “semper” "’ praesentis est in €o temporis tantumque inter nostrarum rerum praesens,
quod est nune, interest ac divinarum, quod nostrum “nune” quasi currens tempus facit et sempiternitatem, divinum vero
“nune” permanens neque movens sese atque consistens 7 aeternitatem facit.”
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Therefore, that God is eternal is the common judgment of those who dwell in the common
sense. Let us then consider what eternity is. . . . Eternity, therefore, is the all-absorbing and
perfect possession of endless life; which is more clear from the temporal comparison. for
whatever lives in time, the present proceeds from the past into the future: and there is nothing
established in time that can equally embrace the whole span of its life. But indeed he has not
yet grasped the craft: but he has already lost yesterday. you live no more in the present life than
in that mobile and transitory moment. . . . Since, therefore, he comprehends all judgment
according to his own nature, which are subject to him; but it is always an eternal and present
state to God: his knowledge, too, transcending all motion of time, remains in its own
simplicity of presence, embracing the infinite spaces of the past and future, and considering
everything, as if it were already happening, in its simple knowledge.”’

Aquinas, following Boethius, defines eternity as, “The simultaneously-whole and perfect
possession of interminable life.”*® Interestingly, this same definition is adopted by Francis Turretin:

True eternity has been defined by the Scholastics to be “the interminable possession of
life—complete, perfect and at once.” Thus it excludes succession no less than end and ought
to be conceived as a standing, but not a flowing now. The reason is because nothing flows
away with time from the life of God as from ours. God has every moment at once whatever
we have divided by succession of time. Hence philosophers have well said that neither the
future nor the past (he will be or was), but only the present (he is) can properly be applied to
him. For the eternal duration of God embraces indeed all time—the past, present and future;
but nothing in him can be past or future because his life remains always the same and
immutable.”

57 Anicii Manlii Severini Boetii, Consolationis Philosophiae, Libri Quinque (Glasguae: In Aedibus Academicis,
1751), Book V.Prose.VI.150-52. “Deum igitur acternum esse, cunctorum ratione degentium commune judicium est. quid
sit igitur aeternitas, consideremus. . . . haec enum naturam nobis pariter divinam, scientiamque patefecerit. aeternitas
igitur est, interminabilis vitae tota sumul et perfecta possessio; quod ex collatione temporalim clarius liquet. nam
quidquid vivit in termpore, id praesens a praeteritis in futura procedit: nihilque est in tempre constitutum, quod totum
vitae suae spatium pariter possit amplecti. sed craftinum quidem nondum apprehendit: hesternum vero jam perdidit. in
hodierna quoque vita non amplius vivitis, quam in illo mobili transitorioque momento. . . . Deum quidem aeternum,
mundum verd dicamus esse perpetuum. Quoniam igitur omne judicium secundum sui naturam, quae sibi subjecta sunt,
comprehendit; est autem Deo semper aeternus, ac praesentarius status: scientia quoque ejus, omnem temporis supergressa
motionem, in suae manet simplicitate praesentiae, infinitaque praeteriti ac futuri spatia complectens, omni, quasi jam
gerantur, in sua simplici cognitione considerat.”

58 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.10.1. “acternitas est interminabilis vitae tota simul et perfecta
possessio.”

% Turrettino, Institutio Theologice Elencticce, Locus Tertius.Q.10.6. “Huc facit quod a Scholasticis vera
@ternitas describi solet per interminabilem vatce totam simul & perfectam possessionem, ut scil. excludat successionem
non minus ac terminum, & per nunc stans, non vero fluens concipi debeat: Ratio est: quia de vita Dei, sicut de nostra,
nihil cum tempore effluit, sed Deus quovis momento simul habet quicquid divisim per successum temporis habemus.
Unde Philosophi bene dixerunt, nec futurum nec preeteritum, erit vel fuit, sed solum preaesens sive est, de Deo rite dici
posse; quia aeterna Dei duration omnia quidem tempora, prateritum, praesens & futurum complectitur, sed nihil in eo
potest esse praeteritum aut futurum, quia vita ejus eadem semper & immutata perseverat.”
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Eternity cannot be conceived as simply without beginning and without end. This is simply
infinity. Yet, an infinite regress of causal relations is an impossibility, and the same holds for an
infinite regress of temporal relations. The Kalam cosmological argument presents the strongest
arguments against the existence of an actual infinite. But, if an actual infinite cannot exist, then it
cannot exist in the person of God any more than it can actually exist in any other being.

As Turretin points out,

Scripture teaches that such eternity belongs to God, not only when it calls God “eternal” (Gen.
21:33; “who inhabits eternity,” Is. 57:15; “the king eternal, immortal, invisible,” 1 Tim 1:17;
“who was before the world was formed . . . from everlasting and to everlasting,” Ps. 90:1, 2),
but also when it ascribes all the properties of eternity to him (Ps. 102:26-28): both dividedly
that he is without beginning because he was before the foundation of the earth (Ps. 102:25),
without end—’who is ever the same, and whose years shall have no end” (Ps. 102:27);
without succession because he is said “to remain” without any change and “always to be the
same” (Ps. 102:27)—for he is not always the same from almost every moment something
anteriorly is removed and by whom posteriorly something is added.®

James Orr defines eternity: “Eternity is best conceived, not in the merely negative form of
the non-temporal, or immeasurable time, but positively, as the mode of the timeless self-existence
of the Absolute Ground of the universe.”' Timeless eternity follows from the simplicity and
immutability of the Divine nature. That which is simple and immutable does not have parts and
cannot change from what it is. But what does not admit parts or change is simultaneously whole.
That which is simultaneously whole is not dispersed. However, to exist in time is to have one’s
existence dispersed through temporal progression. Therefore, what is simultaneously whole is not
dispersed through temporal progression. Therefore, a simple and immutable being is a timeless
being. Also, eternity belongs only to God, as Aquinas says, “I answer that, eternity is truly and
properly in God alone. Because eternity results in immutability, as is clear from what has been said:
but God alone is completely immutable, as was shown above.”*

James Ussher poses the following questions concerning the doctrine of God’s eternity: “Is
it necessary that we should know this? Y ea: that we may here stay our selves with the certain hope
of eternall life; grounded upon his eternity. How may that hope be grounded upon his eternity? Very
well. For God being eternall, he can for ever preserve us: & seeing he hath promised, he will for ever

8 Turrettino, Institutio Theologie Elencticee, Locus Tertius.Q.10.3. “Deo talem Aternitatem competere
Scriptura docet, non modd quando Deum vocat ceternum, Gen. 21.33. qui habitat ceternitatem, Is. 57.15. Regem
seculorum, immortalem, invisibilem, 1. Tim. 1.17. qui fuit antequam mundus esset conditus, Psal. 90.1.2. a seculo &
in seculum. Sed etiam quum illi omnes eternitatis proprietates tribuit, Ps. 102.26. 27.28. Tum divisim; quod sit sine
initio; quia fuit ante fundationem terrae v. 26. sine sine, qui in seculum permanet, & cujus anni non deficiunt v. 25.28.
sine successione, quia dicitur permanere citra omnem mutionem v. 27. & semper idem esse v. 28. non enim semper idem
est cui singulis pene momentis per prius aliquid decedit & per posterius aliquid accedit.”

8! The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, ed. James Orr (Albany, Oregon: Ages Software, 1999), s.v.
“Eternity.”

62 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.10.3. “REsPoNDEO DICENDUM quod aeternitas vere et proprie
insolo Deo est. Quia aeternitas immutabilitatem consequitur, ut ex dictis patet: solus autem Deus est omnino immutabilis,
ut est superius ostensum.”
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preserve us. Ps. 48.14. & 103 17. Hereby likewise are we strengthned not onely in the immortality
of our soul, but also in the immortality of our bodies after the resurrection; considering that by his
everlastingnesse he giveth continual beeing to such of his creatures as he is pleased to give a
perpetuall continance unto.”*

As Ronald Nash observes, “If the God of theism exists, He exists eternally. About this, there
can be no disagreement.”** The controversy is not whether God is eternal, but what does “eternity”
mean. Two positions have historically been taken on this issue. The traditional position is the one
articulated above, namely, that eternity is atemporal or timeless. The rival interpretation is that to be
eternal means to be everlasting. Generally, the advocates of everlastingness have proposed their
position by means of objections to timelessness.

Aquinas argues that to distinguish between time and eternity on basis that eternity is simply
a matter of having no beginning and no end is simply an accidental difference and not a difference
as to the respective natures: “I answer that, it is clear that time and eternity are not the same. But
some have assigned the reason for this difference to the fact that eternity lacks a beginning and an
end, but time has a beginning and an end. But this difference is accidental, and not in itself . . .
because eternity is the measure of permanent being, but time is the measure of movement.”® Turretin
asserts the same: “We hold that God is truly immune from all difference in time, and no less from
succession than from beginning and end.”*®

Objections to the Doctrine of God’s Eternality

Objections to the God’s eternality have come from many sources. A new challenge comes
from a group identified as Neotheists. According to Geisler and House, “Recently a group of
Christian thinkers carved out a new concept of God by combining aspects of panentheism, or process
theology, with traditional theism.”®” Panentheism is the belief that God has two poles, one is spiritual
and one is physical.

Not Taught in Scripture

William Hasker argues, “First of all, it is clear that the doctrine of divine timelessness is not
taught in the Bible and does not reflect the way the biblical writers understood God.”*® First of all
it is disingenuous to present the argument in this manner. There are many things that are taught in
Scripture that do not do use the words that we use to designate these concepts. Even though the word

8 Ussher, 4 Body of Divinitie, 38.

% Nash, The Concept of God, 73.

8 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.10.4. “RESPONDEO DICENDUM quod manifestum est tempus
et acternitatem non esse idem. Sed huius diversitatis rationem quidam assignaverunt ex hoc quod aeternitas caret
principio et fine, tempus autem habet principium et finem. Sed haec est differentia per accidens, et non per se.. . . quia
aeternitas est mensura esse permanentis, tempus vero est mensura motus.”

8 Turrettino, Institutio Theologice Elencticee, Locus Tertius.Q.10.1. “Nos verd Deum ab omni temporis
differentia, & non minus a successione quam a principio & fine, esse immunem statuimus.”

8 Norman L. Geisler and H. Wayne House, The Battle for God (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, 2001), 9

8 William Hasker, “A Philosophical Perspective,” in The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the
Traditional Understanding of God (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1994),
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‘timelessness’ is not used does not mean the concept is not taught. The word ‘trinity’ is not used
either, but the doctrine of the Trinity is certainly taught. Of course, Hasker is assuming that the word
‘eternity’ does not mean “timelessness,” but this assumes a view that needs justification, a
justification that Hasker did not give before using the term in his claim.

If it is the case that “eternity” means “timelessness,” then it is most certainly taught in
Scripture: “The eternal God is a dwelling place, and underneath are the everlasting arms; and He
drove out the enemy from before you, and said, ‘Destroy!”” (Deut. 33:27).% As Geisler and House
point out, “Hasker rejects the teaching of Exodus 3:14 and John 8:58 regarding the eternal nature of
God, but offers no better explanation of the texts.””

If God is not timeless, then God exists in a relation of before and after. Any being that exists
in a relation of before and after exists in time. As Aristotle taught: “When it is for the before and
after, then we say time. For this is time, the number of movement according to the before and
after.””" If God exists in a series of befores and afters, then God must have had a beginning since
there cannot be an actual infinite regress of before and after. But, of course, God did not have a
beginning, therefore God must be timelessly eternal.

God Entered Time
Clark Pinnock argues that God can enter time:

The God of the Bible is not timeless. His eternity means that there has never been and never
will be a time when God does not exist. Timelessness limits God. If he were timeless, God
would be unable to work salvation in history, would be cut off from the world, have no real
relationship with people and would be completely static. God is not temporal as creatures are,
however, but can enter into time and relate to sequence and history.”

If God can enter time, it follows that either time is endless, or time had a beginning. If time
is endless, having no beginning and no end. If time is infinite, then there is an infinite distance
between the infinite past and the present. Since time flows from the past into the future, it must
traverse an infinite distance. However, by adding moment to moment, an infinite distance cannot be
traversed since another moment can always be added. William Lane Craig has demonstrated that an
infinite past cannot be traversed:

(3) The argument from the finitude of motion, time, and temporal objects: motion cannot be
from eternity, for an infinite temporal regress of motions is impossible, since finite parts can

6 (Deut. 33:27) 'ID\UT'[ 'VJN"W bk 7R (DWJ’W D'?W m:m nonm o7p 'Ti?x '[JSJ?J

™ Geisler and House, Battle for God, 89.

"' Aristotelis, ®uotkng AKpooccswg/Naturalzs Auscultattonzs in Opera Omnza Greece et Latme (Parlsus
Ambros1o Firmin-Didot, 1927) V.11 219a va 31 10 nporspov KOL VOTEPOV, TOTE AEYOUEV YPOVOV' TOVTO YOI
E0TLV O YPOVOC, OPLOLOC KIVNGEMC KOTOL TO TPOTEPOV KOl VGTEPOV./Quum autem prius et posterius sentimus, tunc
dicimus esse Tempus. Tempus enim nihil aliud est quam numerus motus secundum prius et posterius.

"2 Clark H. Pinnock, “Systematic Theology,” in The Openness of God: A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional
Understanding of God (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 121.
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never add up to an infinite whole; therefore, the world and motion must have had a beginning.
Or again, motion cannot be from eternity, for an infinite temporal regress of motions is
impossible, since an infinite cannot be traversed. Or again, if at any given point in time, an
infinite series has transpired, then at an earlier given point only a finite series has transpired;
but the one point is separated from the other by a finite interval; therefore, the whole time
series must be finite and created.”

Since an infinite past cannot be traversed, time must have had a beginning. Since time had
a beginning, God was outside of time in order to bring time into existence. It follows that God is
timeless.

If God could enter time, then it follows that God can move from being outside of time to
being in time. If God can move from being outside of time to being in time, God must have already
possessed the possibility of motion. If God can move from A to B, then it must have been possible
for God to move from A to B. But if God possessed the possibility of motion, then this must have
been an aspect of His nature. Since time is the measure of motion, God must have always been in
time because He had the possibility of motion in his nature. In fact, some neotheists argue that God
is temporal precisely because God could enter time. For example, William Hasker asserts, “So it may
be worthwhile to state briefly the reasons for preferring the view that God is temporal—that he lives
and interacts with us through the changes of time.””* So, God did not “enter” time, but was always
temporal. But if God was always infinitely temporal, then God could not exist today since it is not
possible to traverse an infinite. But God does exist today, therefore God is not temporal, nor did God
have the possibility of entering time.

To claim that timelessness limits God is not a coherent objection since entering time also
limits God. In fact, God does have limits. God cannot lie: «. . . in the hope of eternal life, which God,
who cannot lie, promised long ages ago” (Titus 1:2).”” God cannot be tempted by evil: “Let no one
say when he is tempted, ‘I am being tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, and He
Himself does not tempt anyone” (James 1:13).”° God cannot create a square circle. God is not a man
that He should change. Since God is simple and immutable, God cannot be temporal. Therefore, God
is timelessly eternal.

God Acts in Time

To claim that God could not work salvation in history involves a confusion, as Geisler and
House point out: “In this argument there is confusion between the eternal Actor (God) and His
temporal actions. The neotheist assumes that the cause of any temporal act must itself be temporal.
But no proof'is offered that this must be the case. The argument merely proves that the effect must
be temporal, not the Cause.””” There is no reason why the eternal God would be cut off from the

3 William Lane Craig, The Kalam Cosmological Argument (London: The Macmillan Press,1979), 8.
™ Hasker “A Philosophical Perspective,” 128.
Sen’ eAmdt Lwnc olwviov, nv snnyyet%oc‘co 0 OWeLdNC 980g npo xpovu)v oloviev (Titus 1:2).
7 Mdelc TEPOLOUEVOC AEYET® OTL ATO B0V TEIPAOpOL” O YOip BEOC OMEIPOOTOC EGTLV KOK®DY, TEIPOLEL
de 0Tog ovdevo (James 1:13).
" Geisler and House, Battle for God, 92.
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world, or have no real relationship with people, or would be completely static. Each one of these
objections makes illicit assumptions. To claim that God would be cut off from the world assumes
that the only way not to be cut off from the world is to be temporal, but this assumes what must be
proven. To claim that God would have no “real” relationship with people assumes what it means for
arelationship to be “real,” but this has not been proven. To claim that He would be completely static
is simply an emotional response. It necessarily assumes a negative sense to the word ‘static.” There
is no reason why God cannot be eternal without being negatively “static.”

Primarily, the contributors to the book on open theism argue that God must be dynamic rather
than static. But that is not an argument. It is rather only a preference, and it involves the same
confusions and false assumptions pointed out above; between the eternal Actor and His temporal
actions. Also, if God is dynamic, this necessarily involves change, and change necessarily involves
temporality. But God cannot be temporal. Therefore God can be unchanging and yet His acts take
place in time. As Geisler and House explain,

So God was ontologically prior to time bu not chronologically prior to it. Hence, this is no
impediment to God’s creating a world in time without Himself being temporal. No temporal
continuum existed before He created the world. Hence, it was not necessary for Him to choose
amoment in time in which to create. Rather, from all eternity God chose to create the temporal
continuum itself, which has a beginning.”

People often argue against a view with the response, “How can that be?”” Simply because we
cannot explain “how,” it does not follow that the objection is true. Simply because finite humans
cannot comprehend how God can be timelessly eternal, and still be personal, loving, and have real
relations with us shows only our limitations. It does not limit God.

Why Does It Matter?

Why does it matter whether God is simple, immutable, and eternal? That God is simple,
immutable, and eternal determines how we interpret the Bible. If God is simple, immutable, and
eternal this means that statements about God changing must be interpreted as anthropomorphisms.
An anthropomorphism is a figure of speech by which an author will describe or depict God in terms
of human characteristics or actions without at the same time attributing to God the limitations
associated with these human characteristics or actions. That God is simple, immutable, and eternal
also means that we can infer an author’s concept of God by how he interprets the text. So, if an
author claims that God is involved in a decision making process, or that God reacts to events, or that
God changes His plans, these interpretations tell the reader that the author either does not understand
what simplicity, immutability, and eternity mean, or the author rejects these attributes as belonging
to God. However, since it has been rationally demonstrated that God is simple, immutable, and
eternal, an author who rejects these as attributes of God rejects the orthodox doctrine of the nature
of God. It also demonstrates that the author who interprets the text in such a manner as to deny God’s

8 Geisler and House, Battle for God, 96.
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simplicity, immutability, and eternality has misinterpreted the text, and his conclusions and
assertions that follow from this rejection are false.



CHAPTER 4

ONLY ONE DIVINE BEING

Introduction

That God is absolutely simple, immutable, and eternal ultimately leads to the conclusion that
there can be only one God. Although Heiser states that the members of the divine council are created
by God, he repeatedly refers to them as “other gods.” The question is, other than whom? In the
instances in which Heiser refers to these “divine beings” as “other gods,” they can be only other than
God. In spite of his protests, Heiser’s view necessarily denies that there is only one God. In this
chapter we will support the claim that there is only one divine being. The first part will show that
from the holiness of God there can be only one Divine Being. By a survey of the history of Christian
thought, the second part will show that a belief that there is only one God has been the orthodox
conviction of the church. The third part will demonstrate by rational argument that there can be only
one God.

Holiness of the Divine Being

It is very common for Christians to equate holiness with morality. As Louis Berkhof
(1873—-1957), a Dutch-American Reformed theologian, explains, “From this it already appears that
it is not correct to think of holiness primarily as a moral or religious quality, as is generally done. Its
fundamental idea is that of a position or relationship existing between God and some person or
thing. . . . In its original sense it denotes that He is absolutely distinct from all His creatures, and it
exalted above them in infinite majesty.”" According to Geisler, “Theologically, God’s holiness
means that He is totally and utterly set apart from all creation and evil.”” Franz Pieper (1852-1931)
describes God’s holiness:

a. The Holiness of God (Sancitias Dei). God’s holiness refers first of all to God’s majesty,
according to which God is exalted above all created things. Thus in the “Thrice-Holy,” Isa.
6:3: NIRAY 7T IR WiTR WiTR, where the WiTR describes God as the Separate One, who
indeed penetrates and fills everything, but at the same time remains exalted above all created
things, who sits on a high and lofty throne (X©2) and before whom the seraphim cover their

! Louis Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 4" ed. (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1941),
73.

2 Norman L. Geisler, God, Creation, vol. 2, Systematic Theology (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers,
2003),
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faces and their feet. In the New Testament the W17 is rendered as d0&o Beov, John 12:41:
“This 1s what Isaiah said when he saw his glory and spoke of him.” Taken in this sense, the
holiness of God includes all the other attributes of God, and “the Holy One of Israel” is in
factual parallelism with the “God of Israel” as the one true God, besides whom there is no
other, Psalm 71:22: “I will give thanks to you, O my God; . . . I will sing praises to you, O
Holy One of Israel.””

The holiness of God is not primarily an aspect of God’s moral character. The problem with
this thinking is the question, “What measure would someone would use to measure God’s moral
character?” God cannot be measured by some moral standard beyond Himself. This was the very
problem with the arguments of Job’s companions. They believed that God must abide by what all
men know to be justice. God’s own nature is the measure of morality, and God is not measured by
our concepts of morality.

God’s holiness is primarily the fact that God is utterly distinct from all that He has created.
It is God’s distinctness that is the basis for God’s demand that we be different from the world. Our
difference from the world should reflect the fact that God is different from creation. It follows from
God’s holiness that there is no being that is comparable to God. Because, according to Heiser, the
“divine beings” have been created by God, they are not “other gods.”

Demonstrated from the History of Theology

That there is only one God has been the doctrine of the Christian Church from the beginning.
This is specifically asserted in the New Testament.“For there is one God, and one mediator also
between God and men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5).* Ignatius of Antioch, who died some time
between 108—140, affirmed that there is only one God:

For the holy prophets lived according to Jesus Christ; and therefore they also suffered
persecution, inspired by grace to the manifestation of unbelievers, because there is one
almighty God, who manifested himself through Jesus Christ his Son, who is his Word, not

? Franz Pieper, Christliche Dogmatik, Erster Band (St. Louis, Missouri: Concordia Publishing House, 1924),
561. a. Die Heiligkeit Gottes. (Sanctitas Dei.) Gottes Heiligkeit bezeichnet zunéchst Gottes Majestét, wonach Gott tiber
alles Erschaffene erhaben ist. So in dem ,, Dreimal-Heilig,” Ies. 6, 3: nix2x mim ¢i7p WiTp ¢iTp, wo durch das Ui7p Gott
als der Abgesonderte beschrieben wird, der zwar alles durchdringt und erfiillt, aber dabei doch iiber alles Erschaffene
erhaben bleibt, der auf einem hohen und erhabenen Thron (x93) sitzt und vor dem die Seraphim ihr Antlitz und ihre Iiisse
bedecken. Im Neuen Testament ist das ¢i7p wiedergegeben mit dofo Beov, Joh. 12, 41: ,.Solches sagte lesaias, da er
seine Herrlichkeit sah, und redete von ihm.” In diesem Sinne genommen, begreift die Heiligkeit Gottes alle andern
Attribute Gottes in sich und ,,der Heilige Israels” in sachlichem Parallelismus mit dem ,,Gott Isracls” als dem einem
wahren Gott, auler dem es keinen andern gibt, Ps. 71, 22:  Ich danke dir, mein Gott; . . . ich lobsinge dir, du Heiliger
Israeles.”

4€1¢ yap OelC, €1¢ Kol HeSTTNG B0 Ko avBpdTmV GvBpwrog Xptotog Incove (1 Tim. 2:5).
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prolative, that is, but substantial, not the utterance of an articulate voice, but the operation of
Deity;™

Tertullian (c.155—c. 220), an early Christian apologist, declared that we worship the one God:
“What we worship is the one god; who, with all the instruments of elements, bodies, spirits, words,
which he commanded, the reason which he arranged, the power which he could, expressed out of
nothing, into the ornament of his majesty:”°

In another place Tertullian affirmed that there is only one God who has all power:

We give offence when we preach the One God under One Name only, from Whom are all
things, and under Whom is the universe. Speak a testimony, if you know this to be the truth.
For we hear you everywhere openly and with full liberty (which is denied to us), proclaiming,
“May God grant it,” and ““ If God wills.” By that word you signify that there is someone, and
you confess that all power belongs to Him to Whose will you look. At the same time you say
that the rest are not gods, inasmuch as you call them by their own names—Saturn, Jupiter,
Mars, Minerva. For you affirm Him alone to be God Whom you call simply God; and hence
when you do sometimes also call the others gods, you seem to do so by a derived and, as it
were, a borrowed use of the word.’

Irenaeus of Lyons (c. 120-200) affirmed that there is only one God:

But there is only one God the maker, this one who is above all principality, and power, and
dominion, and power: this Father, this God, this founder, this maker, this fabricator, who made
them by himself, that is, by the Word and by Wisdom his own, heaven, and earth, and the seas,
and all that is in them: this is just, this is good: this is he who formed man, who planted
paradise, who made the world, who brought the flood, who saved Noah: this is the God of

5 Ignatius, Tov Avtov Emotoln Ilpog Moyvnoiovg/Eiusdem Epistola Ad Magnesianos, in Corpus
Ignatianum A Complete Collection of the Ignatian Epistles (London Francis & John RiVington 1849) VIIIL. 67 68 Ot
yocp GELOTOCTOL TPOONTOL KOLTOL Inconv Xpiotov ancocv Ao, romo Kou eﬁlwxencsow sunveousvm omo mc;
xaptrog E1C 10 n?mpocbopnenvou TOUQ omaeouvwg 0Tl €1G @eog sonv 0 TCOWTOKpOL’C(L)p 0 ([)owepwcocg EQVTOV
310 "Incov Xpmrou 700 V10V owrou og E0TLY OLVTOD koyog 0V PNTOC, OAL’ 0VGLHSNG OV YOP EGTIV AOALAC
evapOpov dovnuo, oA’ €vepyeloc Bel KNG oVGLOL YEVVITY'

Sancti enim Propheta secundum Jesum Christum vixerunt; ideoque et persecutionem passi sunt, inspirati gratia
ad manifestationem incredulis, quia unus est Deus omnipotens, qui manifestavit seipsum per Jesum Christum Filium
suum, qui est Verbum ipsius, non prolativum scilicet, sed substantiale, non locutio articvulate vocis, sed operatio
Deitatis;

¢ Tertulliani, Liber Apologeticus Adversus Gentes, 2d ed. (Cambridge: J. Deighton, 1850), 17. “Quod colimus
[nos], deus unus est; qui totam molem istam cum omni instrumento elementorum, corporum, spirituum, verbo, quojussit,
ratione, qua disposuit, virtute, qua potuit, de nihilo expressit, in ornamentum majestatis suae:”

" Tertulliani, De Testimonio Animae (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1952), II.1.6—7. Non placemus deum praedicantes hoc
nomine unico unicum, a quo omnia et sub quo universa. Dic testimonium, si ita scis. Nam te quoque palam et tota
libertate qua non licet nobis, domi ac foris audimus ita pronuntiare, Quod deus dederit, et, Si deus voluerit. Ea voce et
aliquem esse significas et omnem illi confiteris potestatem, ad cuius spectas voluntatem, simul et ceteros negas deos esse,
dum suis vocabulis nuncupas, Saturnum, lovem, Martem, Minervam. Nam solum deum confirmas quem tantum deum
nominas, ut, et cum illos interdum deos appellas, de alieno et quasi pro mutuo usa videaris.
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Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob, the God of the living, whom the Law
proclaims, whom the prophets proclaim, whom Christ reveals, whom the apostles deliver,
whom the Church believes.®

I Clement, which was composed some time between 70 A.D. and 96 A.D. and attributed to
Clement of Rome (c. 35-99), affirmed monotheism in terms of only one God: “6. What do you think,
beloved? That Moses did not know beforehand that this was going to happen? Assuredly he knew,
but he acted thus that there should be no disorder in Israel, to glorify the name of the true and only
God, to whom be the glory for ever and ever. Amen.”” Tertullian also affirmed monotheism in the
sense that there are no other gods: “All this confession of theirs, their avowal that they are not gods,
their response that there is no God but the One whose servants we are, is amply enough to repel the
charge brought against us of treason above all to the religion of Rome.”"’

Athanasius (c. 296-373), Archbishop of Alexandria, asserted that there is one God: “So also
the Godhead of the Son is the Father’s; whence also it is indivisible; and thus there is one God and
none other but He.”'" Gregory of Nazianzus (329-390) declared that the belief in many gods was an
error of the Greeks: “but let truth prevail through the middle of the two opinions, and removing from
both heresy, and receiving from both that which is of use. From the Jews indeed take away the
dogma, both by admitting the Word and believing the Spirit: but those who stand by the Greeks let
the error of many gods be abolished, which is according to nature bounding unity and restraining the
imagination of plurality.”'* Augustine (354-430), bishop of Hippo, said, “Therefore we love this in
the Trinity, which is God: but we have not seen or known any other God, because there is one God,

8 Irenaei, Adversus Haereses, 11.30.9.453. Sed solus unus Deus fabricator, hic qui est super omnem
principalitatem, et potestatem, et dominationem, et virtutem: hic Pater, hic Deus, hic conditor, hic factor, hic fabricator,
qui fecit ea per semetipsum, hoc est per Verbum et per Sapientiam suam, caelum, et terram, et maria, et omnia quae in
eis sunt: hic iustus, hic bonus: hic est qui formavit hominem, qui plantavit paradisum, qui fabricavit mundum qui
diluvium induxit, qui No€ salvavit: hic Deus Abraham, et Deus Isaac, et Deus lacob, Deus vivorum, quem et Lex
annuntiat, quem prophetae praecconant, quem Christus revelat, quem apostoli tradunt, quem Ecclesia credit.

° 1 Clement, The First Epistle of Clement to the Corinthians, in Clement, II Clement, Ignatius, Polycarp,
Didaciie, Barnabas, vol 1, The Apostolic Fathers ed Kirsopp Lake (Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press 1965) XLIIL 83 “6 T 801{811:8 owomnrm 01) nponéa Mov cng 1:01)10 HEAAELY 808090(1 uaMcw ndev ocM
woc un ocKowoccroccux ysvmou v m) Icpomx ovm)g enomcsv E1C 10 SOEACHNVOL TO OVOLO TOV OANOLVOD Kol
LOVOU O£0D" w n 80f0. €1 TOVC oUMVOC TOV olwvwyv. ouny.” Not much is known about I Clement. It has been
proposed that this text was composed some time between 75 and 110 A.D.

19 Tertullian, Apology, trans. T. R. Glover (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1977),
XXIV.1.94. “Omnis ista confessio illorum qua se deos negant esse quaque non alium deum respondent practer unum,
cui nos mancipamur, satis idonea est ad depellendum crimen laesae maxime Romanae religionis.”

' Athanasii, “Liber de incarnatione Verbi Dei et contra Arianos,” Tomus Secundus, Opera Omnia Quae Exstant
Tomus XXVI, Patrologiaa Cursus Completus (Paris: J.—P. Migne 1857), 3.4.395. "AAM. o1 eomuocctm (ucsnep

Eaneg SKnecovrog rng nspt 100 €voc 0e0V E€vvolog, etg no?m@sorm:oc KOTHABOV, 0VT® KoL OVTOL, U
TIGTEVOVIEC EVO, £1VOIL TOV T0V TIatpoc AOYOV, €1¢ TOAADV ENLVOLOLY TEMTOKOGL:

12 Gregorii Episcopi Nysseni, Oratio Catechetica Magna, Tomus Secundus, Opera Quce Reperiri Potuerunt
Omnia, Tomus XLV, Patrologice Cursus Completus: Series Greeca (Paris: J.—P. Migne, 1858), I11.18-19. “sed per
medium duarum opinionum prodedat veritas, et utramque tollens haresim, et ab utraque accipiens id quod est usui. Nam
Judzi quidem dogma tollit, et Verbum admittendo, et credendo Spiritum: eorum autem qui stant a Graecis aboletur error
multorum deorum, ea qua est secundum naturam unitate circumscribente et arcente multorum phantasiam.”
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He alone whom we have not yet seen, and we love by believing.”"* Aquinas argues that when a
Catholic uses the word ‘god,’ he is saying there is one God: “Besides, no one can signify what he
does not know: but the Gentile does not know the divine nature: therefore, when he says that God
is an idol, he does not mean the true deity. But this is what the Catholic means when he says that
there is one God.”"*

Aquinas also demonstrated that it is not possible for there to be many gods.

I answer that, it can be shown from three sources that God is one. First from His simplicity.
For it is manifest that the reason why any singular thing is this particular thing is because it
cannot be communicated to many: since that whereby Socrates is a man, can be communicated
to many; whereas, what makes him this particular man, is only communicable to one.
Therefore, if Socrates were a man by what makes him to be this particular man, as there cannot
be many Socrates, so there could not in that way be many men. Now this belongs to God
alone; for God Himself is His own nature, as was shown above. Therefore, in the very same
way God is God, and He is this God. Impossible is it therefore that many Gods should exist."

Aquinas gives a second argument from God’s infiniteness:

The second ground is drawn from the infiniteness of divine completeness. For it was shown
above that a god contains within himself the whole completeness of being. Now if there were
many gods, they would have to be different. There would be some trait y that belonged to one
and did not belong to another. If the latter’s having  were a privation, the alleged god would
not be unqualifiedly complete [and hence would not be a god]; on the other hand, if his not
having y counted as a completive trait, the other alleged god would be lacking [and hence
would not be a god]. So it is impossible for there to be many gods. This is why the ancient
philosophers, too, who posited an infinite first source, posited just one of them. They were
compelled, as it were, by this truth.'®

1S, Aurelii Augustini, De Trinitate, Tomus XLII, Patrologice Cursus Completus (Paris: J.—P. Migne, 1845),
8.5.8.954. “Hoc ergo diligimus in Trinitate, quod Deus est: sed Deum nullum alium vidimus, aut novimus, quia unus est
Deus, ille solus quem nondum vidimus, et credendo diligimus.”

4 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.13.10. “PRAETERA, nullus potest significare id quod non
cognoscit: sed gentilis non cognoscit naturam divinam: ergo, cum dicit idolum est Deus, non significat veram deitatem.
Hanc autem significat catholicus dicens unum esse Deum.”

'3 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.11.3. “RESPONDEO DICENDUM quod Deum esse unum, ex
tribus demonstratur. Primo quidem ex eius simplicitate. Manifestum est enim quod illud unde aliquod singulare est hoc
aliquid, mullo modo est multis communicabile. [llud enim unde Socrates est homo, multis communicari potest: sed id
unde est hic homo, non potest communicari nisi uni tantum. Si ergo Socrates per id esset homo, per quod est hic homo,
sicut non possunt esse plures Socrates, ita non possent esse plures homines. Hoc autem convenit Deo: nam ipse Deus
est sua natura, ut supra ostensum est. Secundum igitur idem est Deus, et hic Deus. Impossible est igitur esse plures Deos.”

' Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae,la.11.3. “Secundo vero, ex infinitate eius perfectionis. Ostensum
est enim supra quod Deus comprehendit in se totam perfectionem essendi. Aliquid ergo conveniret uni, quod non alteri.
Et si hoc esset privatio, non esset simplliciter perfectus: si autem hoc esset perfectio, alteri eorum deesset. Impossibile
est ergo esse plures Deos. Unde et antiqui philosophi, quasi ab ipsa coacti veritate, ponentes principium infinitum,
posuerunt unum tantum principium.” Translated by William H. Marshner.
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Ockham (1287-1347), a Franciscan friar and Catholic theologian, asserted that by faith one
must hold that there is only one God:

Whether it can be proved by natural reasoning that there is only one God

Regarding the first I say that the name ‘God” can have different descriptions: one is that
God is something nobler and better than anything else; another description is that God is that
in which there is nothing better or more perfect.

Second article: Conclusion 2: Secondly, I say that if it could be clearly proved that God is,
by thus accepting God, that the oneness of God could then be clearly proved. The reason for
this is that if there were two Gods, a and b, by that description, then a would be more perfect
than anything else by itself, and so b would be more perfect, and » would be more imperfect
than a’, similarly, » would be more perfect than a, because God it is by positing; and
consequently b would be more perfect and imperfect than a, and a than b, which is a manifest
contradiction. therefore, if it could be clearly proved that God is, by thus accepting God, the
oneness of God could be clearly proved.

Conclusion 4: It must be known, however, that it can be demonstrated that God exists, by
taking ‘God’ in the second way previously mentioned, because otherwise the process would
be infinite unless there were something in beings in which there is no other-something before
or more perfect. But it does not follow from this that it can be demonstrated that there is only
one such thing, but this is only held by faith."”

In more than one place, John Calvin (1509—-1564) declared that there is one God: “Let us
remember, therefore, whenever each one considers his own nature, that there is one God who
governs all natures in such a way that he wants us to look back at him, to direct our faith to him, to
worship and be invoked by us:”"®

7 Guillelmi De Ockham, Quodlibeta Septem, Edidit Joseph C. Wey, vol. IX, Opera Theologica (St.
Bonaventure. New York: St. Bonaventure University, 1980), Quodlibet Primum, Quaestio 1, 1-3.

“Utrum possit probari per rationem naturalem Quod Tantum Est Unus Deus

Primus articulus

Circa primum dico quod hoe nomen ‘Deus’ potest habere diversas descriptiones: una est quod Deus est aliquid
nobilius et melius omni alio a se; alia descriptio est quod Deus esi illud quo nihil est melius nec perfectius.

Secundus articulus: Conclusio 2: Secundo dico quod, si posset evidenter probari quod Deus est, sic accipiendo
Deum, quod unitas Dei posset tunc evidenter probari. Cuius ratio est quia, si essent duo Dii, a et b, per illam 35
descriptionem, tunc a esset perfectior omni alio a se, et ita esset perfectior b, et b esset imperfectior a’, similiter, b esset
perfectior a, quia Deus est per positum; et per consequens b esset perfectior et imperfectior quam a, et a quam b, quod
est manifesta contradictio; igitur si posset evidenter probari quod Deus est, sic accipiendo Deum, posset evidenter probari
unitas Dei.

Conclusio 4: Sciendum tamen quod potest demonstrari Deum esse, accipiendo ‘Deum’ secundo modo prius
dicto, quia aliter esset processus in infinitum nisi esset aliquid in entibus quo non est ali-quid prius nec perfectius. Sed
ex hoc non sequitur quod potest demonstrari quod tantum est unum tale, sed hoc tantum fide tenetur.”

'8 Joannis Calvini, Institutio Christianae Religionis (Berolino: Apud Gustavum Eichler, 1834), 1.V.6.48.
“Meminerimus ergo, quoties quisque naturam suam considerat, unum esse Deum qui sic gubernat omnes naturas, ut velit
nos in se respicere, fidem nostram ad se dirigi, coli et invocari a nobis:”
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Moreover, we said at the beginning that the knowledge of God does not rest in cold
speculation, but carries with it the honoring of him. In passing, we also touched upon how he
is to be rightly worshiped, a point that will have to be dealt with at greater length in other
places. Now I only briefly repeat: as often as Scripture asserts that there is one God it is not
contending over the bare name, but also prescribing that nothing belonging to his divinity is
to be transferred to another."”

Turretin (1623—1687) taught that there is only one God:

That there is but one God both the Scriptures frequently assert and reason proves . . . Reason
also confirms the same thing. It is a contradiction to suppose more infinite, eternal, omnipotent
and most perfect beings (such as God should be) and also more rulers of the world: “No good
thing is a multitude of lords; let there be one lord, one king . . .” (0VK oyoHOV TOAVKOIPOVLY®
£1¢ Kolpovog £61w’). “if God is not one, he is not at all” (Tertullian, Against Marcion
1.3)—for if there are more, they would either be equal (and so neither would be first and most
perfect); or unequal (and so the inferior would not be God); or one would be the cause of all
the rest (and so he alone would be the true God); or not (and so no one of them would be God
because he would not be the cause fo all).*!

Thomas Ridgley (c.1667 — 1734), an English Dissenting minister, devotes a lengthy section
— pages 57-60 of his folio, Body of Divinity — to the question of whether there is only one God:
“QUEST. VII. Are there more Gods than one? ANSW. There is but one only, the living and true
God.”* In point 4 he argues,

Since omnipotency is a divine attribute, there can be but one almighty being, and therefore but
one God; which will farther appear, if we consider, that if there were more Gods than one, all
of them must be said to be able to do all things, and then the same individual powe, that is
exerted by one, must be exerted by another, than which nothing is more absurd. And it will

19 Calvini, Institutio Christianae Religionis, 1. X11.1.34. “Deum ab idolis discerni, ut solus in solidum colatur.
Diximus autem intitio, Dei notitiam non esse positam in frigida speculatione, sed secum trahere eius cultum: ac obiter
attigumus (cap. 5. ss. 6. 9. 10.) quomodo rite colatur, quod aliis locis fusius explicandum erit (Lib. 2. c. 8.): nunc tantum
breviter repeto, quoties asserit Scriptura unicum esse Deum, non pugnare de nudo nomine, sed hoc etiam praecipere, ne
alio transferatur quicquid in divinitatem competit: unde etiam patet quid a superstitione differat pura religio.”

» Homer, Iliad: Books 112, trans. A. T. Murray and William F. Wyatt (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard
University Press, 1999), 2.205-4.76-77.

2 Turrettino, Institutio Theologice Elencticce, Locus Tertius, Q.I11.199. “Unum essed Deum & Scriptura passim
asserit, & Ratio evincit. . . . Ratio etiam idem confirmat. Quia implicat dari plura infinita, aterna, omnipotentia,
perfectissima; quale debet essed Deus, nec ut & plures Rectores mundi, 0V 6yolov TOAVKOLPOVIN® €1 KOLPOVOG
€01, unde Tertull. cont. Marcio.l.4. Deus si unus non est, non est: Nam si plures essent; vel essent &equales, & sic neuter
esset primus & perfectissimus; vel ineequales, & sic inferior non esset Deus; vel unus esset causa reliquorum, & sic solus
esset verus Deus; vel non, & sic neuter esset Deus, quia non esset causa omnium.”

22 Thomas Ridgley, A4 Body of Divinity, 3d ed. (Glasgow: John Bryce, 1670), 57.
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also follow, that he who cannot do that which is said to be done by another, is not almighty,
or able to do all things, and consequently that he is not God.*

The Rev. John Brown of Haddington (1722—-1787), a Scottish divine and minister, argued
that there can be only one Divine Being:

His ONENESS, in respect of which, on account of his infinite perfection, there neither is, nor
can be any other /ike to, or equal with him. This doth not mean, that there is but one Supreme
God, as Arians and Socinians profess, who admit subordinate gods. Nor that there is but one
specific divine nature, which different beings may possess, as Tritheists pretend: Nor that there
is but one divine person exhibited in different characters, and by different names, as Sabellians
contend. But it means, that there neither is, nor can be any more than one individual, or as
others speak, numerical divine substance. This the necessary self-existence of God, his
absolute eternity, infinity, omnipotence, and sovereignty, which exclude every rival partaker,
demonstrate.**

Timothy Dwight (1752—1817), an American Congregationalist minister and theologian, also
argued that there can be only one God.

2dly. Although the proofs of the existence of God are complete, yet there is no proof of the
existence of more than one God,

The argument for the being of God, which I mentioned as exhibited in the happiest manner
by Mr. Locke, proves unanswerably the being of one eternal, self-existent Cause, possessed
of sufficient Intelligence to contrive, and sufficient Power to create, the Universe of worlds,
and all which it contains. The existence of one such Cause completely removes from the mind
every difficulty, and satisfactorily accounts for every thing. But this argument proves nothing
concerning the existence of a second Cause; nor does it possess the smallest influence to
persuade us that a second exists.*

Bavinck (1854-1921) asserts that there is only one Divine Being:

The Divine Being [ Goddelijk Wezen] is one; there is only one Being, who is God and may be
called God. In creation and re-creation, in nature and grace, in church and world, in state and
society, everywhere and always we have to do with the one, same, living, true God. The unity
of the world, the unity of humanity, the unity of truth, virtue, justice, and beauty depend on

3 Ridgley, A Body of Divinity, 4.58.

# Rev. John Brown, 4 Compendious View of Natural and Revealed Religion (Philadelphia: David Hogan,
1819), 128-29.

» Timothy Dwight, Theology Explained and Defended in a Series of Sermons 12" ed. (New York: Harper &
Brothers, Publishers, 1849), 1.116. Emphasis in original.
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that unity of God. As soon as that unity of God is denied or weakened, the door is open to
polytheism.*

Berkhof makes the same point: “THE UNITAS SINGULARITATIS. This attribute stresses both
the oneness and the unicity of God, the fact that He is numerically one and that as such He is unique.
It implies that there is but one Divine Being, that from the nature of the case there can be but one,
and that all other beings exist of and through and unto Him.”*’

Robert Duncan Culver (1916-2015), theologian, author, preacher, pastor, and teacher, gave
five arguments for the belief in one God, two of which are relevant here:

2. The coherence of the material universe into a single system of cause and effect suggests
rather forcefully that there is a single all-wise, all-powerful, everywhere-present, personal
power behind it. The more science probes the minute and infinitesimally small, the more it
appears that all matter and energy are aspects of a cosmic system. The same system of causes
and effects seems to prevail in the farthest reaches of space. We, then, live truly in a universe
not a ‘pluriverse’ or ‘multiverse’. People can rationally formulate laws of cause and effect
which are valid everywhere. This makes it more reasonable to believe in one ‘prime mover’
or ‘first cause’ rather than several.

3. The coherence of all authentic abstract truths in a single system is further evidence that
the God of creation is one. These abstract data exist quite apart from the people who discover
them. In the small business houses of all China, people figure the bills of customers on a frame
of parallel spokes on which wooden rings are moved, called an abacus. The nearby grocery has
replaced the mechanical cash register with a computerized machine. Our paint merchant uses
a hand-held electric calculator. My mother uses pencilled figures on paper to add up her bills.
(Ilet my wife figure them out!) The data and results of all mathematics, however, (4 multiplied
by 3; 10 plus 2; 20 minus 8; 72 divided by 6: all yield the number 12) are invariable and
universal.

The same is true of formal logic as taught in the schools of philosophy, whether the
classical system of Aristotle’s or modern symbolic logic. These are true laws of reality. They
can be discovered and formulated but never invented. Deduction and induction are nothing but
aspects of one all-inclusive system of abstract truth. Abstract truth underlying or
accompanying all other truths is a universal network, existing in perfection. This system sets
bounds and binds us all. There is no rational existence as mankind without submitting to it.
We call people crazy who do not. If this system of universal abstract truth is attributable to the

26 Herman Bavinck, Magnalia Dei: Onderwijzing in de Christelijke Religie naar Gereformeerde Belijdenis
Door (Kampen: J. H. Kok, 1909), 167-68. “Het Goddelijk Wezen is één; er is maar één Wezen, dat God is en God
heeten mag. In schepping en herschepping, in natuur en genade, in kerk en wereld, in staat en maatschappij, overal en
altijd hebben wij het met den éénen, zelfden, levenden, waarachtigen God te doen. Aan die eenheid Gods hangt de
eenheid der wereld, de eenheid der menschheid, de eenheid van de waarheid, van de deugd, van het recht en de
schoonheid. Zoodra die eenheid Gods ontkend of verzwakt wordt, staat de deur voor het veelgodendom open.”

2" Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 61.
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mind(s) that created us, not to the rational discoverers of it, is it not rational, within the system
of rational truth, to attribute it to One rather than to many?**

The overwhelming testimony of the Christian church, its minsters, apologists, and
theologians, throughout its history is that there is only one God. What this shows is that Heiser is
simply wrong that there are “other divine beings.”*® As Bavinck put it, as soon as the unity of God
is weakened, “the door is open to polytheism.” Heiser’s view has opened the door to a Christian
polytheism, a door through which he attempts to lead Christians.

Demonstrated by Rational Argument

The attributes of God — simplicity, immutability, eternity — demonstrate that there can be
only one God:

Simplicity: God is absolutely simple. He is not composed of parts. By virtue of having been
created, every creature is composed of its existence and its nature. It is possible to think of the nature
of an extinct animal. One can often extrapolate from the remains of an extinct animal the kind of
animal it was, that is, its nature, even though the animal no longer exists. I can think of the tree that
stood outside my window that is now gone because of disease. I can think of its nature even though
it no longer exists outside my window. In all created beings, the being’s existence is distinct from
its nature, so every created being is composed of at least these two parts, its existence and its nature.
It has been shown that anything that is composed of parts must be composed by some composer. But
God was not composed by some composer. Every composed being requires a cause. But God is not
caused. It follows necessarily that only God is absolutely simple. Since only God is absolutely
simple, it necessarily follows that there is only one God.

Immutability: God is immutable. He cannot change or be changed. Immutability belongs only
to God. Immutability follows necessarily from simplicity. Since God is absolutely simple, He cannot
lose some part because He is not composed of parts. Since God is not composed of parts, He does
not have the potential either to lose something or to gain something. Also, every creature came to
be by God’s creative act. Before a creature came to be, that creature was possible. As Aquinas puts
it, “For all creatures, before they were, were not able to exist by any created power, since no created
thing is eternal: but by divine power alone, inasmuch as God was able to bring them into being.”*°
Since every creature came into existence by God’s creative act, then no creature is eternal. Since no
creature is eternal, every creature is therefore temporal. But, by virtue of being temporal, every
creature has the potential to change. Therefore, every creature is mutable. It follows necessarily that
only God is immutable. Since only God is immutable, it necessarily follows that there is only one
God.

28 Robert Duncan Culver, Systematic Theology: Biblical and Historical (Ross-shire, Great Britain: Christian
Focus Publications, 2005), 78.

% Chapters 5 and 6 will concern Heiser’s polytheism.

30 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.9.2. “Omnes enim creaturae, anetquam essent, non erant
possibiles esse per aliquam potentiam creatam, cum nullum creatum sit aeternum: sed per solam potentiam divinam,
inquantum Deus poterat eas in esse producere.”
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Eternity: God is eternal. “Eternality means nontemporality or timelessness.”' Eternity
follows necessarily from immutability. Since God is immutable, He cannot change. But to begin to
exist or to cease to exist would necessarily involve change. Since all creatures came into existence
by the power of God, no creature is eternal. There cannot be an infinite regress of temporal beings.
There must be some eternal being who caused temporal beings. It follows necessarily that only God
is eternal. Since only God is eternal, it necessarily follows that there is only one God.

Essence: God’s essence is His existence. Since God is simple, immutable, and eternal, it
follows that God exists necessarily. That is, God cannot not exist. Since God’s existence is
necessary, it follows that God’s essence is His existence. If the existence of anything is different
from its essence, then that existence must have been caused by something external to the thing, since
a thing cannot cause its own existence. But God is not caused by anything external to Himself. It
follows necessarily that in God alone His essence is His existence. Since only in God is essence and
existence the same, it necessarily follows that there is only one God.

It follows from the above that there can be only one God. For there to be two gods, they
would differ by some difference. But as we have shown, the essence of a Divine Being is His
existence. So, two Divine Beings cannot differ by their being, since this is the very aspect in which
they must be the same. But, they cannot differ by non-being, since non-being is nothing, and to differ
by nothing is not to differ. They cannot differ by simplicity, immutability, or eternality, since two
divine beings must necessarily be simple, immutable, and eternal. As Aquinas put it, “If, therefore,
there were several gods, it would be necessary to separate them. Something, then, would suit the one,
but not the other. And if this were a privation, he would not be absolutely perfect: but if this were
perfection, one of them would be lacking. It is therefore impossible for there to be more Gods.*
Therefore, there cannot be two Divine Beings. There can be only one Divine Being, God.

Now it is certainly true that anyone is free to decide that he does not believe that God is either
eternal, or simple, or immutable, or even to deny all three of these. However, there are some things
that a person is not free to reject.

1) A person is not free to reject the fact that belief that God is eternal, simple, and immutable
has been held by the church throughout its history as the orthodox position. This is not to say that
there have been no controversies and disagreements over these attributes. Notwithstanding these
episodes, this has nevertheless been the orthodox position of the Christian church.

2) A person is not free to claim that the above argument is simply the imposition of
Aristotelian or some other logic upon God. To deny that one can use logic to talk about God is to use
logic to talk about God. The rules that govern rational thought are derived from the very nature of
God, as Norman Geisler explains:

If logic is the basis of all thought, it is the basis of all thought about God (theology). Some
object that this makes God subject to logic. But God is sovereign and not subject to anything
beyond himself. So, how can thought about God be subject to logic?

31 Geisler, God, Creation, 94.

32 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, Ta.11.3. “Si ergo essent plures dii, oporteret eos differre. Aliquid
ergo conveniret uni, quod non alteri. Et si hoc esset privatio, non esset simpliciter perfectus: si autem hoc esset perfectio,
alteri eorum deesset. Impossible set ergo esse plures Deos.”
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In one sense God is not subject to logic; rather, our statements about God are subservient
to logic. All rational statements must be logical. Since theology purports to make rational
statements, theological statements are subject to rules of rational thought, as are any other
statements.

In another sense, God indeed is subject to logic, but not because there is something more
ultimate than he. Since logic represents the principles of rational thought and since God is a
rational Being, God is subject to his own rational nature. Insofar as logic manifests reason it
flows from the very nature of God, and God is subject to his own nature. Indeed, he cannot act
contrary to it, ethically or logically. For example, “It is impossible for God to lie” (Heb. 6:18).
Likewise, it is impossible for God to contradict himself. Both violate his basic nature.

God is not only subject to his own rational self-consistency; he also is subject to logic
which is derived from it. For we could not even begin to think about or talk about God without
the law of noncontradiction. In this sense, logic is prior to God in that we need to use logic
before we can even think about him rationally. Logic is prior to God in the order of knowing,
but God is prior to logic in the order of being. Logic is prior to God epistemologically, but
God is prior to logic ontologically.

To object that this makes God subject to our logic sets up a faulty dichotomy. Logic is
logic; it is not “our” logic as opposed to “his.” Ours is based on his. God’s rational nature is
the basis of our rational nature. He made it that way so we could understand something about
him. The law of noncontradiction applies to God’s thoughts as well as to ours. People did not
invent it; they discovered it.*”*

In order to avoid misunderstanding and misrepresentation, let me make a clarification. When
Geisler says “Logic is prior to God in the order of knowing,” he is saying that, for us, logic precedes
our knowing anything about God, because it is logic that governs our rational thought about the
world and about God. We must have the capacity for rational thought, including logical thought, in
order to come to a knowledge of God. So for us, logic and rational thought is prior to our knowledge
of God. When he says, “God is prior to logic in the order of being,” he is saying our logical thinking
comes from God who made us in His image as thinking beings. God existed before He created us
and gave us the capacity for logical thought.

For an individual to claim that there are “other gods,” as Heiser does, is to reject the
testimony of the history of theology. Referring to the importance of historical theology and church
tradition, Kenneth S. Kantzer (1917-2002), a professor of biblical and systematic theology and
academic dean of Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, said, “While it is not infallible, it must be
acknowledged as God’s guidance of his people in accordance with his promise to the church of all
ages. To disregard it would display the sheerest egotism as though we were to say, [ want to do this
all by myself. I don’t need any help from anyone.”* Gregg R. Allison describes two benefits of
historical theology:

3 Norman L. Geisler, “Logic,” Baker Encyclopedia of Christian Apologetics (Grand Rapids: Baker Books,
1999), 427-28.

¥ Kenneth S. Kantzer, “A Systematic Biblical Dogmatics: What Is it and How Is it to Be Done?” in Doing
Theology in Today’s World: Essays in Honor of Kenneth S. Kantzer, ed. John D. Woodbridge and Thomas Edward
Mccomiskey (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1991), 466.
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One benefit that historical theology offers the church today is helping it distinguish
orthodoxy from heresy. . . . Expressed another way, historical theology helps the church
recognize sound doctrine and distinguish it from false doctrine . . . A study of historical
theology that rehearses the development of doctrine helps churches today to identify and
embrace orthodoxy and to reject and correct heresy.

A second benefit of historical theology is that it provides sound biblical interpretations and
theological formulations. In some cases, the immense effort and careful study exercised by the
church in the past has resulted in such excellent biblical and theological understanding that the
majority of the groundwork has been laid for the church as it engages in the study of theology
today.”

Why Does It Matter?

The holiness of God means that God is separate and distinct from all that He has created.
That there can be only one God has been the commitment of the Christian church throughout its
history. That there can be only one God has been demonstrated by rational argument. Since there can
be only one God, any author who claims that there is more than one God must be wrong. Heiser
frequently refers to the elohim as “other gods.” It matters not whether one uses the word elohim or
the expression “other gods.” To claim that there is more than one God is not only irrational; it is
simply false. Any author who interprets the Bible in such a way as to conclude that there are “other
gods” is misinterpreting and misrepresenting the truth.

35 Gregg R. Allison, Historical Theology: An Introduction to Christian Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
2011), 24-25.



CHAPTER 5

MONOTHEISM

Introduction
According to Mark Smith,

Almost all, if not all, students of the Bible have been long exposed directly or indirectly to
either Judaism, Christianity, or Islam, traditions that have anchored their identity in the belief
in only a single deity, however differently these three religions may define this deity. This
belief, labeled ‘monotheism’ in the modern era, separates modern scholars from the
‘polytheistic’ religions of the ancient Middle East that they study.'

Monotheism is the belief that there is only one God. This chapter will investigate Heiser’s
attempt to redefine monotheism, and it will show that Heiser’s efforts fail.

Heiser’s View of Monotheism
In his paper “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism,” Heiser argues,

“Monotheism” as a term was coined in the 17th century not as an antonym to “polytheism,”
but to “atheism.” A monotheist, then, was a person who believed there was a God, not
someone who believed there was only one spiritual entity that could or should be named by
the letters G-O-D. This understanding of the term has been lost in contemporary discourse, and
so it would be pointless to call for its re-introduction.’

As interesting as this may be, it is totally irrelevant. Since the term is an English word, it is
certainly true that it was coined at some point in history. The point is the referent of the term and the
meaning of the term, not when the term itself was coined. However, Heiser has got his facts wrong.
According to OED, the term ‘monotheism,’ used in 1660, meant, “The doctrine or belief that there
is only one God (as opposed to many, as in polytheism).” The first recorded instance of the use of

! Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 10.

? Michael S. Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? Toward an Assessment of Divine
Plurality in the Hebrew Bible,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 18.1 (2008), 27.

3 OED, s.v. “monotheism.”
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the term ‘monotheism’ was by Henry More (1614—1687), an English philosopher of the Cambridge
Platonist school. More used the term in opposition to both atheism and polytheism: “A venerable
Riddle under which there lyes not one grane of Truth, unless there be nothing but modified matter
in Being. But thus to make the World God, is to make no God at all, and therefore this Kinde of
Monotheisme of the Heathen is as rank Atheisme as the Polytheisme was proved to be before.” This
quote is from Book III, Chapter Il which is titled, “The Pagans Evasion of Polytheism.”

More equated Polytheism with Atheism: “The Crime they [the Pagans] are accused of here
is Polytheism, which necessarily includes in it Atheism. For to say There are more Gods then one,
is to assert There is none at all; the notion of God, in the strictest sense thereof, being incompetible
to any more then One. Wherefore the Heathen being Polytheists in profession, by undeniable
consequence are found Atheists.””

In his book published in 1723, Henry Rowlands (1655—-1723), a Welsh divine, used the word
‘monotheism’ in opposition to the polytheism of the Druids:

And partly also from Cabalistic Traditions, as in that of the Conflagration of the World; the
Pre-existence of Souls, and Transmigration of them from one Vehicle to another; the
propitiation of Sacrifice, and many more Particulars of that sort, which they strongly profess’d
and taught; tho’ indeed as to that one, of the Unity of the Godhead, the Stream of Idolatry
towards the latter end of their Time bore strong upon the, and deflected them from their
profess’d Monotheism, to give Divine worship to Medioxumate Gods; such as Taranis, or
Jupiter; Hesus, or Mars; . . .°

It is well known that a rigorous monotheism was introduced by Pharaoh Akhenaten in the
14™ century B.C., as Cyril Aldred explains:

But Akhenaten’s principal claim to fame has been his substitution of an abstract and
monotheistic religion for the many cults of ancient Egypt. This was the worship of the Aten,
a heavenly father and kingly god, manifest in the sunlight. In imposing this doctrine upon his
subjects, Akhenaten swept away much of the obscure imagery and esoteric symbolism of the
old religion and replaced them by an easily recognizable and immediately attractive
iconography centered around the public and domestic activities of the royal family (Figs. 2,
3; Nos. 16, 130). ... The plural form of “god” was also avoided. The precise moment at which
these developments took place is not known for certain, but thus far no one has found it
necessary to question the view that they occurred in Year 9.32 They show that Akhenaten’s

* Henry More, An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness (London: F. Flesher, 1660), IILIL62.
Emphasis in original.

5 More, An Explanation of the Grand Mystery of Godliness, 57. Emphasis in original.

¢ Henry Rowlands, Mona Antiqua Restaurata. An Archeological Discourse on the Antiquities, Natural and
Historical, of the Isle of Anglesey, the Antient Seat of the British Druids (Dublin: Aaron Rhames, 1723), 62-63.
Emphasis in original.
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religious ideas were moving toward a more uncompromising monotheism and an intolerance
of other gods than the Aten.’

In her article “Monotheism,” Ilaria Ramelli discusses how monotheism, which she defines
as the belief in only one God, as opposed to polytheism, was decisively affirmed by ancient Christian
apologists:

As opposed to polytheism, monotheism affirms only one God to the exclusion of every other,
a teaching that one finds in Judaism, while henotheism admits belief in one God as well, but
reconciles this belief with the existence of other deities of lower rank, as found in a variety of
classical pagan philosophies. . . . However, engagement with Greek philosophy continued with
apologetics, where we find monotheism decisively affirmed, alongside the more inclusive
henotheism of pagan philosophy. The terms evotng and evwotg are already used in the
Apostolic Fathers, esp. in Ignatius of Antioch, as expressions of monotheism, together with
the verb evovv, and are found in the apologists, particularly in Athenagoras, to indicate the
inseparability of the three beings that form the unique divine nature (Suppl.12). And in
polemics with the pagans, Tertullian repeatedly insists in the Apologeticum upon the absolute
uniqueness of God, which excludes every other divinity, even inferior ones (17,1; 18,2; 23,11;
24.,1), as does Minucius Felix, Oct.10,3, who defines the Christian God as “unique and
solitary.”®

In the previous quote, Ramelli refers to Minucius Felix. Marcus Minucius Felix (c. 250 A.D.),
one of the earliest of the Latin apologists for Christianity, is known only by the Octavius, composed
some time between 170-250 A.D. Itis adialogue on Christianity between the pagan Caecilius Natalis
and the Christian Octavius Januarius. In this dialogue Octavious defends the monotheism of
Christianity, that there is only one God.

7. See the rest: one king over the bees, one leader over the flocks, one ruler over the herds. As
for heaven, could you believe that there the supreme power is shared, that the absolute majesty
of that real and divine realm is sundered, in face of the plain fact that there does exist a God
who is father of all, who has neither beginning nor end, who blesses all with birth and Himself
with eternity, who before the world was, was to Himself the world? He it is who by His word
orders, by His reason disposes, and by His might perfects each and every thing that exists. 8.
This God cannot be seen; He is too bright for sight. He cannot be grasped; He is too pure for
touch. He cannot be measured; He is too great for our senses—a boundless infinity, sharing
with Himself alone the knowledge of His vastness. But the understanding we have is too
limited to comprehend Him and that is why we measure Him worthily when we say that He

" Cyril Aldred, Akhenaten and Neferttti: A Studio Book (New Y ork: The Brooklyn Museum in Association with
The Viking Press, 1973), 11, 24.

8 Ilaria Ramelli, “Monotheism,” in Encyclopedia of Ancient Christianity, ed. Angelo Di Berardino (Downers
Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2014), 2.829-30.
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is immeasurable. In my honest opinion, if a man thinks that he knows the magnitude of God,
he diminishes it; if he does not want to diminish it, he does not pretend to know it.’

It is totally irrelevant whether the term ‘monotheism’ is “modern.” In fact, Heiser frequently
uses the term ‘divine,’ yet it was apparently coined in ¢.1374 by Geoffrey Chaucer (see Figure 2)."

Figure 2: Chaucer Coins the Term ‘Divine’

bou pat art gideresse of verray ly3te be pinges pat pou All your discourses, O my conductress to the true light!
hast seid [me] hider to ben to me so clere and so shewyng | have been very clear and unanswerable, both by the
by pe deuyne lokyng of hem and by i resouns pat divine [deuyne] testimony which they carry along with them,

and by thy irrefragable arguments.

be1 ne mowe nat ben ouercomen.

In one place Heiser provides a definition of monotheism that places his position among
scholarly debate: “Monotheism is in turn defined as the exclusion of other gods; that is, ‘[it] differs
from those views that accept a plurality of divine beings.””"' He does not make it clear in this text
whether he agrees with this definition. In view of his earlier assertion, it seems very unlikely that he
agrees with this definition. It seems clear from his earlier assertion that, “A monotheist, then, was
a person who believed there was a God, not someone who believed there was only one spiritual
entity that could or should be named by the letters G-O-D.” Heiser has misrepresented the meaning
of the term. Heiser wants to redefine the term ‘monotheism’ so that he can assert the existence of
“other gods” and “other divine beings” and still claim to be a monotheist.

Monotheism and Other Divine Beings

Richard Bauckham responds to an argument by William Horbury concerning Israelite
monotheism. According to Horbury,

It is argued overall that the interpretation of Judaism as a rigorous monotheism, “exclusive”
in the sense that the existence of other divine beings is denied, does less than justice to the
importance of mystical and messianic tendencies in the Herodian age—for these were often

M. Minucii Felicis, Octavius (Lipsiae: In Aedibus B. G. Teubneri, 1886), 18.7-8.25-26. “7. uide cetera: rex
unus apibus, dux unus in gregibus, in armentis rector unus. tu in caelo summam potestatem diuidi credas et scindi ueri
illius ac diuini imperii totam maiestatem? . . . cum palam sit parentem omnium deum nec principium habere nec
terminum, qui natiuitatem omnibus praestet, sibi perpetuitatem, qui ante mundum fuerit sibi ipse pro mundo: qui
uniuersa, quaecumque sunt, uerbo iubet, ratione dispensat, uirtute consummat. 8. hic non uideri potest: uisu clarior est;
nec conprendi [potest]: tactu purior est; nec aestimari: sensibus maior est, infinitus, inmensus et soli sibi tantus, quantus
est, notus. nobis uero ad intellectum pectus angustum est, et ideo sic eum digne aestimamus, dum inaestimabilem
dicimus. eloquar quemadmodum sentio: magnitudinem dei qui se putat nosse, minuit; qui non uult minuere, non nouit.”

1 Geoffrey Chaucer, “Incipit Liber Quartus. Hec cum Philosophia Dignitate Uultus,” in Chaucer’s Translation
of Boethius’s “De Consolatione Philosophice.” ed. Richard Morris (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 3084.

"' Michael S. Heiser, The Divine Council in Late Canonical and Non-canonical Second Temple Jewish
Literature (Ph.D. Diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2004), 10
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bound up with an “inclusive” monotheism, whereby the supreme deity was envisaged above
but in association with other spirits and powers."

Bauckham'’s response is pertinent to the claims and arguments of Heiser:

The problem here is the meaning of “other divine beings,” a term that Horbury apparently
equates with “other spirits and powers.” If such a meaning supposed that “rigorous” or
“exclusive” monotheism must deny the existence of any supernatural or heavenly beings
besides God, then clearly such monotheism never existed until the modern period. Traditional
monotheism in the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions has always accepted the existence
of vast numbers of supernatural beings: angels who serve and worship God, demons who
oppose God within an overall sovereignty of God above all. But such beings have been
considered creatures, created by and subject to God, no more a qualification of monotheism
than the existence of earthly creatures is. With this view of their nature, we can properly and,
in my view, still usefully speak of “rigorous” or “exclusive” monotheism."

Heiser has committed the Red Herring fallacy. Heiser’s argument about the word
‘monotheism’ commits this fallacy. The Red Herring fallacy is committed when someone attempts
to divert attention away from the issue by some tactic. “The strange name of this fallacy comes from
fox hunting, where a herring, cooked to a brownish red color, is dragged across the trail of the fox
in order to pull the hunting dogs temporarily off the scent.”'* The belief that there is only one God
was a belief held by the earliest Christian writers regardless of the specific term used, and regarless
of when the English word ‘monotheism’ was coined.

Heiser goes on to argue, “A monotheist, then, was a person who believed there was a God,
not someone who believed there was only one spiritual entity that could or should be named by the
letters G-O-D.”"* This is patently false. Michael Frede explains that in the Roman Empire in late
antiquity, many were converted to Christianity and the belief that there is only one God:

A fact of crucial importance for the history which many of us share is that in late antiquity a
large part of the population of the Roman Empire, perhaps even the majority, but in any case
the dominant part of the population, converted to Christianity, and Christianity became the
official religion of the Empire. Part of becoming a Christian, put in modern terms, is to
become a monotheist, that is, roughly speaking, a person who believes in just one god, namely
in God with a capital ‘G’, unless, of course, one already was a monotheist. But at least the vast

12 William Horbury, “Jewish and Christian Monotheism in the Herodian Age,” in Early Jewish and Christian
Monotheism, ed. Loren T. Stuckenbruck and Wendy E. S. North (London: T&T Clark International, 2004), 17.

1 Richard Bauckham, “The ‘Most High’ God and the Nature of Early Jewish Monotheism,” in Israel’s God
and Rebecca’s Children: Christology and Community in Early Judaism and Christianity: Essays in Honor of Larry W.
Hurtado and Alan E Segal, ed. Capes, David B., April D. DeConick, Helen K. Bond, and Troy Miller (Waco, Texas:
Baylor University Press, 2007), 40.

" T. Edward Damer, Attacking Faulty Reasoning, 2d ed. (Belmont, California: Wadsworth Publishing
Company, 1987), 38.

'3 Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 27.
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majority of the inhabitants of the Roman Empire had been, again in modern terms, polytheists,
that is, again roughly speaking, persons who believe in a plurality of gods.'¢

Antisthenes (c.446—.366 B.C.) was a follower and companion of Socrates. According to
Frede, “We have two sets of testimony concerning his [ Antisthenes’] views about God and the gods
(frgs. 39a—¢ and 40a—d Decleva Caizzi). Within the first set we can distinguish two subgroups.
There are, first, the testimonies of Philodemus (De pietate 7) . . . Philodemus says that Antisthenes
in his work Physicus claims that by convention (koito. vopov) there are many gods, but that by nature
(koo dvowv) there is just one.”!”

As we have argued above, anything that is composed is necessarily temporal. This follows
since anything that is composed must have come to be composed by some composer. If YHWH and
the “other gods™ are composed, then there must have been a point at which they were not composed
since it was necessary for them to become composed. But if there was a point at which they were
composed, then it necessarily follows that before they were composed they did not exist. If there was
a point at which YHWH was composed by some composer, then YHWH is not eternal.

That God is eternal is important in evaluating Heiser’s argument. In a footnote, Heiser quotes
a statement from the Sibylline Oracles that God is “self-generated [and] unbegotten.”"® It is, of
course, absurd to claim that God is “self generated.” In order for God, or any being, to be
self-generated it would of necessity be ungenerated and generated in the same sense, which is
contradictory. No being can be “self-generated” because no being can generate itself. Since God
cannot be self-generated, it follows that He is either generated or ungenerated. But if God is
generated, then there must be some generator that generated God, and there must have been a point
at which God was not generated, which means God cannot be eternal. Also, if there is some
generator that generated God, then that generator was either generated or ungenerated. But this
cannot go on to infinity. Therefore there must ultimately be an ungenerated Generator, and this is
God.

Heiser proposes a distinction that supposedly makes the difference:

But on what grounds can this description be derived? The elements of the text that allow this
approach have been copiously documented in the scholarly literature. As Isa43:10 and 44:6—8
affirm, the canonical writers assumed that their God was uncreated and always existed and that
the other gods were subsequent. This alone points to intrinsic superiority to and distinction
from all the other gods. The other gods were not, chronologically speaking, co-existent.
Moreover, the pre-existent and uncreated Yahweh created all the other members of the host
of heaven (Neh 9:6, Ps 148:1-5). Their life derives from him, not vice versa. Rather than
socio-political factors, the canonical writer believed the God of Israel alone was sovereign."’

' Michael Frede, “The Case for Pagan Monotheism in Greek and Graeco-roman Antiquity,” in One God: Pagan
Monotheism in the Roman, ed. Stephen Mitchell and Peter Van Nuffelen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2010), 53.

7 Frede, “The Case for Pagan Monotheism,” 62.

'8 Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 29.n.62.

' Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 29.
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Heiser argues that because the text declares that God was “uncreated and always existed” that
this is the difference that makes a distinction between God and the “other gods.” He also says that
the “other gods” “were not, chronologically speaking, co-existent” with God, and that “Yahweh
created all the other members of the host of heaven.” It is important to recognize that Heiser refers
to “all the other members of the host of heaven,” making God one of the gang. Being “uncreated”
and having “always existed” is not sufficient to put God outside the group of “the other members of
the host of heaven.” In Enuma Elish, Table 1 begins with Apsti and Tidmat are not created and
already exist, and they commingle to give birth to the other gods.

1. When above the heaven had not (yet) been named,

2. (And) below the earth had not (yet) been called by a name;
3. (When) Apst primeval, their begetter,

4. Mummu, (and) Tiamat, she who gave birth to them all,

5. (Still) mingled their waters together.*

Being uncreated and having always existed is not sufficient to make a distinction between
Apst and Tiamat. Both were Mesopotamian gods. Neither is it sufficient to make a distinction
between God and “the other members of the host of heaven.” Heiser’s error is to think of God as
having “always existed.” This indicates that, for Heiser, God exists in an infinite duration. However,
as we have shown, God’s existence cannot be an infinite duration. Carl F. H. Henry points out, “The
God of Christian orthodoxy is timelessly eternal as mainstream theologians like Augustine, Anselm,
Aquinas, the Protestant Reformers, and in fact, most Christian theologians affirm.”*'

Since the “other gods” were created by God, these “other gods” must be temporal,
changeable, and composed. YHWH, being uncreated, is eternal, immutable, and simple. We have
already shown that God is simple, immutable, and eternal. It follows that God is not like the “other
gods.” It follows that since God is eternal, immutable, and simple, God is not one of the members
of'a “divine council,” nor is God one of the gods. This certainly demonstrates there is no God besides
God, and therefore, not withstanding the use of the word D’Tf'?,}j, God is the only eternal, immutable,
simple God. Hence, there is only one God. This is monotheism.

Additionally, God declares that there are no “other gods”:

1"¢You are My witnesses,” declares YHWH, “And My servant whom I have chosen, so that
you may know and believe Me and understand that I am He. Before Me there was no god [7X,
"el] formed, and there will be none after Me. ' “I, even I, am YHWH, and there is no savior
besides Me. '*“It is I who have declared and saved and proclaimed, and there was no strange
god among you; So you are My witnesses,” declares YHWH, “And I am God. "’ “Even from

2 Alexander Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis: The Story of Creation, 2d ed. (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1951), 18.

2! Carl F. H. Henry, God Who Stands and Stays, vol. 5, God, Revelation, and Authority (Wheaton, Ilinois:
Crossway Books, 1999), 239.
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eternity I am He, and there is none who can deliver out of My hand; I act and who can reverse
it?” (Isa. 43:10-13).%

God declares, “Before Me there was no God formed, and there will be none after Me.” If
there were no gods before YHWH, then “other gods” did not exist before YHWH. Also, if there will
be no god after YHWH, then “other gods” were never created, so there cannot be any “other gods.”
Paul declared, “Therefore concerning the eating of things sacrificed to idols, we know that there is
no such thing as an idol in the world, and that there is no God but one” (1 Cor. 8:4).” And again,
“For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus
(1 Tim. 2:5).*

Why Does It Matter?

It matters because monotheism, the belief that there is only one God, has been the belief of
the Christian church from its earliest history. Any author who claims that there are many gods, even
though he or she might assert that there is one god who is the highest and most powerful, asserts a
belief that is contrary to Christian doctrine. Heiser wants to redefine monotheism in order to allow
for the existence of “other gods” who exist in a pantheon, with the God of Israel at the top. Heiser’s
effort to redefine the term is ill conceived and must fail. Heiser’s claim that there are “other divine
beings,” even though he claims that they are created by God, issues in polytheism and henotheism.
It is polytheism and henotheism that we must next consider.

2 DR WIRD 210D XIT CIXTD WM U7 AR W 190D CRITD WK TP Mo 7Y ook
7Y 00X T 022 XY ’NJDU'H *nmm‘n KREN ”DJN 2 el "[SJ'7:1?3 R M ’D;N ’DJN " G N XY
(Isa. 43:10-13) 7270 ) ‘wax AR e rm X7 "I OFRD) i {ORIRY TITTER]
B TIept TN BPOGEMC OVV TAV E18OA00VTMV OISOUEY OTL OVSEV ELSWAOV €V Kocuug KOl OTL OVELC BEOC
€l un stg (l Cor. 8:4).
M E1g yop Be0c, €1¢ KO PeGLTNG Be0D Ko GvBpwnwy dvBpmmog Xprotog Incovg (1 Tim. 2:5).



CHAPTER 6

POLYTHEISM AND HENOTHEISM

Introduction

Heiser claims that there are “other gods” who were created by the God of Israel. He claims
that these “other gods” serve the God of Israel and, with God, form a “divine council.” Heiser objects
to the claim that his view is polytheistic. As we have seen above, one way he attempts to dodge the
charge of polytheism is to redefine monotheism. This chapter will investigate polytheism and
henotheism and relate this information to the claims of Heiser.

Polytheism

Although the word ‘polytheism’ is defined in slightly different ways, ultimately it means the
belief in more than one god. The difference in definitions generally results from different meanings
of the word ‘god.” According to Kenneth A. Mathews, “Polytheism is the belief in or worship of
many deities.”" David Fletcher defines polytheism as, “The belief in a multitude of distinct and
separate deities. . . . Polytheism is distinguished from theism, also called monotheism, on the basis
of polytheism’s claim that divinity, while personal and distinguished from the universe, is many
rather than one.”” According to Paul Enns, “The term polytheism comes from the Greek word poly,
meaning ‘many,” and theos, meaning ‘God’; hence, it involves a belief in may gods, or in a plurality
of gods.” The first recorded use of the English word ‘polytheism” was in 1613 by Samuel Purchas:

For euen alreadie it is one good type of an Atheist and Infidel to become a Proselyte, although
with some soyie: and againe, the Iesuites there cannot play the States-men, as in these parts,
yea (themselues in their relations being witnesses) they rather take the Euangelicall course of
those, which here they count heretikes, & by laying upon mens sinne through the fall, and
diuine iustice, onely by Christ satisfied, doe beat downe infidelitie with diligent Catechisings:
although vpon that golden foundation they build afterward thror own Hay and Stubble, with

' Kenneth A. Mathews, “Polytheism in Biblical Times,” in Christian Worldview Handbook, ed. David S.
Dockery & Trevin K. Wax (Nashville, Tennessee: Holman. Reference, 2019), s.v. “Polytheism in Biblical Times.”

?David B. Fletcher, “Polytheism,” in Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1984), 861.
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their racke of Confession, and rabble of Ceremonies, and (the most dangerous to new
Conuerts) an exchanged Polytheisme in worshipping of Saints, Images, and the Host.?

Purchas equated the worship of saints, images, and the host with polytheism. Heiser claims
that these “other gods™ are not to be worshiped, but that we are commanded to worship only YHWH.
Nevertheless, Heiser claims that God is part of a pantheon of “other gods.” According to OED, “A
pantheon is the particular set of all gods of any individual polytheistic religion, mythology, or
tradition.” In another place, Heiser asserts, “The Gods Are Real. . . The Bible says God has a task
force of divine beings who carry out his decisions.” As we observed above, Heiser claimed, “The
God of the Old Testament was part of an assembly—a pantheon—of other gods.”® If the word
‘polytheism’ refers to a group of gods, and since Heiser affirms the existence of “other gods,” then
it necessarily follows that Heiser is a polytheist.

Heiser attempts to circumvent this kind of reasoning. One section of his book has the title,
“Plural Elohim Does Not Mean Polytheism.”” He asserts, “Biblical authors did not assign a specific
set of attributes to the word elohim.” The reason the biblical authors did not assign a specific set of
attributes to the word elohim is because the word is used to refer to YHWH and also to humans.
YHWH and humans do not have the same set of attributes. However, the biblical authors did assign
a specific set of attributes to YHWH. For example, Isa. 43:13 affirms that God is eternal: “Even from
eternity [ am He, and there is none who can deliver out of My hand; I act and who can reverse it?”
(Isa. 43:13).” And the Psalmist declares, “Before the mountains were born or You gave birth to the
earth and the world, even from everlasting to everlasting, You are God” (Ps. 90:2)."° Heiser
acknowledges that the biblical authors assigned unique attributes to YHWH:

Biblical writers also assign unique qualities to Yahweh. Yahweh is all-powerful (Jer 32:17,
27; Pss 72:18; 115:3), the sovereign king over the other elohim (Psa 95:3; Dan 4:35;
1 Kgs 22:19), the creator of the other members of his host-council (Psa 148:1-5; Neh 9:6; cf.
Job 38:7; Deut 4:19-20; 17:3; 29:25-26; 32:17; Jas 1:17) and the lone elohim who deserves
worship from the other elohim (Psa 29:1). In fact, Nehemiah 9:6 explicitly declares that
Yahweh is unique—there is only one Yahweh (“You alone are Yahweh”)."

In spite of this, Heiser equates YHWH with other elohim. When he says, “The God of the
Old Testament was part of an assembly—a pantheon—of other gods,”'> one must ask, “Other than

3 Samuel Purchas, His Pilgrimage, or The First Part of the Relations of the World, And The Religions Observed
in All Ages And Places Discouered, from the Creation, vnto this Present. London: Printed by William Stansby for Henrie
Fetherstone, 1613), The First Booke.IX.42—43.

* OED, s.v. “pantheon.”

5 Supernatural, 19.

¢ Supernatural, 11. Emphasis in original.

7 Supernatural, 29

8 Supernatural, 30.
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" Supernatural, 31.
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what?” The only thing this could mean is gods other than God. But to refer to beings as “other gods™
other than God is to equate God with these “other gods™ as gods. There is a pantheon of gods, and
God is one of them. He just happens to be in charge.

Heiser attempts to make distinctions that are supposed to make YHWH unique:

Would any Israelite, especially a biblical writer, really believe that the deceased human
dead and demons are on the same level as Yahweh? No. The usage of the term elohim by
biblical writers tells us very clearly that the term is not about a set of attributes. Even though
when we see “G-0-d” we think of a unique set of attributes, when a biblical writer wrote
elohim, he wasn’t thinking that way. If he were, he’d never have used the term elohim to
describe anything but Yahweh.

Consequently, there is no warrant for concluding that plural elohim produces a pantheon
of interchangeable deities. There is no basis for concluding that the biblical writers would have
viewed Yahweh as no better than another elohim. A biblical writer would not have presumed
that Yahweh could be defeated on any given day by another elohim, or that another elohim
(why not any of them?) had the same set of attributes. That is polytheistic thinking. It is not
the biblical picture."

It is not clear what Heiser means by “the Figure 3: On the Same Level?
same level.” No one would believe that, in one [TRANSCENDING ALL LEVELS LEVELS
sense, a stone is on the “the same level” as a human GOD created elohim

being. However, in another sense, humans and
stones are on the same level in that they are all
created entities. There is a “level” on which both humans
humans and stones exist as created things. God is
not on a “level.” Heiser gives no criteria by which
to judge that the “other gods™ are not on the same plants
level with God. What standard of measure could be
used to evaluate the level of God and the level of
the “other gods™? Claiming that these “other gods”
are not on the same level as God is not sufficient to make an intelligible distinction between God and
“other gods.” In fact, Aquinas asserted, “God is not related to creatures as though belonging to a
different genus, but as transcending every genus, and as the principle of all genera.”"* God is not
related to “other gods™ as though belonging to different levels, but as transcending every level, and
as the principle of all levels.

It is not a question of “level.” It is a question of whether YHWH is an 0°777X in some sense
like other 277X in a pantheon,” and Heiser clearly and repeatedly affirms that He is. And it is not
a matter of thinking that these 07T9X are “interchangeable.” This is another red herring. In the
Babylonian pantheon of gods, Apsti and Tiamat were not “interchangeable,” but they were both gods

angels

animals

non-living things

3 Supernatural, 31.
4 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.4.3.0bj.2. “AD SECUNDUM DICENDUM quod Deus non se
habet ad creaturas sicut res diversorum generum: sed sicut id quod est extra omne genus, et principum omnium generum.”
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in the pantheon. Being in a pantheon does not require that the gods be “interchangeable” in order
equally to be gods in the pantheon. In the Babylonian pantheon, there was a hierarchy of gods, but
they were all gods in the pantheon. The gods in the Babylonian pantheon were not on the same
levels, but they were all on levels. God is not on a level. God is distinct from all levels.

Also, itis not a question of who can be “defeated.” This is not a characteristic that determines
what a being is. There were many kings and warriors throughout history who could not be defeated,
but that did not make them non-humans, or more than human, or less than human. The fact that a
god cannot be defeated does not put Him outside the gods of Heiser’s pantheon. It simply makes God
more powerful than “the other gods.”

Anu was the Mesopotamian sky god, regarded as the “Father of the Gods” and king of
heaven. A portion of the address to Anu is given here from Jean Bottéro:

Here first is an address to Anu, sovereign god, father and founder of the divine dynasty. It
is bilingual: the Sumerian text alternating with its Akkadian translation. It was to be recited
during a celebration in honor of this very high personage. The beginning and the end are lost.
(From the 2nd millennium.)

1 You are the one who holds the royal regalia.
Prince of the gods!
Your word is authoritative
In the council of the greatest gods!
5 O Lord of the shining Tiara.
Charged with a marvelous radiance,
You who ride the great Cyclones,
Princely standing on the noble royal Dais!
10 The heavenly gods listen
To Your sovereign words
And all the infernal gods
Only approach You with trembling!
At Your voice, all the gods bow
Like reeds in the storm!"

'3 Jean Bottéro, La plus vieille religion En Mésopotamie (Paris: Gallimard, 1998), 76-77. “Voici d’abord une
adresse a Anu, dieu souverain, pére et fondateur de la dynastie divine. Elle est bilingue : le texte en sumérien alternant
avec sa traduction akkadienne. On devait la réciter au cours d’une célébration en I’honneur de ce trés-haut personnage.
Le début et la fin sont perdus. (Du II° millénaire.)

1 C’est Toi qui détiens les insignes royaux.

Prince des dieux!

Ta parole fait autorité

Dans le concile des plus grands dieux!
5 O Seigneur a la Tiare brillante.

Chargée d’un éclat merveilleux,

Toi qui chevauches les grands Cyclones,

Princiéerement debout sur la noble Estrade royale!
10 Les dieux célestes prétent l’oreille
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Anu is depicted here as the head of the Mesopotamian pantheon who is undefeated. Even
though Anu is the sovereign god, he is still one of the gods of the pantheon. Simply being
undefeated, or even being incapable of being defeated, is not sufficient to distinguish YHWH from
the “other gods.”

It is not a matter of having the same attributes. In ANE literature, “Apst personified the fresh
subterranean waters and Tiamat the salt waters:”'® One had an attribute that the other did not have,
yet they were both equally gods in the Babylonian Epic of Creation. None of Heiser’s distinctions
make the difference he wants them to make. For Heiser, YHWH is one of the elohim. But this makes
all the elohim gods, which makes Heiser a polytheist.

Heiser argues that thinking of the “other gods™ as being interchangeable, or God being no
better, or being defeated, or having the same set of attributes as the “other gods™ is polytheistic
thinking. But that is not polytheistic thinking. Polytheistic thinking is not about whether one elohim
can be undefeated. Polytheist thinking is not about whether the gods are interchangeable. All of these
attributes can be used to distinguish one Mesopotamian god from the others in the pantheon. This
is simply another red herring argument. Polytheistic thinking is thinking that there are many gods.
Heiser wants his readers not to reject the “plain meaning of the Hebrew text,”'” but he wants to reject
the “plain meaning” of the word ‘polytheism.’

Heiser wants to make a distinction between YHWH and “other” 279X, but the distinctions
he attempts to make do not deal with their intrinsic constituents. As George Klubertanz explains,

In logic we learn that a distinction is composed of a genus and a difference and that things are
said to be specifically different when, having a common genus, each has some attribute proper
to itself by which it differs from the others (this proper attribute is called the “difference”). But
in logic any common notion suffices for a genus, and any less common one for a difference.
In metaphysics and the philosophy of nature we do not work with such arbitrary
classifications. Rather, we try to determine as accurately as possible what things are according
to their intrinsic constituents. When this has been done, and we find that the intrinsic
constituents of one are different from those of another thing, then we say that the things differ
essentially.'®

An intrinsic constituent is that which makes a being the being it is, while an attribute is a
quality or characteristic that a being has. Attributes grow out of the intrinsic constituents of a being.
A being has a certain attribute because of the being it is. Humans have certain attributes because of
they are human beings. Attributes do not make the being. The being has the attributes. As observers

A Tes paroles souveraines
Et tous les dieux infernaux
N’approchent de Toi qu’en tremblant!
A Ta voix, tous les dieux se courbent
Comme roseaux sous la tempéte!”
' Black and Green, Gods, Demons and Symbols of Ancient Mesopotamia, 177.
17 Unseen Realm, 28.
'8 George P. Klubertanz and Maurice R. Holloway, Being and God: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Being
and to Natural Theology (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1963), 83—84.
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we may be able to identify a being by the attributes it exhibits. However, we may not be able to make
a distinction between identical twins based on their attributes even though they are distinct beings.
Talking about attributes does not necessarily make the distinction that Heiser wants to make.

Heiser says, “I still believe in the uniqueness of the God of the Bible. I still embrace the deity
of Christ.”" An aspect of Heiser’s worldview that is indicated in this assertion is that there are many
gods, though the God of the Bible is unique. In fact, he asserts this in the opening statement of his
chapter in The Unseen Realm, titled, “God’s Entourage.” He declares, “Children often ask, ‘What
was there before God made the world?’ The answer most adults would give is that God was there.
That’s true, but incomplete. God had company. And I’m not talking about the other members of the
Trinity.”* Heiser claims that there was a “heavenly host” with God before the creation of the world.
Ignoring for the moment that nowhere in Scripture is there anything said about a “heavenly host”
being with God before the creation of the world, the picture Heiser paints is of a group of gods, with
God at the top creating the world. This still does not distinguish YHWH from the “other gods.”

It would be an understatement to say that Heiser frequently uses the word ‘divine.’ In one 30
page article he uses the word 68 times. One of the most serious shortcomings of Heiser’s position
is that he never provides a straightforward definition of the word ‘divine.’ In one text he identifies
the word “divine’ with the word 277X, Heiser argues that Deuteronomy 32 assumes the existence
of other gods. To support his claim, he argues, “A comparison of the MT with 4QDeut? demonstrates
this (see table, p. 10). It is significant that M T lacks the second line, an explicit reference to divine
beings (2'777X), in what should be the first bicolon.”' That the text of 4QDeut" uses the word "7
does not show that Deuteronomy 32 assumes the existence of other gods since the word can be used
of men, angels, and idols. Heiser has simply interpreted the text according to his always-already-
present view and then pretends that this comes from the text of Deuteronomy.

In this same article, Heiser asserts, “As such, "IX X377 "X [Deut. 32:39] cannot be construed
as an expression that inherently denies the existence of other deities.”* It is important that Heiser
lacks the second line of the text in the first bicolon:

Table #7: Deut. 32:39

hnioby D’n‘f'?N XY X7 X X 2 g N7
besides god  and there He I I that now See
Me is not

The full text of Deut. 32:29 specifically contradicts Heiser’s claim that Deuteronomy
assumes the existence of other gods. Heiser’s appeal to the first few words of the text commits the
fallacy of selective reporting. Heiser fails to give his reader all the facts.

In another article, Heiser asserts, “The argument [of the article] will be that the biblical usage
of plural divinity terms like "7 or 02X informs us that the writers did not assign the same

1 Unseen Realm, 13.

2 Unseen Realm, 23.

2! Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? 9.
22 Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? 11.
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attributes or qualities to all divine beings referenced by those terms. One among those divine beings
(YHWH, the D7T9X of Israel) is unequivocally identified as inherently superior and distinct in
comparison to all other 27T2% or2*7X.”* It is important that Heiser asserts that YHWH is one 2779
among the other 7T7X. According to Heiser, YHWH is just one of the guys!

In several places, Heiser claims that these “other gods™ are created beings:

In the next chapter we’ll see other passages that tell us that the sons of God are real, divine
entities created by Yahweh, the God of Israel. . . . God has created a host of nonhuman divine
beings whose domain is (to human eyes) an unseen realm. And because he created them, he
claims them as his sons, in the same way you claim your children as your sons and daughters
because you played a part in their creation.**

First, we learned that the sons of God are divine, not human. The sons of God witnessed
creation long before there were people. They are intelligent nonhuman beings. The reference
to the sons of God as stars also makes it clear that they are divine. While the language is
metaphorical, it is also more than metaphorical. In the next chapter we’ll see other passages
that tell us that the sons of God are real, divine entities created by Yahweh, the God of Israel.”

But he also created the other elohim of the unseen realm.*

Since the lesser elohim were also created as God’s imagers, they too must have free will.”’

In the biblical view of the unseen world, God has serious enemies, other gods he created
who were once loyal to him but who went their own way. These rebel gods are the ones Paul
describes as dark powers, the rulers.”®

All other ’elohim were created by the lone, uncreated God of the Bible. He is the creator
of the other members of his host council (Ps 148:1-5, esp. v. 5).

If Heiser is simply arguing that there are created beings who are referred to by the word
079X, who serve God and worship God, then his position is much ado about nothing new. The
Babylonian Creation Epic asserts that the gods were created.

. When on high the heavens were not named,

. And beneath a home bore no name,

. And Apsi primaeval, their engenderer,

. And the ‘Form,” Tiamat, the bearer of all of them,

. There mingled their waters together;

. Dark chambers were not constructed, and marsh- lands were not seen ;
. When none of the gods [ilani] had been brought into being,

~N NN R W~

2 Michael S. Heiser, “Monotheism and the Language of Divine Plurality in the Hebrew Bible and the Dead Sea
Scrolls,” Tyndale Bulletin 65.1 (2014), 87.n4.

2 Unseen Realm, 25.

2 Unseen Realm, 25.

2 Unseen Realm, 43.

¥ Unseen Realm, 59.

28 Supernatural, 64.
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8. And they were not named, and fates were not fixed,
9. Then were created the gods [ilani] in the midst thereof;”

Erik Hornung makes a similar observation about the creation of the Egyptian gods:

This is not the place to describe this process of the creation of the world and the emergence
of the gods in detail; that would require an extensive chapter on Egyptian creation myths. But
whether the Creator lets the first differentiated pair of gods emerge from his seed through
masturbation or from his spiritual imagination through the creative word, whether he “forms”
them in an unspecified manner (msj) and thus sets the life process of conception, birth, and
death in motion - the Egyptian concept of God is characterized by the apparently paradoxical
statement that God created the gods. This statement has been proven so many times since the
Pyramid Texts that we can limit ourselves to a small selection of quotations.*!

The fact that the gods were created did not make the Babylonians, the Egyptians, or other
ancient peoples any the less polytheists. Nor does the claim that the “other gods” were created by
YHWH make Heiser any less a polytheist.

At one point Heiser asserts, “God knows that none of his imagers, divine or human, can be
completely trusted. The reason is straightforward. Though imagers are like God, they aren’t God.
That’s a truth we know all too well from our own struggles and experiences in a fallen world.”** Of
course this statement does not assert as much as it might at first appear. We will see below that
Heiser claims that God is “species unique.” So, the same assertion can be made about any being
which is not another being: “This created being is like that other created being, but it is not that other
being.”

Heiser also asserts, “Since the lesser elohim were also created as God’s imagers, they too
must have free will. Both human and nonhuman imagers are less than their Maker. Only God is
perfect in the possession and exercise of his attributes. Every lesser being is imperfect. The only
perfect Being is God. This is why things could, and did, go wrong in Eden.”* Again, this sounds
orthodox, but in the context of Heiser’s theology, it is not. God is distinct from the created beings
because only He is perfect. However, this does not say enough. This is evident by his qualifying
statement in the previous quote: “Only God is perfect in the possession and exercise of his
attributes.” So, the distinction between God and the “other gods” is that God perfectly possesses and

'S, Langdon, The Babylonian Epic of Creation (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press, 1923), 66-67.

3! Erik Hornung, Der Eine Und Die Vielen: Agyptische Gottesvorstellungen (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1973), 140. “Hier ist nicht der Ort, diesen Vorgang der Weltschopfung und der Entstehung der Gotter
im einzelnen zu schildern, das ergébe ein umfangreiches Kapitel iiber dgyptische Schopfungsmythen. Doch ob der
Schopfer das erste differenzierte Gotterpaar durch Masturbation aus seinem Samen oder durch das Schopferwort aus
seiner geistigen Vorstellung entstehen 148t, ob er es auf eine nicht ndher bezeichnete Art und Weise ,,formt™ (msj) und
damit den Lebensproze von Zeugung, Geburt und Tod in Gang setzt — kenn-zeischnend ist fiir dgyptische
Gottesvorstellung die scheinbar paradoxe Aussage, dal Gott die Gotter geschaffen habe. Diese Aussage ist seit den
Pyramidentexten so vielfach zu belegen, da3 wir uns auf eine kleine Auswahl von Zitaten beschrinken kénnen.” The
abbreviation msj stands for Summary Judgment Motion. Essentially it means that the facts are not in dispute.

32 Unseen Realm, 58.

33 Unseen Realm, 59.
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exercises His attributes, not because God alone is God. God is one of the elohim. He just happens
to be better at it. It serves Heiser’s purpose not to provide a straightforward definition of words like
‘God’ or ‘divine.’

That Heiser is a polytheist is undeniable, even though he attempts to deny it. For Heiser
divine =0 7T9X = deities = “other gods”. Consequently, divine =277 = deities = “other gods” =
polytheism. Whether one thinks of YHWH as unique or “species unique,” there is no way of getting
around the fact that Heiser holds the view that there are many 272X (gods), and YHWH is one of
them. Like Anu and Tiamat who were uncreated yet created the other gods, for Heiser, YHWH is
uncreated creator of other gods.

Heiser refers to Job 38:7 in support of his claim that the “heavenly host” was with God at the
creation: “When the morning stars sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?”
(Job 38:7).** He claims that it is “clear on that point.” The focus is on verse 7: “when the morning
stars were singing together and all the sons of God shouted for joy.” We can see Heiser’s filter at
work here. He has already assumed that there must be “other gods” (elohim) beside the God of
creation, and he interprets the text accordingly. In a footnote Heiser asserts, “Like the cultures of the
wider ancient world, Jewish thinking held that the stars were heavenly beings. The idea is found in
the Old Testament, where the sons of God are metaphorically referred to as ‘the stars of God’
(Job 38:7).7%

There is no statement in the text that the reader should take the metaphor in one way or
another. Heiser takes it the way he does because he comes to the text with his assumption. Of course,
this reviewer also takes the text according to his assumption. But that is precisely the point. Heiser
presents his view as if it derives from the text, and it actually derives from his assumption. This is,
frankly, not honest.

He says, “When God laid the foundations of . ) . )
the earth, the ‘sons of God” were there, shouting for Flgure 4 P?rallellsm of Job 38:7
joy.”® Heiser employs the parallelism to interpret P2 TA20 am 173

the expression “morning stars” according to his morning  stars together When
interpretation of who the “sons of God” were. But of sang
why employ the more opaque to interpret the more | = I = '
transparent? Isn’t the expression “morning stars” RARALLELISH HERALLELISH

A4

more “straightforwardly” a reference to actual stars | T, < I N

than to divine beings? In fact, the parallelism D’HEN ,J: 5; 1Y ’1:7
indicates this (see Figure 4 below). As “When sang God. sons all  and shouted
together” is parallel to “and shouted for joy all,” so of for joy
“stars of morning” is parallel to “sons of God.”
Since nowhere in Scripture are the sons of God
referred to as “stars of morning,” and since “stars of morning” is more straight forward, it is better
to take “sons of God” as a metaphor for “stars of morning.” As the creation of God, the stars are
metaphorically identified as the sons of God. This is at least as reasonable as Heiser’s interpretation,

4 (Job 38:7) :&TOK *12772 w M T2 "22iD T2
35 Unseen Realm, 31.n5.
3¢ Unseen Realm, 23.
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and it makes more sense of the parallelism. Yet Heiser presents his interpretation as if this is the only
possible way to understand the verse. Earlier Job uses a similar expression: “stars of its dawn
[1BW1 "2213, kokbe nispo]” (Job 3:9). It would be very difficult to interpret this as a reference to
divine beings. When God refers to the “morning stars” (W22 221D, kokbeé boger), He is making a
direct assault on Job’s dirge that the stars of the dawn of his birth should be darkened. If the stars
could sing, and yet we know that actual stars do not sing, then why must we assume that the “sons
of God” who shout for joy could not simply be a parallelism using metaphor and hyperbole to refer
to these very stars? Robert Alter makes this same observation:

Perhaps the finest illustration of this nice match of meaning and imagery between the two
poems is the beautiful counterbalance between the most haunting of Job’s lines wishing for
darkness and the most exquisite of God’s lines affirming light. Job, one recalls, tried to conjure
up an eternal starless night: “Let its twilight stars stay dark, / let it hope for light and have
none, / let it not see the eyelids of the dawn” (3:9). God, near the beginning of His first
discourse, evokes the moment when creation was completed in an image that has become
justly famous in its own right but that is also, it should be observed, a counterimage to 3:9:
“When the morning stars sang together, / all the sons of God shouted for joy” (verse 7). That
is, instead of a night with no twilight stars, with no glimmer of dawn, the morning stars of
creation exult.’’

Alter also points out, “The predominant pattern of biblical poetry is to move from a standard
term in the first verset to a more literary or highfalutin term in the second verset.””® This is the
relation of parallelism in Job 38:7, that is, moving from the standard term “morning stars” to the
more highfalutin expression “sons of God.” The sons of God are not “other gods.” Rather, this is a
more exalted metaphor referring to the morning stars.

Heiser asserts, “The reference to the sons of God as stars also makes it clear that they are
divine.””® But this might follow if one already accepts Heiser’s interpretation. There are many
instances in which the terms ‘star’ or ‘stars’ are used figuratively. These terms can be used to refer
to cosmic forces, human beings, to Christ, and even to actual stars in the sky. But the fact that Job
uses the word ‘stars’ does not “make it clear” that this is a reference to divine beings. This
conclusion comes as aresult of Heiser’s presuppositions, his “filter.” Additionally, referring to them
as “sons of God” (Q*777X °12, béné *¢élohim) does not necessarily indicate divine beings either as we
have shown above. In Exod. 4:22 God refers to Israel as His firstborn son: “Then you shall say to
Pharaoh, ‘Thus says YHWH, “Israel is My son, My firstborn.”””*** Also, many interpreters take the
statement in Gen. 6:2 — “now the sons of God saw the daughters of that man that they were
beautiful”*' — to be a reference to angels, but as we have seen, Heiser does think it is “quite correct”
to take this as a reference to angels. Why not take the reference in Job to angels rather than divine

37 Robert Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry (New York: Basic Books, Publishers, 1985), 98.

38 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 13.

3 Alter, The Art of Biblical Poetry, 25.
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beings? Heiser does this because he already believes that there are other divine beings, and he
imposes that belief upon Job’s text, but then pretends that it derives from the text.

Twice Job uses the expression “sons of God” earlier in his text: . . . the sons of the God
[2 779K °12, bené ha’élohim] came to present themselves before YHWH” (Job 1:6).*? This could
be a reference to the angels. In fact, there is a tradition going back hundreds of years in which Job’s
reference to the sons of God is used to understand the “sons of God” in Genesis 6 to be a reference
to angels. The Book of Enoch uses the expression ol ayyeAot viot ovpavou (oi aggeloi huioi
ouranou), translated “the angels, sons of heaven.”” According to the fragment from 4QEn‘ 1 i (PI.
VI) reproduced in J. T. Milik’s work, the Aramaic text reads, X0 *12 XY (‘yry’ bny smy’).*
According to HAL, 7"V (“ir) means “waking,” “wakeful one” or “angel.”*’ *12 is the plural construct
of 72 (bar) meaning “sons of.” XU (smy’) is comparable to the Hebrew 2°2U (smym) “heaven.”
Matthew Black notes that the Aramaic term 'Y (“ir) is “a term for angelic beings, clearly archangels,
peculiar to apocalyptic literature.”*® It appears in Daniel 4:13 (A10) with reference to a holy one
(U"7P, qaddis). Black compares the Greek version of Enoch 6 (G viot ovpavov (huioi ouranou),
“sons of heaven”) which he says follows after Gen. 6:2, D T17XT *12 (bny h’lhym), “sons of God,”
and the LXX which reads ot viot 100 00V (hoi huioi tou theou), “the sons of the God,” which he
points out are general designations for angels.

Anyone may not agree with the conclusions of Milik or Black, but what this shows is that
Heiser’s interpretation is a result of his filter, and his understanding of the reference is not
“straightforward.” Although all of these points, both the ones presented here and the ones presented
by Heiser, are controverted in the literature, Heiser nevertheless asserts that these “sons of God”
were divine beings, and he does so as if his interpretation is “filterless” and indisputable. Once again
this seems, frankly, not to be honest.

Heiser asserts, “Right from the start, then, God has company — other divine beings.”*’ Now
when Heiser says “other divine beings” we can only interpret that to mean that God was among
beings of the same kind as He, albeit not on the same “level.” According to Heiser, God is a divine
being, and these others are divine beings also. This asserts polytheism. Yet Heiser specifically rejects
the notion that his view is polytheistic. A section in chapter 4 of his book The Unseen Realm is titled,
“Plural Elohim does not mean Polytheism.”** He starts this section, “Many scholars believe that
Psalm 82 and other passages demonstrate that the religion of ancient Israel began as a polytheistic
system and then evolved into monotheism. I reject that idea, along with any other explanations that
seek to hide the plain reading of the text.”** Heiser consistently refers to these elohim as “divine
beings,” but he never gives a straightforward definition of what he means by the qualification

2 (Job 1:6) I;jﬁ; ]?TD\QU_EJ leﬁ ﬂ]ﬂ':_bj_-? :Ktn.‘b D'ﬂbNU 2 TNZ:T o M

4 Robert Henry Charles, ed., Book of Enoch, vol. 2 Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 1913), §6.2.191.

4 J. T. Milik, The Books of Enoch: Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (Oxford: At the Clarendon Press,
1976), 165.
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4 Matthew Black, The Book of Enoch or I Enoch (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1985), 106.
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“divine,” nor does he give an adequate explanation of the distinction between God as a divine being
and the elohim as divine beings. He specifically rejects the notion that these are angels: “We might
think of them as angels, but that wouldn’t be quite correct.” Heiser believes that these elohim are
created beings. As part of his interpretation of the Job passage he argues,

First, we learned that the sons of God are divine, not human. The sons of God witnessed
creation long before there were people. They are intelligent nonhuman beings. The reference
to the sons of God as stars also makes it clear that they are divine. While the language is
metaphorical, it is also more than metaphorical. In the next chapter we’ll see other passages
that tell us that the sons of God are real, divine entities created by Yahweh, the God of Israel.”

If they were created, then how can they be identified as “other” divine beings as Heiser
claims, since, according to Heiser, the only beings present before creation were God and the “other
divine beings”? So, God, according to Heiser, is one of the “divine beings.” Heiser attempts to
distinguish between God and the “other gods” by saying, “The only truly perfect Being is God
himself.”** One must wonder what measure Heiser uses to measure that God is the “only truly perfect
Being”? Against what standard of measure can someone measure God to see that He is “truly
perfect”? What is the standard of “perfection” by which God is measured? Of course there is no
standard of measure by which God can be measured, so the description “truly perfect Being” has no
discernable meaning.

Heiser thinks of God as a being among beings. However, God is not “the only truly perfect
being,” or even “a being.” Rather, God is being (esse). Whereas created entities have being, God is
being. God does not fall into a class, or category, of “being.” Richard Howe explains:

To regard God as a deity [or as a divine being] is to talk as if God is a species (even if the only
member of the species) of the genus “deity” [or “divine.”] But since God is substantial
existence itself, then God cannot be a genus in as much as being cannot be a genus since, the
only way to distinguish species of a genus is by its specific difference. But the specific
difference (1) has to be something not prevented by the genus (as the genus “animal” cannot
exclude the specific difference “rationality” otherwise humans would not be animals); and (2)
has to be something outside of (i.e., not included in) the genus otherwise (for example) if
rationality was part of the genus “animal” then every animal would be human. So, being
cannot be a genus because there could be no specific difference to constitute any species (and
consequently, any real member of the kind) since to be something outside of being (#2 above)
would be non-being. But to be non-being is to be nothing, and nothing cannot be a
difference.”

God is not in the class of “divine” beings because God is not in a class, or category, or genus,
or species. In fact, God cannot be compared to His creatures, whether those creatures are angels, or

0 Unseen Realm, 23.
St Unseen Realm, 25.
52 Unseen Realm, 58.
53 Richard G. Howe, email message to author, 10/18/2021.
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humans, or Heiser’s “other gods.” We have already shown this to be the case in our consideration
of the Holiness of God. And, as Aquinas points out in several places, God is not in a genus.

Reply Obj. 2. God is not related to creatures as though belonging to a different genus, but
as transcending every genus, and as the principle of all genera.

Reply Obj. 3. Likeness of creatures to God is not affirmed on account of agreement in form
according to the formality of the same genus or species, but solely according to analogy,
inasmuch as God is essential being, whereas other things are beings by participation.

Reply Obj. 4. Although it may be admitted that creatures are in some sort like God, it must
nowise be admitted that God is like creatures; because, as Dionysius says (Div. Nom. ix.): “A
mutual likeness may be found between things of the same order, but not between a cause and
that which is caused.” For, we say that a statue is like a man, but not conversely; so also a
creature can be spoken of as in some sort like God; but not that God is like a creature.*

In fact, Aquinas shows that not even the name “God” is communicable:

Since, then, this name God [Deus] is given to signify the divine nature as stated above (A. 8),
and since the divine nature cannot be multiplied as shown above (Q. XI. A. 3), it follows that
this name God [Deus] is incommunicable in reality, but communicable in opinion; just in the
same way as this name sun would be communicable according to the opinion of those who say
there are many suns. Therefore, it is written: “You served them who by nature are not gods”
(Gal.iv.8), and a gloss adds, gods not in nature, but in human opinion.™>

Heiser does assert that the elohim were created. But if these elohim were created beings, in
what sense can they be identified as “other divine beings”? For Heiser to refer to the elohim as “other
divine beings” commits the fallacy of placing God in a genus as if He belongs in a group of divine

3 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.4.3. “AD SECUNDUM DICENDUM quod Deus non se habet ad
creaturas sicut res diversorum generum: sed sicut id quod est extra omne genus, et principum omnium generum.

AD TERTIUM DICENDUM quod non dicitur esse similitudo creaturae ad Deum propter communicantiam in forma
secundum eandem rationem generis et speciei: sed secundum analogiam tantum; prout scilicet Deus est ens per essentiam,
et alia per participationem.

AD QUARTUM DICENDUM quod, licet aliquo modo condedatur quod creatura sit similis Deo, nullo tamen modo
concedendum est quod Deus sit similis creaturae: quia, ut dicit Dionysius cap. ix de Div. Nom., in his quae unius ordinis
sunt recipitur mutua similitudo, non autm in causa et causato: dicimus enim quod imago sit similis homini, et non e
converso. Et similiter dici potest aliquo modo quod creatura sit similis Deo: non tamen quod Deus sit similis creaturae.”
Sancti Dionysii Areopagitee, Ociwv Ovopatwv/Divinis Nominibus, Tomus Prior, Opera Omnia Quee Extant, Tomus I11,
Patrologice Greecee (Parisiis: Apud Garnier Fratres et J.-P. Migne, 1857), IX.§VL. oudw oAANAOLG OUOLOL KOLTOL
TPONYOUREVOV OUOLOV 180G £ML € TOU OULTIOV KO TOV CLTIOLTOV 0VK GodeEOUEDD TNV GvTIoTPOodNV. “sint ambo
invicem similia secundum principalem speciem similitudinis; in causa vero ad effectus nequaquam admittemus istiusmodi
reciprocationem.”

> Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.13.9. “Unde, cum hoc nomen Deus impositum sit ad
significandum naturam divinam, ut dictum est; natura autem divina multiplicabilis non est, ut supra ostensum est: sequitur
quod hoc nomen Deus incommunicabile sit secundum opinionem, quemadmodum hoc nomen so/ esset communicabile
secundum opinionem ponentium multos soles. Et secundum hoc dicitur Gal. iv: his qui natura non sunt dii, serviebatis;
glossa: non sunt dii natura, sed opinione hominum.”
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beings. Ultimately Heiser does not explain what these elohim are other than the vague expression
“divine beings.” There is no statement in Scripture that “other divine beings” were created that are
not angels. Heiser imposes his interpretive grid on the text but then tries to present it as simply a
matter of reading the text at “face value” or “straightforward.” Heiser can protest the charge of
polytheism, but his works testify to the fact that this is precisely what he is.

Henotheism
Heiser espouses a particular kind of polytheism called henotheism. According to Heiser,

Historically, henotheism assumes all gods are species equals and the elevation of one god is
due to socio-political factors—not theological nuancing. Quoting Max Miiller’s seminal work
on the subject, Yusa writes that henotheism was a technical term coined “to designate a
peculiar form of polytheism . .. [where] each god is, ‘at the time a real divinity, supreme and
absolute’ not limited by the powers of any other gods.”®

According to OED, the earliest known use of the term ‘henotheism’ was by F. M. Miiller,
(1823—-1900), a British philologist and Orientalist. In 1860 in the London 7imes he defined
‘henotheism’ as, “A form of faith which, although recognizing the existence (or potential existence)
of several gods, makes only one god the centre of its worship.””” Mark Smith identifies henotheism
as the acceptance of gods with one god as the head: “In short, a single assembly with Yahweh as its
head is the conceptual unity of Israelite polytheism. Because of the reduction of polytheism in this
paradigm as well as its structure, scholars have called this conceptualization of Israelite divinity
‘henotheism.””* Heiser’s attempt to make henotheism into a socio-political system with no
“theological nuancing” goes against the historical and contemporary definitions of henotheism. Of
course, Heiser is compelled to do this lest his readers begin to realize that his own system reeks of
henotheistic thinking.

Again, Heiser has got his facts wrong. Heiser quotes a statement from Michiko Yusa: “Miiller
called this idea ‘belief in single gods . . . a worship of one god after another.””* Yusa says, “Miiller
called this ‘belief in single gods’ henotheism or kathenotheism, ‘a worship of one god after
another,”” which Yusa attributes to “Miiller, 1881, pp. 136—137.”% This quote is supposed to have
come from Miiller’s book, Selected Essays on Language, Mythology and Religion, volume 2.°' The
problem is, Miiller never makes such a statement in the entire book. In fact, Miiller never uses the

56 Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? 28.

ST OED, s.v. “henotheism.”

58 Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 78.

% Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism? 28.

% Michiko Yusa, “Henotheism,” in The Encyclopedia of Religion, ed. Mircea Eliade (New York: Macmillan
Publishing Company, 1987), 6.266.

1 F. Max Miiller, Selected Essays on Language, Mythology and Religion (London: Longmans, Green, and
Company, 1881), 2.136-37.



The Unseemly Realm Polytheism and Henotheism 89

expression “one god after another.” Heiser, who refers to himself as “a biblical scholar,”®* simply
did not do his homework.

Miiller described henotheism:

If we must have a general name for the earliest form of religion among the Vedic Indians,
it can be neither monotheism nor polytheism, but only henotheism, that is, a belief and worship
of those single objects, whether semi-tangible or intangible, in which man first suspected the
presence of the invisible and the infinite, each of which, as we saw, was raised into something
more than finite, more than natural, more than conceivable; and thus grew in the end to be an
Asura, or a living thing; a Deva, or a bright being; an Amartya, that is, not a mortal, and at last
an immortal and eternal being—in fact a God, endowed with the highest qualities which the
human intellect could conceive at the various stages of its own growth.

This phase of religious thought can nowhere be studied so well as in the Veda; in fact, we
should hardly have known of its existence but for the Veda.*’

Interestingly, Miiller was a representative and popularizer of the Nature-Myth School.
According to Wilhelm Schmidt, “This school unanimously agreed that the figures of mythology, and
hence those of religion, were personifications of natural objects, especially of the principal heavenly
bodies, but also of meteorological phenomena. Max Muller, to whom we shall return later, and M
(sic) Bréal held that all mythology consisted of sun-myths, and that its only subject was the rising,
setting and activities of the sun.”* Schmidt goes on to point out, “Kathenotheism, a clever device
for avoiding the decision between monotheism and polytheism, is an isolated phenomenon, and late
even in the higher civilizations.”® Miiller’s Nature-Myth School eventually collapsed under
criticism.

Winfried Corduan gives the following account of Henotheism:

Henotheism. It would be easy to move directly from polytheism to monotheism, but usually
an evolutionary scheme inserts a stage between the two. In this stage people recognize many
different gods as real, but one god or goddess sticks out as distinctly higher and more
important. Henotheism does not deny the existence of many gods, but the cultus focuses
primarily on one of them. Henotheistic worship may have a social basis. For instance, a
particular tribe, family or profession may be specifically attached to one god, whereas a similar
group may be devoted to a different one. Henotheistic worship may also have a geographical
basis: one god is thought to have exclusive domain over one specific region, whereas a
different one is thought to rule over another area. Finally, individuals may choose to devote
themselves to the worship exclusively to one god among various options.

2 Unseen Realm, 17.

8 F. Max Miiller, “Henotheism, Polytheism, Monotheism, and Atheism,” in Lectures on the Origin and Growth
of Religion as Illustrated by the Religions of India: the Hibbert Lectures (London: Longmans, Green, and Company,
1882), 266.

% Wilhelm Schmidt, The Origin and Growth of Religion: Facts and Theories, trans. H. J. Rose (London:
Methuen & Company, 1935), 38.

8 Schmidt, The Origin and Growth of Religion, 41.
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During the time of the Old Testament, henotheism was a very common view among the
pagan neighbors of Israel. The Bible does not promote that point of view since it teaches
monotheism. However, the Bible reports that many people held to a henotheistic
understanding. People largely believed that each particular nation and the territory that they
inhabited belonged to their god, and the god would have more power to protect them within
their homeland. One example of henotheism appears in the Bible in the speech of the Assyrian
field commander, reported in Isaiah 37. He interpreted the conflict between the Israelites and
the Assyrians as a conflict between their gods and claimed that the god of the Assyrians had
already defeated the gods of other nations and would also defeat Yahweh, the God of Israel.*®

Heiser’s system fits well within Corduan’s description of henotheism. Heiser believes in
“other gods™ and “other divine beings,” but he worships YHWH as the supreme god. Someone will
no doubt object that Heiser says that YHWH created the “other gods™ and that this does not fit
henotheism. The problem with this objection is that the henotheistic system of Babylon, at least at
one point in its history, held that Anu was the creator of all the gods and head of the pantheon. That
is, they were produced by Anu. Anu was recognized as the head of the pantheon, the father of the
“other gods,” and the highest one to be worshiped. This was henotheism. So, even though Heiser
claims that the “other gods” were created, this does not extricate his system from being henotheism.

Why Does It Matter?

Heiser categorically rejects the charge of polytheism, yet his own arguments object to his
rejection. Heiser consistently refers to “other gods” and “other divine beings.” Heiser also objects
to the belief that there is only one God. Some will respond that Heiser is simply saying there are
other elohim, not that there are “other gods” like God. This does not extricate him from the charge
of polytheism. He claims that God is part of, albeit the head of, a pantheon of gods. His efforts to
make a distinction between the other elohim and YHWH fail to make a real distinction. Heiser
claims that God is “species unique” (more will be said about this below), but this does not make the
distinction that he thinks it does. He puts God in the genus 072X with all the other 2°77X. This
makes Heiser a polytheist. Because he claims to worship only YHWH, this makes him a henotheist.

Heiser admits that God is uncreated, but this does not go far enough. Even in Mesopotamian
myths there was an uncreated entity. According to Bottéro, “Around the beginning of the 2nd
millennium (I don’t know anything for certain before), the exordium of a tale in Sumerian
concerning Gilgamea presents the first shaping of the World, from the original Spheroid, Sky-Earth,
still mixed and forming a mass, like a gigantic tearing, a liminal separation, inaugurating the ordering
of this enormous primitive chaos:”*" In Mesopotamian mythology, the “Sphéroide” existed without
any explanation of its existence. It is uncreated. In the Babylonian Epic of Creation, Apsu existed

% Winfried Corduan, Neighboring Faiths: A Christian Introduction to World Religions, 4" ed. (Downers Grove,
Illinois: IVP Academic, 2024), 39—40.

7 Bottéro, La plus vieille religion, 173. “Autour du début du II° millénaire (je ne connais d’auparavant rien de
stir), I’exorde d’un conte en sumérien concernant Gilgamea présente la premiére mise en forme du Monde, a partir du
Sphéroide originel, Ciel-Terre, encore mélangés et faisant masse, comme un gigantesque arrachement, une séparation
liminaire, inaugurant la mise en ordre de cet énorme chaos primitif:”
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and brought forth the gods. Being uncreated is not sufficient to show that God is not simply one of
the elohim. According to Heiser, YHWH is one of the members of the pantheon. He just happens
to be an uncreated member.



CHAPTER 7

HEISERIAN HERMENEUTICS: PART 1

Introduction

The problems and issues with Heiser’s hermeneutics are so many and varied that it is
necessary to break up a consideration of his methodology into three parts. This first part will consider
Heiser’s claims and arguments about filters through which one interprets the Bible, Heiser’s
characterization of the Bible as a mosaic, and his arguments concerning what he takes to be obstacles
and protocols in interpretation. Heiser’s views on these issues are foundational for understanding
how Heiser arrives at his interpretations.

Filters

Heiser begins the second chapter of Unseen Realm, “Rules of Engagement,” talking about
filters. He says,

Filters are used to eliminate things in order to achieve a desired result. When we use them in
cooking, the unwanted elements are dredged, strained, and discarded. When used in our cars,
they prevent particles from interfering with performance. When we use them in email, they
week out what (or whom) we don’t want to read. What’s left is what we use — what contributes
to our meal, our engine, or our sanity.'

All of this might be true of the filters in Heiser’s analogy, but this says nothing about the use
of “filters” in exegesis. In each one of Heiser’s examples, the filter is employed for some benefit. In
cooking the filter eliminates elements that are unwanted because they would hinder the preparation
and/or taste of the meal. In cars, the filter prevents particles from interfering with performance. In
emails, filters are used to eliminate spam or scams. In each one of these instances filters are used for
the benefit of the user. Yet Heiser assumes that filters are necessarily detrimental. According to
Heiser’s own illustrations, we ought to use filters to eliminate what may be detrimental to good
interpretation. If Heiser was trained to use filters in a way that is detrimental to good interpretation,
then he had an unfortunate education.

In another place, Heiser asserts,

! Unseen Realm, 14.
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Three years have passed since Lexham Press first decided to compile some of my Bible Study
Magazine articles for publication as a book. The result was I Dare You Not to Bore Me with
the Bible. In the introduction to that book I made the assertion that “truly understanding much
of the Bible requires seeing it in its original context, not filtering it through a familiar
tradition.” I’m more committed to that proposition now than I was even then.’

The question is, Why should we not filter it through familiar tradition? Without argument
or evidence, Heiser assumes that it would be detrimental to filter the Bible through familiar tradition.
Why does he assume this? Because doing it would contradict his interpretations. Heiser wants to
prejudice the reader against “familiar tradition” in order to lead the reader to see the Bible through
his interpretation of ANE literature. As one of Heiser’s followers posted on Heiser’s website, “Latin
should really have no bearing on the theology of the Bible.” So, for Heiser and Ronn Johnson, the
theology of Latin, Christian theologians should have no bearing on the theology of the Bible, but the
mythology of Ancient Near Eastern paganism should. Heiser wants his readers to reject the filter of
“familiar tradition” and adopt the filter of ANE literature.

Heiser claims that he is not rejecting Christian tradition: “Lest I be misunderstood, I’'m not
arguing that we should ignore our Christian forefathers. I’m also not saying that we’re smarter. They
were prodigious intellects. The problem isn’t their brain power—it’s that they were simply too
removed from the world of the biblical writers and had little chance of bridging that gap.”™ But isn’t
Heiser even farther removed from the world of the biblical writers? Of course what he means is that
they did not have the benefit of the enormous amount of ANE literature that has been recovered in
recent years. This material, according to Heiser, informs us about the historical and cultural context
in which the biblical authors lived and wrote. The problem with this is, ANE literature must also be
interpreted, and Heiser’s interpretation is not the only one available.

Heiser asserts,

We view the Bible through the lens of what we know and what’s familiar. Psalm 82 broke
my filter. More importantly, it alerted me to the fact that I’d been using one. Our traditions,
however honorable, are not intrinsic to the Bible. They are systems we invent to organize the
Bible. They are artificial. They are filters.

Once I’d been awakened to this, it struck me as faithless to use a filter. But throwing away
my filters cost me the systems with which I’d ordered Scripture and doctrine in my mind. I was
left with lots of fragments. It didn’t feel like it at the time, but that was the best thing that
could have happened.’

2 Unfiltered, 1. Interestingly, the quote Heiser says is in the introduction to I Dare You Not to Bore Me With
the Bible, actually does not appear in that book, at least not in the version that is available in Logos.

? Posted by Ronn Johnson | Sep 14, 2016 | Biblical Theology & Doctrine, Divine council, Doctrine of God,
NakedBible, Satan and demons, Soteriology. https://drmsh.com/does-believing-in-plural-deities-make-any-difference/.
accessed 7/8/2024.

* Unfiltered, 13.

5 Unseen Realm, 15.
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Heiser seems to think that interpreting the Bible through “familiar tradition” is using a filter,
but interpreting the Bible through ANE literature is not. He does not seem to understand that an
interpreter cannot be “filterless.” He does not seem to grasp the fact that he has simply replaced one
filter with another. To claim to be ‘filterless’ is itself a filter. To claim to be presuppositionless is
itself a presupposition. Heiser points out that his book grew out of his dissertation,’ and it is in the
initial statement of his dissertation that his new filer is stated. Heiser asserts, “Biblical scholarship
has reached a consensus with respect to the presence of a divine assembly of gods in Israel’s faith.
Prior to the sixth century B.C.E., Israelite religion underwent an evolution from an initial polytheism
to a firm monolatry, where the other gods of the divine council were tolerated but not worshipped.”™”

Heiser almost immediately rejects this view.

This dissertation calls the consensus view of the development of monotheism in Israel into
question by demonstrating that belief in a divine council survived the exile. As a result, this
dissertation posits that the survival of Israel’s pre-exilic divine council has greater explanatory
power than the consensus view of the development of monotheism with respect to divine
plurality in late canonical and non-canonical Second Temple period texts.®

The consensus view is the result of the application of critical principles to the biblical text,
and these conclusions have been much debated, and much evidence has been presented to the
contrary. Whether it is true or not is not the point here. Rather, by rejecting the consensus view,
Heiser expresses one aspect of his own filter by which he interprets the text. Rather than being
‘filterless,” Heiser has simply employed his own filter rather than theirs.

He says, “The facts of the Bible are just pieces — bits of scattered data. Our tendency is to
impose order, and to do that we apply a filter.”” Revealingly, he does not provide any justification
for this assertion. Why should anyone think that the facts of the Bible are just pieces of scattered
data? Here Heiser is using his filter. He is interpreting the data with his worldview, his set of
presuppositions, his filter. He asserts, “The Bible is really a theological and literary mosaic.”'® But
isn’t it a filter to say that the Bible is a theological and literary mosaic? There are no statements in
the Bible that assert that it is a theological and literary mosaic, and many interpreters through history
have not understood the Bible to be a theological and literary mosaic. To see the biblical text as a
mosaic is nothing less than a filter.

Mosaic
He refers to a “pattern” in a mosaic. He says, “Yes, the individual pieces are essential;
b b

without them there would be no mosaic. But the meaning of all the pieces is found in the completed
mosaic. And a mosaic isn’t imposed on the pieces; it derives from them.”'' But Heiser seems not to

¢ Unseen Realm, 13.

" Heiser, The Divine Council, iv.

8 Heiser, The Divine Council, v.

® Unseen Realm, 15.

10 Unseen Realm, 15.

! Unseen Realm, 15. Emphasis in original.
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understand the hermeneutical spiral.'* If the pieces have meaning only in the completed whole, then
what do they contribute to the whole? Unless the individual pieces have meanings, the whole has
no meaning since the whole must be composed of the meanings of the individual pieces. Likewise,
the individual pieces have some meaning as they fit into the whole. If the individual pieces have no
meaning apart from the whole, then how can an interpreter decide where an individual piece should
go in the mosaic?

However, Heiser has committed a common logical fallacy.  Figure 5: Square Mosaic
Not being conversant either in philosophy or logic, his faulty
reasoning may be excusable. Let me illustrate. If all the individual
pieces of a mosaic are triangular, is the resulting mosaic necessarily
a triangle? Of course not. To think that because each piece of a
mosaic is triangular that therefore the whole mosaic must be a
triangle is the fallacy of composition. A mass of triangular pieces
can be so arranged as to produce a complete square, or rectangle, or
polygon, or even a triangle. However, if every one of the pieces of
a mosaic are completely green in color, is the entire mosaic green?
Of course. To think that even though every piece of a mosaic is
green, and yet the whole mosaic cannot be green is the other side of
this fallacy. But this does not seem to be Heiser’s fallacy.

Rather, Heiser’s fallacy is the fallacy of division. Someone
commits the fallacy of division when he assumes that what is true of  Figure 6: Green Mosaic
the whole is necessarily true of a part. There are two kinds of fallacy
of division. First, one argues that what is true of the whole is true of
all of the parts. An example of this kind would be to argue that
because a machine is heavy, or complicated, or valuable, that each
of its parts must be heavy, or complicated, or valuable. The second
instance is to argue from the attributes of a collection of elements to
the attributes of each of the elements. An example of this kind is to
argue that because students in a particular school study philosophy,
theology, hermeneutics, Greek, Hebrew, Missions, Evangelism, and
Preaching, that every student in the school studies philosophy,
theology, hermeneutics, Greek, Hebrew, Missions, Evangelism, and
Preaching. It is this second kind of fallacy of division that Heiser has committed.

We can see that Heiser has committed this fallacy in the quote from his dissertation. Even
if it were the case that prior to the sixth century B.C.E., Israelite religion underwent an evolution
from an initial polytheism to a firm monolatry, where the “other gods™ of the divine council were

'2 The notion of a hermeneutic spiral is an adaptation of the traditional view of the hermeneutics circle. The
hermeneutic circle identifies the process by which one interprets a text. According to this view, an interpreter goes to
the text to understand it, and the text then impacts the view of the interpreter. So, there is a circle of going to the text,
being changed by the text, going back to the text with a new view, and being impacted again by the text. This sets up this
circle of going to and taking from the text. The adaptation of the spiral is that this circle actually moves the interpreter
forward in understanding, creating a spiral toward greater understanding rather than merely a circle the does not depict
the actual development of understanding.
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tolerated but not worshiped, it does not necessarily follow that Psalm 82 reflects this view. Yet
Heiser simply assumes that it must. But this is the fallacy of division. An attribute of the whole of
ANE literature must be an attribute of the part, namely, Psalm 82. Of course Heiser would want to
marshal his evidence in support of his assertion, but, again, this is the point. By marshaling his
evidence in support of his assertion he would be attempting to justify his filter. Heiser says, “Once
I’d been awakened to this, it struck me as faithless to use a filter.”"* Additionally, Heiser speaks as
if his hypothesis about ancient Israelite religion is an established fact. However, the question of
whether Israelite religion was ever polytheistic, a topic considered below, is a debated issue with no
definitive conclusions that have been largely accepted by scholars. Heiser reads into the text an
assumption and then uses his eisegesis as evidence for his conclusion. This is circular.

Heiser asserts, “And a mosaic isn’t imposed on the pieces; it derives from them.”'* But this
assertion contradicts his earlier statement that the meaning is “found in the completed mosaic.” If
the meaning of the pieces is “found” in the completed mosaic, then the meaning of the completed
mosaic gives the pieces their meaning. But this is a case of imposing the meaning of the completed
mosaic on the pieces. Heiser’s assertion is simply not true. A mosaic is a picture or pattern or design
produced by arranging together small pieces. But the small pieces do not arrange themselves. The
mosaic must be arranged by some arranger. And mosaics can be arranged in different ways. The
same triangles from the mosaic arranged in a square can be rearranged in an octagon. The
arrangement of the pieces into a mosaic is imposed upon the pieces by the pattern in the mind of the
one who arranges the pieces. Since mosaics can be arranged in different ways, why should anyone
think that Heiser’s mosaic is the arrangement that anyone should accept? It is Heiser’s filter that
arranges the pieces of the mosaic into the whole that he wants.

Another thing about mosaics is that some mosaics cannot be
arranged in certain patterns. For example, the mosaic of triangles Figure 7: Octagon Mosaic
cannot be arranged to form a circle. No matter how many straight
sides a mosaic piece has, and no matter how the mosaic appears, it
will never form a circle. A chiliagon may appear to be a circle, but
it is actually a 1000 sided figure. Heiser asserts, “My passion is to
persuade you to remove your filter and begin to look at the pieces of
Scripture as part of a mosaic so that this ‘big picture’ can begin to
take focus.””” But why should anyone remove his filter only to
replace it with Heiser’s filter, especially since Heiser has given no
justification for his arrangement? Contrary to Heiser’s claim, he has
imposed an arrangement upon the pieces and presents this as if it is
the mosaic that gives meaning to the pieces. For Heiser to think that
he can interpret the Bible without a filter or that he has the mosaic that everyone should accept is,
frankly, not honest. Heiser’s filter is his blanket acceptance of ANE myth as the grid through which
everyone should interpret the OT. Ultimately, Heiser’s analogy of the Bible as a mosaic is simply
false and does not capture the complexity of exegesis.

3 Unseen Realm, 15.
" Unseen Realm, 15.
15 Unseen Realm, 15.
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Obstacles and Protocols

Heiser sets out what he calls “serious obstacles.” The firstis, 1. We 've been trained to think
that the history of Christianity is the true context of the Bible.”'® Although I have attended seminary,
having earned a Ph.D. in philosophy of religion, and having taught in a seminary for more than 30
years, [ was never taught that the history of Christianity was the true context of the Bible. But Heiser
exhibits a habit of equivocating on the use of his terms. This is a tactic that he will frequently use.
He says, “. . . Christian history is not the context of the biblical writers.”"” However, he goes on to
say, “The proper context for interpreting the Bible is not Augustine or any other church father.”'®
Here he has equivocated on the word ‘context.” He first refers to the context of the biblical writers,
then he talks about the context of interpretation. Of course, the historical, political, and cultural
context of the biblical writers was certainly not the context of subsequent Christian history.
However, it does not follow that the proper context of interpretation is not among any of the church
fathers. In fact, there is a sense in which the context of Christian history is in fact the context of the
biblical writers. Throughout history, orthodox Christians have believed that salvation is by grace
through faith. Throughout history, orthodox Christians have believed and taught that Jesus is God
in the flesh and the He was raised from the dead. And there are many other doctrinal beliefs that have
been held by orthodox Christians forming the context of Christian history of theology. Orthodox
Christian have believed that these doctrines are the context of the Bible to which they, as Christian,
subscribe. In a sense, Christian history is the context of the biblical writers.

Heiser has actually created a problem for himself. If the proper context of interpretation is
not, as he says, “. . . the modern world at all, or any period of its history,” then does not this
disqualify Heiser’s own interpretations? Isn’t he a part of “the modern world” or a part of the “period
of'its history”? And if he can get outside of his own modern world context to interpret the Bible, why
could not Augustine or other church fathers get outside of their own historical context to interpret
the Bible? Heiser wants to prejudice the reader against appealing to interpreters from church history
that may contradict his views.

It is difficult not to notice the arrogance of Heiser’s assertions. Heiser believes that the proper
context of interpretation is not the history of the Christian church, or any of those throughout the
history of Christianity who have engaged in interpretation, yet he thinks his interpretation is superior
and that he is capable of passing judgment on all the biblical interpreters throughout Christian
history. If it is the case, as he says, “Every other context is alien to the biblical writers and, therefore,
to the Bible,”"” then why should anyone think that his interpretation is somehow exempt from these
obstacles? Heiser seems to think that his own view is superior to all the hundreds of thousands of
interpreters throughout the history of Christianity.

It is also curious that Heiser seems to ignore contemporary biblical scholarship. As Meir
Sternberg points out,

' Unseen Realm, 16. (Emphasis in original).
17 Unseen Realm, 16.
18 Unseen Realm, 16.
1 Unseen Realm, 16.



The Unseemly Realm Heiserian Hermeneutics: Part 1 98

When all is said and done, the independent knowledge we possess of the “real world” behind
the Bible remains absurdly meager, almost nonexistent when compared with the plenty
available to, say, Joyceans or even Shakespearians. For better or worse, most of our
information is culled from the Bible itself, and culling information entails a process of
interpretation, where source abjectly waits on discourse. There is no escaping this necessity
— though, again, many would like to and may even pretend they do. Source-oriented critics
often imply that they deal in hard facts and consign “aesthetic” analysis to its fate at the none
too reliable hands of the literary coterie. If seriously entertained, this is a delusion, bearing the
name of positivism with none of its excuses and facilities. There is simply nothing here to be
positive about — no, or almost no, facts concerning the sources of the Bible apart from those
we ourselves make by inference from the Bible as source. The movement from text to reality
cannot but pass through interpretation.*’

Contemporary scholarship has demonstrated that, due to the paucity of knowledge of the
“real world” behind the Bible, our information comes from our interpretation of the biblical text.
This applies to Heiser as well as to any other interpreter. Yet Heiser wants his readers to think that
he has the “face value” and “straightforward” interpretation to which all Christians should subscribe
regardless of what others may think.

But Heiser has another tactic in his arsenal. It is called poisoning the well. As A. J. Hoover
explains, “You commit this error [of poisoning the well] when you discredit a source of evidence
in advance, when you define the case so that contrary evidence is automatically precluded.”™
Without argument or evidence, Heiser attacks interpreters throughout the history of Christianity in
order to poison his reader from accepting their interpretations. Basically Heiser is saying, “When you
read or hear an interpretation contrary to the one I am giving you, then just consider the source.”

As we have seen above, Heiser asserts, “I’m not arguing that we should ignore our Christian
forefathers. I'm simply saying that we should give their words and their thought the proper
perspective and priority.”** But who decides what is “proper perspective and priority”? Does Heiser
think that he has this “proper perspective and priority”? Should we not also give Heiser’s
interpretations proper perspective and priority? Why should anyone think that Heiser’s
interpretations are better than the theologians of church history? Heiser thinks that the creeds are
important “albeit carefully selected.” And who decides what constitutes a careful selection? Heiser?
Of course that is what he means! Heiser expects the reader to accept his decision about what
constitutes “carefully selected, theological ideas.”

Earlier we pointed out that Heiser commits the fallacy of division. Here he is doing it again.
Referring to the historical context in which the biblical writers lived and wrote, Heiser asserts, “To
understand how the biblical writers thought, we need to tap into the intellectual output of that
world.”” First of all, the only access a reader has to the thoughts of another is what that other says
or writes. It is not possible for one person to enter the mind of another person, living or dead.

2 Meir Sternberg, The Poetics of Biblical Narrative: Ideological Literature and the Drama of Reading
(Bloomington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1987), 16.

2L A. J. Hoover, Don’t You Believe It! (Chicago: Moody Press, 1982), 63.

22 Unseen Realm, 16.

B Unseen Realm, 16.
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Secondly, just because the biblical authors lived and wrote in a particular historical context does not
mean that they necessarily thought the same way as the people in that historical context. Heiser’s
own musings are an example of this fact. Just because Heiser lives in this modern context does not
mean he thinks like others who live in this context. It is certainly helpful and even perhaps
enlightening to understand the historical context in which the biblical authors lived and wrote, but
this fact alone does not necessarily tell us what the biblical authors thought. The only access we have
to what the biblical authors thought is what they wrote. To take extra-biblical works as if this tells
us what the biblical authors thought is to impose one’s interpretation of these extra-biblical works
upon the biblical text. This is eisegesis at its finest.

Also, Heiser asserts, “As our understanding of the worldview of the biblical writers grows,
so does our understanding of what they intended to say — and the mosaic of their thinking takes shape
in our minds.”** This is another basic flaw in Heiser’s hermeneutic methodology. It is a variation of
the intentional fallacy. The intentional fallacy is the error of basing one’s assessment of a work on
what one believes to be the intention of the author rather than basing it on the author’s work itself.
The intentional fallacy was initially set forth by W. K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Monroe C. Beardsley in the
article “Intention” in Dictionary of World Literature. In it they assert, “Evidence that the work has
a certain actual meaning is derived from a study of the work itself, the words in which it is written
and their syntax. . . . To infer the author’s intention from internal evidence presupposes that the
actual and the intentional meanings coincide;”* In the chapter, “The Intentional Fallacy,” Wimsatt
and Beardsley expound on the intentional fallacy and pursue its implications.?® The problem with
using the intention to discover the meaning is that, unless an author specifically states or records his
intention, the intention is always external to the text and is almost impossible to verify. Heiser’s
claim about intention is a variation on the intentional fallacy, that is, the error of basing one’s
interpretation of the text on what one thinks was the author’s intention. The problem is, as Wimsatt
and Beardsley point out, a hearer or reader has no access to an author’s intention apart from what the
author says or writes. An author’s intention in communicating is always in the author’s mind, but
another person does not have direct access to an author’s mind. Unless an author specifically states
his intention, any claims about an author’s intention will always be speculation; it will be a guess.
So, basing one’s interpretation on what one guesses about an author’s intention is a hermeneutic
fallacy. What Heiser is doing is interpreting extra-biblical works and then using his interpretations
to divine the intentions of the biblical authors.*” It is illegitimate to attempt to construct an author’s
intention by imposing on an author’s text one’s own interpretation of the works of others of the same
period.

2 Unseen Realm, 16.

» Monroe C. Beardsley and W. K. Wimsatt, Jr., “Intention,” in Dictionary of World Literature: Criticism -
Forms - Technique, ed. Joseph T. Shipley (New York: The Philosophical Library, 1943), 327.

2W. K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Monroe C. Beardsley, The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry (New York:
The Noonday Press, 1954), 3—18.

" To “divine” an interpretation was part of Friedrich Schleiermacher’s divinatory method of interpreting a text.
It was the effort of the interpreter “to transform himself, so to speak, into the author . . . to gain an immediate
comprehension of the author as an individual.” Friedrich Daniel Ernst Schleiermacher, Hermeneutik (Heidelberg: Carl
Winter, 1974), 105.“Die divinatorische ist die, welche, indem man sich selbst gleichsam in den anderen verwandelt, das
Individuelle unmittelbar aufzufassen sucht.”
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Heiser’s second obstacle is, “2. We've been desensitized to the vitality and theological
importance of the unseen world.”* Of course what he is saying is that we have been “desensitized”
to his view of the unseen world. Notice that he simply assumes that his understanding of the unseen
world is necessarily correct and that the rest of us have simply been desensitized to it. And notice
how he paints the picture: “We find talk of the supernatural world uncomfortable.” I do not know
of anyone who thinks this way. In fact, Heiser’s assertion flies in the face of the countless books and
articles that have been written about the supernatural world. Indeed, everything that has ever been
written about God by Jews and Christians constitutes talking about the supernatural world. Of course
what Heiser is saying is that we find talk about Ais interpretation of the supernatural world
uncomfortable. Here again he is poisoning the well. Without argument or evidence he wants his
reader to think that anyone who objects to his understanding of the supernatural world has
necessarily been “desensitized.” Heiser precludes contrary views by disparaging them: “Oh! You
don’t agree with my interpretation? That’s just because you have been desensitized!”

Of course it is to be expected that Heiser, at some point, would bring out the whipping boy
of rationalism, a favorite of progressives and post-modernists. He says, “The believing church is
bending under the weight of its own rationalism, a modern worldview that would be foreign to the
biblical writers.” It is painfully obvious that Heiser does not understand what rationalism is, but
it is a quick way of earning brownie points among sympathetic readers. Rationalism was not and is
not a “worldview.” There are many conflicting and contradictory claims that can be and have been
identified as rationalism. Rationalism was the conviction that unaided human reason alone is the
measure of truth. There has been a variety of individuals who have been classified as rationalists:
René Descartes (1596—-1650) claimed to be a Christian and even employed arguments for the
existence of God, but he has been classified as a rationalist. Baruch Spinoza (1632—-1677) was a
pantheist who did not believe in the Jewish or Christian God, but he has been classified as a
rationalist. Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) is renown for having attempted a fusion of empiricism and
rationalism. He attempted to debunk all cosmological arguments for the existence of God. There is
no doubt that contemporary rationalism has influenced the Christian church, but to claim that the
believing church is “bending under the weight of its own rationalism” is an exaggeration designed,
once again, to poison the well against anyone who would disagree with Heiser’s view: “Oh! You
don’t agree with my interpretation? That’s because you are bending under the weight of your
rationalism!”

Heiser poses the following scenario:

If your background, like mine, is in the evangelical, noncharismatic branch of Protestantism,
perhaps you consider yourself an exception to the patterns I’ve identified, or think that I’ve
overstated the situation. But what would you think if a Christian friend confided to you that
he believed he had been helped by a guardian angel, or that he had audibly heard a
disembodied voice warning him of some danger? What if your friend claimed to have

% Unseen Realm, 16. (Emphasis in original).
® Unseen Realm, 17
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witnessed demonic possession, or was convinced that God had directed her life through a
dream that included an appearance of Jesus?*’

Heiser has another tactic displayed in the above argument. It is called a Red-Herring
argument. A Red-Herring argument is the distracting of one’s audience from the real issue by appeal
to irrelevant matters. This derives from the practice of dragging a red herring over the path of the
prey so that the scent would distract the hounds from the chase. This kind of scenario is totally
irrelevant to the question of Heiser’s interpretation. Whether someone would balk at a Christian
friend’s claim does not say anything about whether Heiser’s understanding of the supernatural realm
is right or wrong. The problem is that experiences do not come with tags that tell you how they
should be interpreted. The question is not whether any individual has had such experiences. The
issue is the person’s interpretation of the experience. Evaluating the interpretations of such
experiences requires that one measure the interpretation against what the Bible says. We cannot
interpret the Bible on the basis of the experiences we have. That is getting the cart before the horse.

It is amazing that somehow Heiser knows how “Most of us noncharismatics” would respond.
It is extremely unlikely that Heiser has canvassed “most” noncharismatics. Why would he put it this
way? Once again, to poison the well against anyone who would take exception to his interpretation.
“Oh! You don’t agree with my interpretation? Well, you are just like most noncharismatics whose
initial impulse is to doubt!” That’s why Heiser portrays the search for “other possible explanations”
as somehow wrong. Should we not always seek other possible explanations? Did not Heiser do this
when he read Psalm 82? Did he not seek some other explanations than the explanations given by
interpreters and theologians?

Heiser claims that our effort to seek other possible explanations is because “our modern
inclination is to insist on evidence.”' Of course the inclination to insist on evidence is nota “modern
inclination.” People have been insisting on evidence since there were claims that people made for
which they needed evidence. That’s pretty much the history of thought. Again Heiser wants to
preclude the effort of the reader to consider other possible explanations and insist on evidence. “Oh!
You don’t agree with my interpretation? Well, that’s just your modern inclination to insist on
evidence!” In fact, Heiser appeals to what “Most of us noncharismatics” would think as if this is
evidence that we have misunderstood the Bible.

We have already seen that Heiser claims, . . . but the truth is that our modern evangelical
subculture has trained us to think that our theology precludes any experience of the unseen world.”*
Again Heiser has some remarkable access to everyone in “our modern evangelical subculture” such
that he is able to divine how we all have been trained to think. Of course what Heiser is saying is that
we have been trained to preclude Ais interpretation of the unseen world, and anyone who precludes
his interpretation of the unseen world has just been trained to do this. It can’t be the case that
someone actually has studied and believes that she has a sound basis for precluding Heiser’s view.
As far as Heiser is concerned, it can only be that she has been trained to preclude. “Oh! You don’t
agree with my view? That’s just because you have been trained to preclude it.”

3 Unseen Realm, 17.
31 Unseen Realm, 18.
32 Unseen Realm, 18.
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Heiser’s third obstacle is, “3. We assume that a lot of things in the Bible are too odd or
peripheral to matter.”® Again, I am not aware of anyone who thinks this. Heiser recounts an
experience while visiting a local church. The pastor was preaching through 1 Peter, but when he
reached the text of 1 Pet. 3:14-22, according to Heiser, the pastor announced, “We’re going to skip
this section of 1 Peter since it’s just too strange.”* As a result of this announcement, Heiser did not
visit the church again. So, rather than go to the pastor to ask him about his announcement, Heiser
summarily passes judgment on the pastor. There may have been a legitimate reason for the pastor
to skip that portion of the text, and the pastor’s characterization of the text as “just too strange” may
have been an unfortunate blunder on the pastor’s part, but Heiser does not bother to find out whether
the pastor had a legitimate reason. Heiser simply assumes that his own judgment is absolutely
correct, and he assumes that the only reason the pastor would do this is because the pastor thinks that
the passage is too odd or peripheral to matter. Again, none of this shows whether Heiser’s view of
the supernatural realm is correct. It is another a red-herring.

Heiser takes the same approach later in this section: “The odds are very high that you’ve
never heard that Psalm 82 plays a pivotal role in biblical theology (including New Testament
theology). I’ve been a Christian for over thirty years and I’ve never heard a sermon on it.”* Heiser
doesn’t consider that perhaps the reason we have never heard that Psalm 82 plays a pivotal role in
biblical theology is because no one believes that it does. It is probably beyond our present technology
to recover every instance in the history of Judaism and Christianity in which someone taught or
preached on Psalm 82. Of the multitude of Jews and Christians who have lived and taught, Heiser’s
experience is quite minute. That Heiser has never heard a sermon on the topic is not impressive.
Also, the fact that Heiser has never heard a sermon on it says nothing about whether his
interpretation is correct. And it is illegitimate to condemn an interpretation that you have never
heard.

Why Does It Matter?

Heiser believes that it is possible to interpret the text without any filters. One of his
publications has the title, The Bible Unfiltered. The fact that Heiser appeals to ANE literature as an
interpretive grid through which to interpret the Bible shows that he employs filters. He wants to filter
out what he believes to be the detrimental or misleading assertions of other scholars. Heiser employs
various tactics to filter out any view that is contrary to his own. The biggest obstacles to
interpretation, according to Heiser, are that everyone else has been trained or desensitized to hold
a view contrary to his own. Before presenting any actual support for his position, Heiser employs
fallacious reasoning and red-herring arguments and other fallacies to preclude the reader from
questioning his views. He constructs hypothetical scenarios that have nothing to do with his view
about the supernatural realm but serve to attempt to “win over the crowd” and create an attitude to
preclude any contrary views.

33 Unseen Realm, 18.(Emphasis in original).
3% Unseen Realm, 18.
3 Unseen Realm, 19.



CHAPTER 8

HEISERIAN HERMENEUTICS: PART 2

Introduction

Part 2 of an examination of Heiser’s hermeneutic method will examine several examples of
Heiser’s use of eisegesis. The term ‘eisegesis’ means “to lead into” and refers to the practice of
reading into the text one’s own assumptions and presuppositions in order to make the text support
one’s view. It is the opposite of ‘exegesis,” which refers to bringing out of the text what it actually
says. It seems remarkable how easily Heiser reads into the text what it does not say, and how often
he neglects to deal with aspects of the text that do not agree with his view. The following are only
some instances of this practice. No doubt some will cry “out of context!” So I have included with
each quote a brief statement about the context from which the quote is taken.

Eisegesis

1) “There it was, plain as day: The God of the Old Testament was part of an assembly—a
pantheon—of other gods.”"
Context: This quote comes in the first chapter of Unseen Realm where Heiser is recounting
his “watershed moment” stemming from his re-reading of Psalm 82.
Problem: Nowhere in the text does it say that God was a “part” of an assembly. Nowhere
in the text is there any reference to a “pantheon.” The text does not say “other gods.” Heiser is not
reading this out of the text. He is imposing his always-already-present view upon the text.

2) “The word elohim is a ‘place of residence’ term. Our home is the world of embodiment;
elohim by nature inhabit the spiritual world.””
Context: This quote comes in chapter 4 of The Unseen Realm in the section titled “Divine
Beings are Not Human.” He is discussing the use of the word ‘elohim’ as it is used in Psalm 82.
Problem 1: Nowhere in the Bible is the word elohim used to refer to a place of residence.
The standard Hebrew lexicon does not list this as one of the possible uses of the word. In fact, there
are undisputed instances in which the word elohim is used of human beings, whose “place of
residence” is earth. The word elohim does not indicate, imply, or specify any place of residence.
Problem 2: Many commentators refer to Exod. 22:8 as an instance in which 2"779X (elohim)
refers to human judges. Heiser objects to this: “First, these judges (if 277K, ha’elohim; and 717K,
elohim; are plural and referring to people) give decisions for the nation of Israel—not the nations of

' Unseen Realm, 11.
2 Unseen Realm, 29.
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the world as is the case in Psa 82 and Deut 32.”* Heiser’s objection amounts to a rejection of this
view because it does not fit his interpretations of Psalm 82 and Deuteronomy 32. Basically, Heiser
is saying, “Your interpretation must be wrong because it does not agree with my interpretation.”

3) “Eden was God’s home on earth. It was his residence.”™

Context: This statement occurs in chapter 6 of Unseen Realm in which Heiser proposes to
discuss Eden to reinforce his notion that there were two household-families of god.

Problem: Nowhere in the text does it say that Eden was God’s home on earth or His
residence. Heiser says, “Ancient readers couldn’t miss it.” Of course, ancient readers could not miss
it because it wasn’t there to be missed. The ancient readers would have known better. Also, how
does Heiser know that ancient readers could not have missed it? It is important that Heiser does not
refer to any ancient reader.

4) “Adam and Eve lived in the garden.””

Context: This statement occurs in Heiser’s discussion that Eden was not coextensive with
earth.

Problem: Nowhere does the text say that Adam and Eve lived in the garden. The garden was
not coextensive with Eden any more than Eden was coextensive with earth. The text states, “YHWH
God planted a garden toward the east, in Eden []73, bé ‘eden]; and there He placed the man whom
He had formed” (Gen. 2:8).° The garden was a place in Eden. In fact, Gen. 2:8 does not say that God
placed the man in the garden. The text states that God planted a garden in Eden, and there, in Eden,
he placed the man. In Gen. 2:15 the text states, “Then YHWH God took the man and put him into
the garden of Eden to cultivate it and keep it.”’ If Adam and Eve lived in the garden, why would it
be necessary to take the man and put him into the garden? Heiser simply ignores the text in order to
make it support his view.

5) “The council debated the matter until one of the spiritual beings came forward with a
proposition (1 Kgs. 22:21-22).”®

Context: This statement comes as a comment on the 1 Kings passage.

Problem: Nowhere in the text does it say “the council debated the matter.” The text simply
states, “And one said this while another said that” (1 Kgs. 22:20).” There is no sense here of
“debating” the matter. God said, “Who will entice Ahab,” and one being said this and another said
that. The word translated “said” (XM, wayyomer) is the same word used with reference to the
beings and to God. Are we to suppose that God “debated”? Did God debate who will entice Ahab?
Again Heiser reads into to the text that there was some debate, but the text says nothing of the sort.

? Michael S. Heiser, “Divine Council,” The Lexham Bible Dictionary, ed. John D. Barry, et al. (Bellingham,
WA: Lexham Press, 2016), s.v. “Divine Council.”
4 Unseen Realm, 44.
5 Unseen Realm, 51.
6 (Gen. 2:8) 17 WK DIRTON OU 0D DTpR 17027 DTOR MM v
7 (Gen. 2:15) ;w71 725 1707722 N OINTOR OTOR M RN
8 Unseen Realm, 53.
! (1 Kgs. 22:20) :7752 R 1771 7192 177 X1 7057 7202 D57 2XAXTOX 0T 1 AT RN
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6) “Eden was both the divine abode and the nerve center for God’s plan for Earth.”"
Context: This statement occurs at the beginning of chapter 8 which is a treatment of the fall.
Problem: Nowhere in the text of the Bible do we find any statement that Eden was either

God’s “divine abode” or “the nerve center.” This is simply a fabrication constructed to support his
interpretation.

7) “I use the phrase ‘the satan’ deliberately. The Hebrew (satan) means something like
‘adversary,” ‘prosecutor,” or ‘challenger.” It speaks of an official legal function within a
ruling body—in this case, Yahweh’s council. When Yahweh asks the satan where he has
been, we learn that his job involves investigating what is happening on earth (Job 1:7). He
1s, so to speak, Yahweh’s eyes and ears on the ground, reporting what he has seen and
heard.”"

Context: This passage is in the context of the discussion of “The Backdrop” of the fall.

Problem: Nowhere in the Bible is it said that “the Satan” is “Yahweh’s eyes and ears on the
ground, reporting what he has seen and heard.” If the Satan is the adversary, prosecutor, or
challenger, then how does this make him God’s “eyes and ears”? In another place Heiser asserts,
“Israelite council talk includes all spiritual beings loyal to Yahweh.”'* But the Satan is not “loyal to
Yahweh,” so how can he be part of God’s council?

8) “Eden was his abode; he was accompanied by a supernatural host; one member of that
divine entourage was not pleased by God’s decisions to create humanity and give them
dominion.”"

Context: This statement occurs in a discussion of the context of Genesis 3.
Problem: Nowhere in Scripture is there any statement that one member of the supposed
divine entourage was not pleased by God’s decisions to create humanity and give them dominion.

9) “The chapter [Ezekiel 28] begins with God chastising the prince of Tyre (Ezek 28:1-8).
God accuses this prince of extraordinary arrogance. In verse 2 the prince considers himself
a god (el), who sits in the seat of the gods (moshab elohim), a term associated with the
divine council.”™

Context: This passage occurs in a discussion of Ezekiel 28.
Problem: The last expression in Ezek. 28:6 is DT2% 292 (kéleb ’élohim). The same word
D°9XR (*élohim) is used here that is used earlier in verse 2 that Heiser translates “gods”: “Son of
man, say to the leader of Tyre, ‘Thus says the Lord YHWH, because your heart is lifted up and you
have said, ‘I am a 9X [’el], I sit in the seat of 772K [’élohim] in the heart of the seas’; Yet you are
a man and not DX [’el], although you make your heart like the heart of DTOX [ élohim].”

10 Unseen Realm, 56.

W Unseen Realm, 56-57.

'2 Michael S. Heiser, “The Divine Council in the Pentateuch” (Conference Paper, Evangelical Theological
Society, San Antonio, 2017), n.p.

13 Unseen Realm, 74.

" Unseen Realm, 75-76.
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(Ezek. 28:2)." Now, should we understand this as “heart of gods,” since there is no definite article
before 07TOK (Célohim)? Heiser argues, “God proceeds to acknowledge the great intelligence of this
prince, but reminds him that he is no god, and certainly not the Most High (Ezek. 28:2-6).”"
Nowhere in verses 2—6 does the text say that the prince of Tyer is not “the Most High.” Verse six
says, “Therefore thus says the Lord YHWH, ‘Because you have made your heart like the heart of
God.”"” Notice the final phrase of verse 6: D'777X 273 (kéleb élohim, “like the heart of God”). This
is exactly the same phrase at the end of verse 2. So, if these two phrases are referring to the Most
High God, then both instances of the word 2°7T9% (*élohim) should be taken as “God” not “gods.”
But if both of these should be taken as a references to the Most High God, then why should we take
the same word in verse 2, “the seat of 27 T7X [’élohim],” as “gods” and not “God.” Heiser simply
renders the text in such a way that it appears to support his view. This is, frankly, not honest.

10) “Many scholars argue that the Edenic figure in view [in Ezekiel 28] is Adam. That
perspective is workable with parts of the description, but not all of them. The more
coherent alternative is the serpent—more pointedly, a divine being who has forgotten his
place in the pecking order.”"®

Context: This passages is from the further discussion of Ezekiel 28 and is an argument
against the interpretation that the individual referred to is Adam.

Problem: Heiser gives his translation of Ezek. 28:14—17, but he translates some aspects of
the text so as not to reflect the actual Hebrew text. First he translates verse 14: “You were an
anointed guardian cherub, and I placed you on God’s holy mountain; you walked in the midst of
stones of fire.”" The text actually says “Y ou were the anointed cherub who covers, and I placed you
there. You were on the holy mountain of God; you walked in the midst of the stones of fire”
(Ezek. 28:14).% First, there is no word in the text corresponding to the word ‘guardian’ that Heiser
includes. The expression is simply MR 2172 (keriib mimSah “anointed cherub”). In fact, there is
no place in the OT that refers to a “guardian cherub.” In another place Heiser uses an analogy
concerning “guardians’:

Perhaps a modern analogy of government in the United States will help make the point. We
can speak of the federal legislature, by which we mean that branch of government responsible
for passing laws. The term “Congress” is a synonym. However, our Congress has two parts:
the Senate and the House. Decision-making members of these two bodies, and hence the
Congress, are elected. The two houses of Congress both have “guardian officers’ (e.g., the
Sergeant at Arms) and other support staff who are appointed, not elected. Though they have
no decision-making power, they are nevertheless part of “Congress” in certain contexts where

5o 292 MY OO W IR DR MRMY 27 23 107 7T IR MK 8 Tah by o2
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16 Unseen Realm, 77.
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that term is used. For instance, when we say “Congress is in session” we don’t mean that
everyone who isn’t elected gets the day off. They have roles to play. “Congress” can therefore
refer to only those elected officials who make laws, or can refer to the entire bureaucratic
apparatus of the federal legislature. So, I'm a big tent guy when it comes to the divine
council.”!

Heiser does not provide any instances in which “Congress” is used “in certain contexts” to
include the non-elected “guardian officers.” All officers are elected to their positions by the elected
members of Congress. According to OED, a guardian is, “One who guards, protects, or preserves;
a keeper, defender; ‘one to whom the care and preservation of any thing is committed.””* It is
characteristic of Heiser’s method to make claims that he does not support with any evidence.

He goes on to argue against the notion that “the Edenic figure” was Adam: “Was Adam an
‘anointed guardian cherub’? Where do we read in Genesis 3 that Adam was filled with violence, or
that his sin was propelled by the fact he was egotistically enamored of his own beauty and splendor?
When was Adam cast to the ground to be exposed before kings (v. 17)?”* But the same questions
can be asked of Heiser’s view that the “Edenic figure” is “the serpent.” Where in any part of the
Bible is the serpent of Genesis 3 referred to as a cherub? Someone will say that perhaps Ezekiel 28
is the one place. However, nowhere in Ezekiel 28 is there a reference to the serpent. An additional
problem is that the text states, “* By your wisdom and understanding you have acquired riches for
yourself and have acquired gold and silver for your treasuries. > By your great wisdom, by your trade
you have increased your riches and your heart is lifted up because of your riches—"" (Ezek. 28:4-5).*
Are we to believe that the serpent was a tradesman and that he accumulated riches? Why would a
“guardian cherub” accumulate gold and silver? Of course some will say, “Those verses come in the
section that is about the leader of Tyre, who was merely a human being. It is the king of Tyre
beginning in verse 12 that refers to the guardian cherub.” The problem with this retort is that in the
section about the king of Tyre that is supposed to be about the serpent, verse 16 refers to his “trade”:
“By the abundance of your trade you were internally filled with violence, and you sinned; Therefore
I'have cast you as profane from the mountain of God. And I have destroyed you, O covering cherub,
from the midst of the stones of fire” (Ezek. 28:16).> Verse 18 also refers to trade: “By the multitude
of your iniquities, in the unrighteousness of your trade you profaned your sanctuaries. Therefore I
have brought fire from the midst of you; It has consumed you, and I have turned you to ashes on the
earth in the eyes of all who see you” (Ezek. 28:18).%° Where do we read in Ezekiel or any part of
Scripture that the serpent is said to be involved in trade?

Verse 16 says, 72X) (wa abbedka, “1 have destroyed you”). This word has a prefixed
conjunction and a 2™ person, pronominal suffix. It is the 1* person, Piel verb 72X (’bd). According

2 Heiser, “The Divine Council in the Pentateuch.”

22 QED, s.v. “guardian.”

B Unseen Realm, 78.
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to HAL, the Piel form of this verb means “to cause to perish” or “destroy.””” Where do we read in
Ezekiel, or anywhere else in Scripture, that the serpent was destroyed? Verse 18 says God consumed
him and turned him to ashes on the earth in the eyes of all who see him. Where do we read in
Ezekiel, or anywhere else in Scripture, that the serpent was consumed by God and turned into ashes?
If the serpent was consumed and turned to ashes, how is that he tested Jesus in the wilderness, or
deceived the whole world? Heiser’s effort to turn this passage into a reference to the serpent in order
to support his view simply cannot be supported by the text of Scripture.

11) “Butn-ch-sh are also the consonants of a verb. If we changed the vowels to a verbal form
(recall that Hebrew originally had no vowels), we would have nochesh, which means ‘the
diviner.”?*

Context: This passage occurs in the discussion of the nachash of Genesis 3.

Problem 1: It is simply false that Hebrew originally had no vowels. Every language has
vowels, whether written or only oral, else the language could not be spoken. Modern Hebrew, like
ancient Hebrew, does not have written marks that represent the vowel sounds, but it nevertheless has
vowels. Vowels need not be represented by marks on a page in order to be present. Vowels are one
of the two primary classifications of speech sounds, the other being consonants. Without both, there
is no language.” Heiser’s claim is both misleading and false.

Problem 2: It is important that Heiser gives no source for nochesh, nor does he give a single
instance of the use of nochesh in the OT. That is because no such word occurs in the OT, and no
such word is listed in HAL. Even if such a word exists in some language somewhere, changing the
vowels changes the word. Consider, for example, the letters and change of vowels in Table #8, and
how these changes change the meanings of the words.

Table #8: Changing Vowels

Word Consonants Form Meaning

W nihes nchsh Piel Verb | Seek or Give Omens
W nahas nchsh Noun Serpent, Snake

wm nahas nchsh Noun Magic Curse, Omen
Wi nahius nchsh Noun Bronze

bird brd Noun Fowel

bread brd Noun Food

beard brd Noun Facial Hair

THAL, s.v. “TaR.”
2 Unseen Realm, 87.

¥ See for example, Morris Halle, “Phonological Features,” in International Encyclopedia of Linguistics, 2d ed.
ed. William J. Frawley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003), 3.314-20.
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Word Consonants Form Meaning
board brd Noun Lumber
bored brd Adjective | Wearied by sameness

12) “The serpent (nachash) was an image commonly used in reference to a divine throne
guardian.™’

Context: This statement occurs in the same context as the previous citation.

Problem: Heiser does not provide any references where the Scripture identifies the serpent
(nachash) as a “divine throne guardian.” In a footnote, Heiser does reference two sources he takes
as support for his view. The first, is Alice Wood, Of Wings and Wheels: A Synthetic Study of the
Biblical Cherubim (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2008). Michael Hundley’s review of Wood’s book
is largely favorable, but he does point out problems:

Wood occasionally makes general claims without supporting evidence (e.g., on p. 39 she
makes an unsupported statement about the presence of lion figures at gateways). In addition,
although her translations of the cherubim formula are indeed likely, she too quickly dismisses
the alternate approaches, especially the traditional approach—which resembles her primary
proposal, since “dweller of the cherubim” seems to be simply a more literal way of saying “he
who dwells with the cherubim.” Her proposal in Part II that the Sedu and lamassu are
anthropomorphically presented, in response to Dhorme’s identification of these figures with
winged bulls, is problematic. While often presented anthropomorphically in an intercessory
capacity, the Sedu and lamassu are also presented in mixed forms as door guardians in
Neo-Assyrian palaces and temples.*’

Wood does the same thing in her book as Heiser does in his; make unsupported claims.
Heiser simply assumes that Wood’s interpretations are correct.

The second reference from Heiser is, Bernard E. Batto, In the Beginning: Essays on Creation
Motifs in the Bible and the Ancient Near East (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2013). Heiser
specifically references Batto’s claims on page 47. That material is given here:

The “serpent,” a semidivine creature with wings and feet like the seraphs of Isa 6:2, whose
function was to guard sacred persons and sacred objects such as the tree of divine wisdom,
recognized the fallacy in the deity’s words and advised the man and the woman that wisdom
does not bring death but instead a godlike condition. Desiring to be “like gods,” the man and
the woman partook of the forbidden fruit. The deleterious consequences were
immediate—though not instant death, as the serpent had correctly foretold. The deity expelled
the man and the woman from the garden of God, apparently in an attempt to prevent

3 Unseen Realm, 88.

1 Michael Hundley, “Review of Wood, Alice, Of Wings and Wheels: A Synthetic Study of the Biblical
Cherubim,” Journal of Hebrew Scriptures, Vol. 12 (2012). https://jhsonline.org/index.php/jhs/article/view/18412.
Accessed 6/1/2024.
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humankind from usurping further divine prerogatives (i.e., immortality, by eating of the tree
of life), since the deity's action was consequent upon discovering that the man and the woman
had indeed “become like one of us (gods)”! In further acknowledgment that the creator’s plan
had gone awry, he declared that the original natural bond between humankind and the humus
had been strained to the breaking point and that henceforth the ground would be “cursed”
because of humankind and would yield its produce only with great difficulty (Gen 3:17-19).*

It might be reasonable to infer that the serpent had feet, since part of the curse upon the
serpent is that it will go on its belly. But there is no indication anywhere in Scripture that the nachash
had wings. Nor does the Scripture anywhere claim or imply that the serpent’s function was to guard
sacred persons and sacred objects such as the tree of divine wisdom. Also, Batto claims that there
is a fallacy in God’s words. Nor is the tree ever referred to as the “tree of divine wisdom.” Batto does
the same thing Heiser does, namely, reading into the text what he needs it to say to fit his view. Batto
also does not understand the consequences upon Adam and Eve because of their actions. He says,
“tough not instant death, as the serpent had correctly foretold.” Batto does not even understand the
Scriptures. Death was in fact instant. It was a spiritual death of separation from God. The serpent
said they would not die, but they did die immediately and ultimately. The serpent was wrong. Are
we to believe that the plan of the Sovereign God “had gone awry”? Since Batto does not understand
either the Scripture or the power of God, why should anyone accepts his claims about the serpent?
Since the serpent acted against God’s command that He had given to Adam and Eve, how could he
be characterized as a divine throne guardian? Heiser’s claim is both unsupported and contrary to the
biblical text.

13) The Deuteronomy 32 Worldview. Because of the Deuteronomy 32 worldview,
geography in the Bible is cosmic. Ground is either holy, meaning dedicated to Yahweh,
or it is the domain of another god. This worldview is reflected in many places in the
Bible. For instance, in the Old Testament the book of Daniel refers to foreign nations
being ruled by divine “princes” (Dan. 10:13,20-21). Another example: When David was
running from King Saul, he was forced out of Israel into Philistine territory. In 1 Samuel
26:19, David cried, “They have driven me out from the LORD’s land to a country where
I can only worship foreign gods” (GNT). David wasn’t switching gods. He also wasn’t
denying that God was present everywhere. But Israel was holy ground, the place that
belonged to the true God. David was stuck in the domain of another god.*

Context: This passage is in the chapter of Cosmic Geography.

Problem: Consider the translation that Heiser provides in comparison to what the text
actually says: Heiser’s translation: “They have driven me out from the LORD’s land to a country
where I can only worship foreign gods” (see Figure 8 below).

There is no Hebrew word corresponding to the word ‘land.” There is no Hebrew word
corresponding to the word ‘country.” There is no statement in the biblical text corresponding to

32 Bernard E. Batto, In the Beginning: Essays on Creation Motifs in the Bible and the Ancient Near East
(Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2013), 47.
3 Supernatural, 52.
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“where I can only worship foreign gods.” Heiser notes that the text he gives is from the GNT. This
is the Good News Translation in Today’s English Version—Second Edition. The Good News
Translation is known for taking liberties with the text. It is comparable to a paraphrase. It is not
strictly a translation, as is apparent from the rendering of this verse. We have already seen that Heiser
says he knows his Hebrew grammar. Why did he not translate the passage himself? If he gave an
actual translation of the text it would not say what he needed it to say. Not only is the rendering
inaccurate. It does not support the claim that this indicates a worldview. This is, frankly, not honest.

Figure 8: 1 Sam. 26:19

< Read from Right to Left <
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YHWH the from today they have For
inheritance of | attachment of driven me
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other. gods serve go to say

Concerning the claim, “the Old Testament the book of Daniel refers to foreign nations being
ruled by divine ‘princes’ (Dan. 10:13, 20-21),” the text says nothing of the kind.

“But the prince of the kingdom of Persia was withstanding me for twenty-one days; then
behold, Michael, one of the chief princes, came to help me, for I had been left there with the
kings of Persia” (Dan. 10:13).**

** Then he said, “Do you understand why I came to you? But I shall now return to fight
against the prince of Persia; so [ am going forth, and behold, the prince of Greece is about to
come. > However, I will tell you what is inscribed in the writing of truth. Yet there is no one
who stands firmly with me against these forces except Michael your prince (Dan. 10:20-21).%

The one speaking to Daniel referred to the prince (00, sar) of Persia, v. 13 and 20, and in
verse 20 to the prince (70, sar) of Greece. The word translated “prince” has several possible uses.
However, according to HAL, there is no instance in which this word indicates a ruler.*® Princes were
not rulers. They were functionaries who served the king. Michael is also referred to as a prince
(@270, sarkem, “your prince”). Michael did not “rule” over Daniel’s people. Rather, like other
princes, he served the King. Heiser must read into this word a meaning that serves his purpose.

HEni I IS R DARTT 0T R DX 13T of TR £y b Tk 002 Mot
(Dan. 10:13) :0792 2710 93X OU
F TR 5287 XD NTI0 mIT) RSP XY 072 MDY OPTY WK IHL TOX TR2TD YT MR Y
(Dan. 10:20-21) :027% 2X2MOX 2 7ROV MY PN IR 7R DK 2022 DT 7

S HAL, s.v. “.”
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Additionally, because the text refers to three princes, it goes beyond the statements of the text to
claim that “foreign nations being ruled by divine ‘princes.’” Additionally, there is no statement in
the text that the princes were “divine.”

14) “Infact, the authors of the Hebrew Bible (along with other ancient Near Eastern cultures)
considered the disembodied human dead to be divine beings (see the use of elohim in
1 Sam 28:13), and represented those ‘gods’ (elohim)—the family’s ancestors.”’

Context: This text occurs in a discussion about Exod. 21:1-6.

Problem: Where in the Bible is it taught that the authors considered disembodied human
dead to be divine beings? The 1 Samuel passage recounts the calling up of a spirit for king Saul:
“The king said to her, ‘Do not be afraid; but what do you see?” And the woman said to Saul, ‘I see
elohim coming up out of the earth.” '*He said to her, ‘What is his form?” And she said, ‘An old man
is coming up, and he is wrapped with a robe.” And Saul knew that it was Samuel, and he bowed with
his face to the ground and did homage” (1 Sam. 28:13—14).%® The text states that the woman said she
saw D'7T9X (*élohim) coming up. Of course the subject 279X (’élohim) is plural, and the word
translated “coming up” is (2°7Y, ‘olim) is a plural verb. Heiser takes this as referring to “gods.”
However, Saul asks the woman, 1R (mah ta "éro), “what his form?” The word translated “his
form” is a singular noun with a singular suffix. Saul does not ask, “What are their forms.” Saul’s
question concerns a single being, not many beings. Also, the text makes clear that the woman saw
a single being, not many beings. When Saul asks her to describe what she saw, she responded, “An
old man is coming up, and he is wrapped with a robe.” The elohim had the appearance of a single
old man, not many beings. When the woman gave Saul the description, the text points out, “And
Saul knew that he was Samuel” (X7 DX DIRY 277, wayyeda“ Sa’ul ki Sémi’el hi’), (1
Sam. 28:14). The text did not say that Saul knew they were Samuel, but the “he” (X377, hit), a singular
personal pronoun, was Samuel. Here we have the plural form 27198 (*élohim) with a plural verb
DY (“olim) referring to a single human being, Samuel. The verb is plural in this instance because
the subject is plural. It is not a reference to many “divine beings.” Heiser simply misinterprets and
misrepresents the text.

15) “Although it is much less familiar than the burning bush episode, Exod 23:20-23 is the
most crucial passage in the Old Testament for understanding the identity of the Angel of
Yahweh: . . . This Angel has the authority to pardon or withhold pardon for sins,
something only God can do.”*

Context: This passage occurs in the chapter on the Angel of YHWH. The following
translation is from the NASB:

37 Unfiltered, 65.
RN IR DO SN DTOR IRGTON MUY KM D TR 1D ONTRTON ToRn 77 1o
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(1 Sam. 28:13-14)
¥ Unfiltered, 68—69.



The Unseemly Realm Heiserian Hermeneutics: Part 2 113

*Behold, I am going to send an angel before you to guard you along the way and to bring you
into the place which I have prepared. *' Be on your guard before him and obey his voice; do
not be rebellious toward him, for he will not pardon your transgression, since My name is in
him. ** But if you truly obey his voice and do all that I say, then I will be an enemy to your
enemies and an adversary to your adversaries. > For My angel will go before you and bring you
in to the land of the Amorites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Canaanites, the Hivites and the
Jebusites; and I will completely destroy them (Exod. 23:20-23).%

Problem: 1: The expression “angel of YHWH” is not used in the passage. In fact, there is
only one instance in Exodus that refers to the “angel of YHWH,” and that is in Exod. 3:2 where, in
the burning bush, the angel of YHWH appears to Moses. The expression 277X T[}_I'??; (mal’ak
*elohim, “the angel of the God”) occurs in Exod. 14:19. The angel in Exodus 23 is not referred to
as the “angel of YHWH.”

Problem 2: Heiser jumps to his conclusion because he thinks forgiving sins is something
“only God can do.” One wonders if he has ever actually read the Gospel of John. Jesus breathed on
the disciples and said, “If you forgive the sins of any, their sins have been forgiven them; if you
retain the sins of any, they have been retained” (Jn. 20:23).*! Obviously, anyone to whom God has
granted this authority has the authority to forgive sins. So, the fact that God grants this angel
authority to pardon transgressions does not make this angel the Angel of YHWH. God gave to this
angel the authority to pardon their transgressions.

Problem 3: Heiser assumes, without argument or evidence, that the statement “My name is
inhim” (12722 W, sémi beqirbo) necessarily makes this angel interchangeable with YHWH. Since
this is the only place in the OT where this exact expression is used, it is more than a leap to conclude
that this is the Angel of YHWH on the basis of this one expression. In fact, a similar expression is
used in 2 Chronicles: “He built altars in the house of YHWH of which YHWH had said, ‘My name

shall be in Jerusalem [*2¢~1 Q2WIN"2, birdsalaim yihyeh sseémi] forever’ (2 Chron. 33:4).*2 Are
we to think that Jerusalem is the Angel of YHWH because it uses this expression?

16) “Does Deuteronomy 32.17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?”*
Context: This paper was published by Logos. Heiser addresses the question stated. He
juxtaposes several English translations of the verse to show their differences:

ESV  “They sacrificed to demons that were no gods, to gods they had never known”
RSV  “They sacrificed to demons which were no gods, to gods they had never known”
NJPS “They sacrificed to demons, no-gods, Gods they had never known”

5P wah vIEn T oI WK oipR oK '[x :'r'm 772 ‘[7?3&7'7 77 '[xbr: mol oW My ¥
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(Exod. 23:20-23) :1°0775M
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“ (2 Chron. 33:4) :071vh “n=mm W2 MT AR WX M 0232 nimam m
4 Michael S. Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32:17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” Bible Translator
59.3 (2008): 137-45.
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KJV
NIV
NASB
NRSV

The Hebrew text with a word for word translation is set out below:

Table #9: Deut. 32:17

“They sacrificed unto devils, not to God; to gods whom they knew not”
“They sacrificed to demons, which are not God— gods they had not known”

“They sacrificed to demons who were not God, To gods whom they have not known”
“They sacrificed to demons, not God, to deities they had never known

9944
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Heiser begins his analysis:

The first three translations render 77X as plural (“gods”), while the other four opt for a singular
translation. It is not difficult to see that the translators that have 79X as a plural (ESV, RSV,
NJPS) produced a translation that denies the deity status of the 27 (“demons”). Such
translations, however, are forced to juxtapose this denial with the next clause, D17 X 0719K
(‘gods which they did not know”), which appears to contradict this denial. How can the
demons be gods and not gods in the same verse? The other translations, which take 719X as
singular, do not suffer this tension. In this option, the translation would be something akin to
NASB (“They sacrificed to demons who were not God, to gods whom they have not
known . . .”) or the NRSV (“They sacrificed to demons, not God, to deities they had never
known . ..”).*

Problem: Almost immediately Heiser has imposed his prior assumptions on the text. He
argues that those translations that use the plural, “gods,” for 77X (’Ih) “are forced to juxtapose this
denial with the text clause,” which Heiser translates, “gods which they did not know.” Without
justification or explanation, Heiser translates the word 279X (*élohim) as a plural, “gods.” There
are many instances in the Hebrew Bible in which 279X (*élohim) must be translated as a singular
noun. Even Heiser recognizes this. Genesis 2:4 uses the two names together, 279X M7 (Yehwah
élohim). Here, 279X (Célohim) must be taken as a singular noun. In fact, 2798 (*élohim) occurs
in Deut. 32:3 and must be taken as a singular referring to the God of Israel: “For the name of YHWH
I proclaim, attribute greatness to our God.” 117X 573 3277 XOPX T 0Y 2. The final word in
this verse is a compound form. It is the construct form of 277X (*élohim) with a 1* person plural

“ Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32:17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” 137.
4 Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32:17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” 137-38.
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pronominal suffix 1 (nit). Since the word must be taken to refer to the God of Israel in the same
passage Heiser is discussing, and therefore must be singular, why does Heiser translate 077K
(’élohim) in verse 17 as plural? It cannot be simply because of the word 277X (*élohim). It can only
be because of Heiser’s prior assumption that this must be taken as a plural. Of course, the same
argument applies to those who would take it as a singular. The point is, it is not simply a matter of
translation. It is a matter of prior assumptions, and yet Heiser presents this as simply a matter of
translation without justifying his position. Frankly, this is not honest.

The next paragraph shows more clearly the imposition of Heiser’s assumption upon the text:

A singular translation [of TR (*h)] makes it clear that Isracl committed apostasy, but implies
that the gods to whom the Israelites sacrificed were real but inferior to the God of Israel. The
singular choice identifies the gods as demons (and vice versa); the demon-gods must be
conceived of as actual entities, since it is obvious that the biblical worldview included demons.
That the text calls these gods demons does not soften the theological implications, since
demons (2°7Y) were widely conceived of as deities in the wider Semitic culture of the biblical

world. For example, in the Deir ‘Alla texts from Jordan, the Shaddayin are explicitly called
TTOR (“gods”).*

Heiser argues that a singular translation “implies that the gods to whom the Israelites
sacrificed were real but inferior to the God of Israel.” This inference does not derive from the text.
There is no statement in the text that the “gods” were real but inferior to God. Because Heiser
already assumes the existence of “other gods,” he reads into the text his prior assumption, and then
claims that it is implied from the text. This is, frankly, not honest.

Why Does It Matter?

Some may argue that these instances of eisegesis may be isolated and therefore do not
indicate an overall tendency nor impact Heiser’s ultimate claims about the supernatural realm. The
problem with this kind of objection is that these are only a few of the instances in which Heiser reads
into the text what he wants it to say. Some of the instances are blatant attempts to make the text say
what he needs it to say. These are not isolated instances. There are many more instances in which
Heiser imposes his prior assumptions on the biblical text in order to make it coincide with his view.
These instances reveal a general tendency in dealing with the text. In fact, Heiser’s tactic of eisegesis
involves his interpretation of ANE mythology which he imposes on the text as an interpretative grid.
These instances expose a pattern of eisegesis and should alert the reader not to take Heiser’s
interpretations as valid without doing the necessary analyses. Heiser’s use of eisegesis is, frankly,
not honest.

4 Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32:17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” 138.



CHAPTER 9

HEISERIAN HERMENEUTICS: PART 3

Introduction

Heiser’s practice of eisegesis is not the only concern that the reader should have about his
interpretations, although they do reveal an attempt to manipulate his readers. Part 3 of Heiserian
Hermeneutics will consider some of the logical and other fallacies employed by Heiser in his
interpretations of the text.

Poisoning the Well

William Paley once wrote, “The infidelity of the gentile world, and that more especially of
men of rank and learning in it, is resolvable into a principle, which, in my judgment, will account
for the inefficacy of any argument or any evidence whatever, viz. contempt prior to examination.”
Poisoning the well is an informal logical fallacy by which the poisoner will preemptively present
adverse information about a target in order to discredit or ridicule something that the target says. It
is designed to influence the audience against the views of the target before considering the claims
of the target, and is usually used in order to avoid having the deal with contrary claims. We have
already come across Heiser’s use of poisoning the well.

Heiser begins chapter 2 in Unfiltered with the challenge, “Do you really believe what the
Bible says?”* So, if the reader does not accept his interpretation of the text, the reader is guilty of not
really believing what the Bible says. With this starting challenge, Heiser presents his characterization
of the text of 1 Kgs. 22:19-23. After giving a translation, Heiser says, “Did you catch what the
Bible’s asking you to believe? That God meets with a group of spirit beings to decide what happens
on earth? Is that for real?””® Without any evidence of argument, Heiser prejudices the reader to take
these verses as some kind of decision making process by God and the host of heaven. Besides the
fact that this statement denies God’s sovereignty and immutability, it sounds like the very kind of
approach of the old fundamentalists who said, “If you don’t believe us, you’re going to hell!” If you
don’t believe Heiser, you don’t believe the Bible.

Another example is his declaration about the interpretation of Gen. 6:1-4:

! William Paley, 4 View of the Evidences of Christianity (Dublin: John Pasley, 1794), 111.4.584.
2 Unfiltered, 11.
} Unfiltered, 12
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There have been many attempts to strip this passage of its supernatural elements in order to
make it palatable to modern Bible students. Since this sort of material has been my academic
focus for the past 15 years, I can tell you that all such attempts have significant flaws of
exegesis and logical coherence. But the greatest flaw is that any view that humanizes the sons
of God and denies the unusual nature of the Nephilim invariably violates the passage’s original
context and polemic meaning.*

Before providing any evidence, Heiser has disqualified all other interpretations by vilifying
them as those who strip the passage of'its “supernatural elements.” Heiser has depicted all competent
scholars who interpret the passage differently as incompetents who only try to make the text
palatable to modern Bible students. Anyone who interprets the passage in contrast to Heiser’s view
is automatically disqualified as a flawed exegete who is logically incoherent. This is, frankly, not
honest.

Selective Reporting

Selective reporting is when a person presents only the information that supports a point of
view, opinion, or interpretation, choosing not to report information that may be contrary to the point
of view, opinion, or interpretation. A classic example is the report by a Soviet newspaper concerning
the results of an Olympic contest. The headline read, “Britain Finishes First, Soviet Union Finishes
Third, USA Finishes Next to Last.” What the paper did not report is that there were only three
contestants: 1* Britain, 2" USA, 3" Soviet Union.

1) Referring to Dan. 4:25-26, Heiser argues,

Verse 25 says very plainly that the Most High is sovereign. It is clearly singular. The phrase
“heaven is sovereign” is interesting because the Aramaic word translated heaven (shemayin)
is plural and is accompanied by a plural verb. The plurality of shemayin can point to either the
members of the council or the council as a collective. In any event, the wording is suggestive
of the interchange between council and Most High earlier in Daniel.’

The problem here is that Heiser does not bother to tell his readers that the Aramaic word ]7?;(47'
(sémayin) is always plural. There is no singular form of this word. The same is true of the Hebrew
word DU (samayim). There is no singular form of the word. To claim that this is referring to a
council without alerting the reader to the fact that the word is always plural is, frankly, not honest.
The Hebrew word 070 (Samayim) is used in Gen. 1:8: “God called the expanse heaven. And there
was evening and there was morning, a second day”® Here the word ¥°P7 (rdgia‘, “expanse”) is
singular referring to the 07U.

* Unfiltered, 53.
5 Unseen Realm, 54.
6 (Gen. 1:8) "3 OF P2~ 2007 DY 2p0% OTOR ROPN
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Heiser also neglects to point out to his readers that Daniel uses the word 17U (sémayin,
“heavens”) in verse 25.

that you be driven away from mankind and your dwelling place be with the beasts of the field,
and you be given grass to eat like cattle and be drenched with the dew of heaven []72U,
séemayin]; and seven periods of time will pass over you, until you recognize that the Most High
is ruler over the realm of mankind and bestows it on whomever He wishes (Dan. 4:25).

Are we to think that the dew is from the council? Heiser misrepresents the language and
reads into the text what it does not say in order to support his view.

2) “I use the phrase ‘the satan’ deliberately. The Hebrew (satan) means something like
‘adversary,” ‘prosecutor,” or ‘challenger.” It speaks of an official legal function within a
ruling body—in this case, Yahweh’s council. When Yahweh asks the satan where he has
been, we learn that his job involves investigating what is happening on earth (Job 1:7). He
is, so to speak, Yahweh’s eyes and ears on the ground, reporting what he has seen and
heard.’

Although we have already given the following quote with reference to Heiser’s eisegesis, the
same quote is also an instance of selective reporting. Heiser conveniently neglects to report the NT
reference to “the Satan.” Mark uses the name ‘Satan’ with the definite article: “And He was in the
wilderness forty days being tempted by the Satan [tov Zatova, tou Satana]; and He was with the
wild beasts, and the angels were ministering to Him” (Mk. 1:13).* Revelation 2:9 uses the definite
article with the name ‘Satan.’: “I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the
blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of the Satan [tov
Yotoval, tou Satana).” Revelation 2:13 uses the definite article with the name ‘Satan’: “I know
where you dwell, where the throne of the Satan [tov Zatava, fou Satanal is; and you hold fast My
name, and did not deny My faith even in the days of Antipas, My witness, My faithful one, who was
killed among you, where the Satan [0 Zotowvag, ko Satanas] dwells.”'® There are seven times that
the name ‘Satan’ is used in Revelation, and in every instance it is used with the definite article. A
particularly significant one is Rev. 20:2: “And he laid hold of the dragon, the serpent of old, who is
the devil and the Satan [0 Zotovac, ho Satanas], and bound him for a thousand years;”'" Of the 35
times the word Zortorvag is used in the NT, 26 of them have the definite article. That this is a proper

" Unseen Realm, 56-57.

o MV EV TN EPMUEW TEGGEPOKOVTO, MUEPOG TEPALOUEVOG VIO TOV ZOITOVG, KOL MV LETC TOV ONPLOV,
Kol ot ayyehot dinkovouv avt® (Mk. 1:13).

? 00 cov v Gﬁww Ko rhv TTWYELOY, OANOL noM)ctog €1, KoL TNV PAOCONULOLY €K TOV AEYOVI®V
"Tovdotoug £Lvor sowroug Kol 0VK €LV, OAAQL vaowwyn 00 ZorTovo. (ReV 2: 9)

10 OtSoc nou Kom:oucag onou 0 Gpovog ‘COU ToTova, KOLI KpOL‘CSlg 1:0 ovouoc LoV, Kol omc npvnom mv
TOTLY OV KO €V TOAC NMUEPALC  AVILTOC, O UOPTUC LOV, O TLOTOC HOV, 0C OMEKTOVON Top VU1V, 0Tov O
Yotovog kotolkel (Rev. 2:13).
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o, €1 (Rev. 20:2).
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name, whether with or without the definite article is indicated when Jesus addresses him directly:
“Then Jesus said to him, ‘Go, Satan [Zotoval, Satana]! For it is written, “Y ou shall worship the Lord
your God, and serve Him only’” (Matt. 4:10)."

3) “The chapter [Ezekiel 28] begins with God chastising the prince of Tyre (Ezek 28:1-8).
God accuses this prince of extraordinary arrogance. In verse 2 the prince considers himself
a god (el), who sits in the seat of the gods (moshab elohim), a term associated with the
divine council.”"

We have also already given this statement concerning Heiser’s eisegesis, and it is also an
instance of selective reporting. Heiser tells his reader only those aspects of the text that fit his view,
and he simply does not alert his readers to those aspects of the text that call his interpretation into
question. He first discusses verse 2: “* Son of man, say to the prince of Tyre, ‘Thus says the Lord
YHWH, “Because your heart is lifted up and you have said, ‘Tam ¥, [’el], I sit in the seat of 2"777X
[*élohim] in the heart of the seas’; Yet you are a man and not 7X, [ &[], although you make your heart
like the heart of "X [’élohim].””"* First, the word translated “seat” is 2¢¥3 (mosab). Heiser
renders the phrase D178 W [mosab *élohim] a “the seat of the gods (moshab elohim).”'"® The
word translated “seat” is a singular noun. There is no definite article before the word 2°77X, which
he translates as a plural noun, “gods.” Second, Heiser says, “the prince considers himself'a god (e/).”
The problem here is, like NT Greek, Hebrew does not have an indefinite article corresponding to the
English ‘a’ or ‘an.” So, rendering the phrase "3 X (’el ’ani) as “a god 1,” or “god " is an
interpretive choice. Heiser does not alert his reader to this grammatical fact. Third, the word
translated “heart of” is 3'?3 (kéleb; this is the combination of the word ‘heart’ — 25 with the
inseparable preposition 2 meaning “as” or “like”). It is a singular noun. Heiser conveniently neglects
to give his readers a translation of this portion. Now it may be understandable that the word
translated “seat” could be referring to the seat of a group, as in the place where they convene. It is
more problematic to think that the prince of Tyre makes his heart as the heart of the group.

4) “In essence, borrowing the language of Ezekiel 28, Isaiah portrays this particular divine
being as hopelessly enamored of his own brilliance.”"

One wonders how Isaiah could borrow the language of Ezekiel 28 when Isaiah ministered
some time between 740 to about 681 B.C., and Ezekiel wrote his prophecy c. 571, some 100 years
later. Adding the prepositional phrase, “In essence” does not excuse the selective reporting.

12 101e Aeyer ovt®) 0 Inoovg  Ymoye, Totava yeypamtor yop Kuplov 10v Be0v 6ov TpooKkuvnoEelg
Kol 00T HOVe Aotpevoelg (Matt. 4:10).
13 Unseen Realm, 75-76.
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5) “That this ‘shining one’ sought superiority over the other members of the divine council
is indicated by the phrase ‘raise . . . my throne” and his desire to ‘sit’ on ‘the mountain of
the assembly.””"’

Although Heiser provides a translation of Isa. 14:12—15, it is significant that in the above
statement Heiser does not give the whole translation. The text does not say “raise . . . my throne”
above the divine council. It says “raise up my throne above the stars of God.” Again Heiser must use
selective reporting to make it fit his view. Heiser believes that the reference to “stars” is a reference
to the gods of the council. However, the text does not say this, and whether “stars” refers to the gods
is Heiser’s interpretation of Job. Of the almost 70 instances of the reference to stars, there is not one
instance where the text asserts that they are gods. In Dan. 12:3, those who lead many to righteousness
will shine like the stars. In Jude 13, those who turn from the truth are referred to as wandering stars.
In Revelation 2, the seven stars are seven angels of the seven churches. There is not one undisputed
instance where the word ‘stars’ refers to gods. Heiser does not alert his readers to this fact.

6) “That this ‘shining one’ sought superiority over the other members of the divine council
is indicated by the phrase ‘raise ... my throne’ and his desire to ‘sit’ on ‘the mountain of
assembly.” That this “‘mountain of assembly’ speaks of the divine council is clear from its
location in ‘Zaphon’ (‘the north’; zsaphon) and the clouds. The ‘seat’ language is familiar
from Ezekiel 28:2 (the ‘seat of the gods’). Isaiah 14 reads like an attempted coup in the
divine council. Helel ben-shachar wanted his seat in the divine assembly on the divine
mountain to be above all others. He wanted to be ‘like the Most High’ (e/yon). But there
can be only one of those.”"®

The expression “recesses of the north” (NASB) or “sides of the north” (KJV) in Isa. 14:13
is actually a reference to Jerusalem. In Ps. 48:2 (in Hebrew verse 3) reads: “Beautiful in elevation,
the joy of the whole earth, is Mount Zion, recesses of the north, the city of the great King” (Ps. 48:2,
my translation)."

Table #10: Recesses of the North
Isa. 14:13 in the recesses of the north ﬁDX o732

Ps. 48:3 recesses of the north ’pgg "ﬂ:ﬁ’

The expressions are almost identical. The difference is that in the Isaiah passage, the word
‘recesses of” is prefixed with an inseparable preposition “in” 2 (b°), whereas this preposition is not
present in the Psalm passage. The expression occurs only four times in the OT: (Ps. 48:3; Isa. 14:13;
Ezek. 38:6, 15; 39:2). In each of the passages of Ezekiel it refers to the place from which Gog of the

17 Unseen Realm, 85.
18 Unseen Realm, 85.
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land of Magog comes to invade Israel. In none of these instances is the expression used to refer to
heaven.

The word in Isa. 14:14 translated “heights” is 77722 (bamah) and refers to the high places
where people, usually pagans, would worship their false gods. It never refers to heaven. The verse
reads: “I will ascend upon the high place of the dark cloud; I will make myself like the Most High”
(Isa. 14:14 my translation).

The word translated “clouds” is 2V (‘ab) and is actually a singular noun meaning “dark
cloud,” “cloud-mass,” or “thicket.” This may in fact be a reference to the high places that were
covered in dark cloud when God descended upon them, as at Sinai. Consequently, this person is not
claiming that he will ascend to heaven, but that he will ascend to the high place where God is said
to descend, and this person will set himself up in the place of God. This is in fact what Sennacherib,
king of Assyria, said he would do when he destroyed Jerusalem. He would ascend to the holy place
where God would descend, and he would make himself the highest god. This has nothing to do either
with Satan or with ascending to heaven. Heiser neglects to alert his readers to these aspects of the
Hebrew text because they call into question his interpretation.

7) “Thispassage [Deut. 4:37-38], taken with Exod 23 and others in which God himself brings
Israel into the land, reveals that the Angel of Yahweh, Yahweh himself, and the ‘presence’
of God are synonymous. The Angel is Yahweh because Yahweh is inseparable from his

presence.””

The problem here is that God said He would not go up with the people to bring them into the
land: “Go up to a land flowing with milk and honey; for I will not go up in your midst []27P2 77K
XD, 16° e“eleh bégirbéka], because you are an obstinate people, and I might destroy you on the way”
(Exod. 33:3).%' God sent an angel before them to bring them into the land because He would not go
up among them lest He destroy them on the way. Heiser conveniently neglects to alert the reader to
this text because it contradicts his claims.

8) “The word 79X is a defective spelling of the lemma 7K.

According to Heiser,

There are in fact no occasions in the Hebrew Bible where 117X is contextually plural or is used
as a collective noun. The only place where such an option might appear to be workable [as a
plural] is 2 Kgs 17:31, where the text informs us that ‘the Sepharvites burned their children
in the fire to Adrammelech and Anammelech, the gods of Sepharvaim (27989 T9X).” The
pointing here suggests that the lemma is not M?X but rather 279X in a misspelled or archaic
plural construct form. That the Qere reading for this form is 777X argues forcefully that the

2 Unfiltered, 71.
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22 Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32.17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” 138.
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lemma is not MK but rather £°717X. Lexicography therefore offers no support for a plural
translation.”

What Heiser is attempting to do is somehow to make the word 2% in 2 Kgs. 17:31 a
defective plural form of 2°777X rather than a plural form of 7i7X. He must do this so that it does not
open the possibility that Deut. 32:17 could be referring to gods, not God: “They sacrificed to demons
who were not 77X, to 0'777X whom they have not known, new ones who came lately, your fathers
did not dread them” (Deut. 32:17).2* If we take 17 as a plural, then the text should be translated,
“They sacrificed to demons who are not gods.” This translation would contradict Heiser’s claim that
Deut. 32:17 should be translated, “They sacrificed to demons who are not God.” Consequently,
Heiser argues that Deut. 32:17 does not deny the reality of “other gods.”

Again Heiser employs selective reporting. The two small circles over the 3 and the 5 in
2 Kgs. 17:31 are not pointing. They are called circelli and relate to the Masora Parva (Mp). The Mp
are notes in the margin of the Hebrew text that indicate ways of reading the text. In this case, the Mp
indicates that the text could be read as "19X, which would be a construct form of D’Tf'?,}j, translated
as “of God” or “of gods.” However, since throughout the Hebrew Bible, 2°777X is taken both as a
singular, “God” or “god,” or as a plural, “gods,” this does not show that iT% should be taken as a
singular or plural noun. Heiser must somehow make the form 77X in 2 Kgs. 17:31 into a defective
plural form of 279X rather than a plural form of 7¥7X. He must do this to support his claim about
Deut. 32:17. Interestingly, the LXX translates 17X as 0goig (“gods™), as does the Vulgate (dii), and
the text seems to refer to the “gods of Sepharvaim,” not to “god of Sepharvaim.”

Additionally, the Mp does not specify that the word r7¥ is from the lemma 279X as Heiser
claims. Rather, the Mp indicates only that [T2% could be read as a plural construct noun. Heiser has
misrepresented the function of the Mp. If 7K is a plural construct form of TiPX, this would
contradict Heiser’s claim that 779X is never used as a plural in the form 7). Heiser does not provide
any evidence why anyone should take 17X as a “misspelled or archaic plural construct form” of
D'19XR. He simply asserts this because this would support his interpretation of Deuteronomy.

The point is that the circelli have nothing to do with the pointing of the text, but Heiser does
not alert his readers to this fact.”® Once the circelli are identified for what they are, the pointing of
oK in 2 Kgs. 17:31 is not different from the pointing of 772% in Deut. 32:17. They are both
occurrences of the same form, 7K. If 7% in 2 Kings is a misspelled or archaic plural form of

2 Heiser, “Does Deuteronomy 32:17 Assume or Deny the Reality of Other Gods?” 138.
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ersten Wortern markiert.
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D'7T9X, why is not the same form in Deuteronomy also a misspelled or archaic plural form of 279K
since they are the same form. Heiser has failed to alert the reader to what the circelli are and what
they are there to do. Heiser misrepresents the circelli as part of the pointing of 777X as a misspelled
or archaic plural construct form of 2°777X. Once one understands what is actually going on in the text,
one realizes that is it simply false that “Lexicography therefore offers no support for a plural
translation” of 77X in the 2 Kings passage. Heiser’s treatment is no only incorrect, it is deceitful.

Misrepresenting the Text
I Am which I Am

Heiser frequently misrepresents the meanings of words. Commenting on the statement by
God in Exod. 3:14, Heiser says, “In this sentence, the name of God, ehyeh, is a first-person, singular
form of the verb ‘to be’ (hayah). It’s a statement of self-existence—and, therefore, a denial of being
created by any higher power or force.”” The verse in question states, “God said to Moses, ‘I am Who
I am’; and He said, ‘Thus you shall say to the sons of Israel, ‘I Am’ has sent me to you’”
(Exod. 3:14).”” Heiser neglects to point out to his reader that this same form is used in Exod. 3:12:
“And He said, ‘Certainly I will be [[1°7TX, "ehyeh] with you, and this shall be the sign to you that it
is I who have sent you: when you have brought the people out of Egypt, you shall worship God at
this mountain™ (Exod. 3:12).%* It is also used in Exod. 4:12: “Now then go, and I, even I, will be
[, “ehyeh] with your mouth, and teach you what you are to say” (Exod. 4:12).* Is God saying
“I'will be self-existent with your mouth”? Since the verb can mean “I am” or “I will be,” why doesn’t
Heiser translate 3:14 as, “I will be which I will be”’? Taking X to indicate God’s self-existence
is a theological interpretation. In fact, God could be using this statement to express the fact that He
is the Living God in order to make a distinction between Himself and the gods worshiped by others
who are only idols and not living beings. about which he does not alert his readers. He misrepresents
the meaning of the word to support his view.

Sea of Reeds

Heiser addresses the reference to the translation “Red sea” that is used in many translations
in Exodus. For example, the name is used in Exod. 15:4: “Pharaoh’s chariots and his army He has
cast into the sea; and the choicest of his officers are drowned in the Red Sea [F)'0702, béyam suph]”
(NASB).* Heiser argues, “So the Israelites crossed ‘the sea of reeds,” which refers to a body of water
with reeds in it, most likely papyrus reeds. That description could not apply to the Red Sea since very
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Hoffmeier gives an lengthy analysis in which

he shows that the crossing took place in the
northeastern Delta. He provides a map indicating in
red arrows where the crossing took place (see Figure

Geographical considerations: Occurrences of
p3 twfy in Egyptian texts located it generally in
the northeastern Delta, as we have suggested.
On the basis of our reading of Exodus 14:2
(see chapter 4, §VIII), yam sup is situated in
the northeastern Delta. Further support for this
location is found in the eighth plague of
Exodus 10. Locusts infest the land and are only
removed when a strong wind from the west
drove the hordes of locusts into yam sup
(Exod. 10:19). As is widely recognized, the
starting point of the exodus and the epicenter
of the plagues was in the region of Pi-
Ramesses/Avaris (cf. chapter 4, §1V). So when
the Bible describes the wind from the west
driving the locusts east toward the Sea of

few parts of the Red Sea are suitable for reeds to grow due to the salt content of the water.”' Heiser
mistakenly assumes that the nature of the Red Sea today was the nature of the Red Sea thousands
of years ago. However, as James Hoffmeier demonstrates, there is a connection between the
Egyptianp3 twfy and yam sif .*> In another place he points out, “First, it should be noted that the
Egyptian term_twf(y) is not restricted to the meaning
... Second, salt-tolerating reeds and rushes, called halophytes, do thrive in salt marsh areas. ..
yet even today in these lakes [Suez Canal and Lake Timsah], which have water from the
Mediterranean and the Red Sea, a variety of reeds and rushes grow, and even along the Suez Canal
one can see reeds growing.

‘papyrus,’ but can apply to other marsh plants

.And

Figure 9: Sea of Reeds Crossing
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Reeds, that is, yamma sip,** it is referring to the only major body of water east of the

Ramesses region, the el-Ballah Lakes, which is located forty kilometers directly to the eas
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(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 83.
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Oxford University Press, 1996), 209.

3 Hoffmeier, Israel in Sinai, 111.
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Divination in the Fall

Heiser misrepresents the events of the fall: “Divination refers to communication with the
supernatural world. A diviner in the ancient world was one who foretold omens or gave out divine
information (oracles). We can see that element in the story. Eve is getting information from this
being.”®

First of all, Heiser gives a truncated definition of the term ‘divination.” According to OED,
the term means, “the foretelling of future events or discovery of what is hidden or obscure by
supernatural or magical means.””” The Hebrew verb translated “divination” in Lev. 19:26 is &
(nhs). According to HAL it means “to seek and give omens, foretell.”*® Interestingly, it is related to
the noun Wi, which is the word used for the serpent in Genesis: “1.1. Etymology. In Hebrew the
consonant group nhs includes the verb nhs piel, ‘prognosticate,” and the nouns nahas, ‘spell’; nahas
I, ‘serpent.”*® The &) foretold to Eve the outcome of eating the fruit, and his prognostication was
partly right and partly wrong. They did not physically die immediately, but they did immediately die
spiritually.

If divination is simply to communicate with the supernatural world, as Heiser says, then every
time Adam, or Abraham, or Moses, or anyone else communicated with God, it was a case of
divination. If that is so, why does the Bible condemn divination? “You shall not eat with the blood,
nor practice divination or soothsaying” (Lev. 19:26).*° Of course Heiser must give this truncated
definition in order to make it fit his view.

Second, one wonders where to find divination in the story of the fall. What “information”
did Eve get from the serpent? Let’s see:

"Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which YHWH God had made.
And he said to the woman, “Indeed, has God said, ‘You shall not eat from any tree of the
garden’?” ? The woman said to the serpent, “From the fruit of the trees of the garden we may
eat; * but from the fruit of the tree which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, ‘You
shall not eat from it or touch it, or you will die.”” * The serpent said to the woman, “You surely
will not die! °For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you
will be like God, knowing good and evil” (Gen. 3:1-5)."

36 Hoffmeier, Israel in Sinai, 87.

37 OED, s.v. “divination.”

¥ HAL, s.v. “Um.”

** Heinz-Josef Fabry, “om”, in 7% ~ MU marad —naga. Vol. IX, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament,
ed. Botterweck, G. Johannes, Helmer Ringgren, and Heinz-Josef Fabry, trans. David E. Green (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1977), 356.
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So, not only did Eve not get any information from the serpent, what the serpent told her was
actually a lie. The serpent says, “For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God, knowing [*Y7°, yod ‘€] good and evil.” (Gen. 3:5).” When the
serpent refers to what Adam and Eve will gain from eating the fruit, the serpent (U1, nahas) says
God knows that they will become like God knowing of good and evil. The serpent uses a participle
which is translated “knowing.” What the serpent is saying is that they will be in a state, like God,
knowing good and evil. They will have acquired the knowledge, good and evil, knowledge that God
has so that they can decide for themselves what is good and evil.

However, when God assesses the resulting state of Adam and Eve after they had eaten the
fruit, God says they have “become like one of Us, to know [nY77, lada‘at] good and evil;”
(Gen. 3:22). In this statement God uses an infinitive to describe the result of their having eaten the
fruit. God is pointing out that they were not actually in a state of knowing good and evil, but rather
they were now in a state o come to know good and evil. In other words, the serpent told Eve that she
would gain the knowledge that she sought that would enable the couple to be and live like God. By
contrast, God says that what they have gained is independence, like God has, and that they are in a
position to gain the knowledge they sought, to come to know good and evil, but that they did not gain
the capacity to be and live or have knowledge like God.

In fact, in her defense, Eve declares, “The serpent deceived me, and I ate” (Gen. 3:13).”
Although Eve certainly did communicate with the serpent, she did not get any information from him.
What she got was a lie. Heiser must misrepresent the text in order to make it fit his view.

Misrepresenting Deut. 15:12—-18

In an effort to have the Exodus passage refer to “other gods,” Heiser appeals to
Deut. 15:12-18 as raising “the possibility that Exod 21:6 refers to a group of divine beings
(‘gods’).”* Heiser provides a translation of the passage from Deuteronomy, and from this he argues,

The procedure in Exodus and Deuteronomy is the same, but the word elohim does not appear
in Deuteronomy. If elohim referred to the God of Israel, there would be no logical reason for
its removal from the law. (The same would be true if it referred to humans.) The only coherent
rationale is that the writer (or a later editor) of Deuteronomy somehow knew that elohim
referred to other divine beings (“gods” plural). Deuteronomy is famous for its strict
monotheism (e.g., Deut 4:35,39) and its commitment to the centralization of worship
(Deut 12).%

Of course, Heiser does not mean that the word elohim does not appear anywhere in the book
of Deuteronomy. He can only mean that the word does not appear in Deut. 15:12—18. From this
assertion, Heiser speculates that the only rationale for the writer or editor of Deuteronomy not to use
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elohim would be to avoid the implication of a reference to “other gods,” since, according to Heiser,
Deuteronomy is “famous for its strict monotheism.”

The problem with Heiser’s effort is that the word elohim actually appears twice in the passage
of Deuteronomy, once in verse 15 and once in verse 18:

You shall remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and YHWH your God [7[’;1"7;5,
*éloheyka) redeemed you; therefore I command you this today (Deut. 15:15).%

The word elohim is in the construct state, which shortens the spelling, with a 2™ person,
pronominal suffix “you.” This could be translated “God of you.”

It shall not seem hard to you when you set him free, for he has given you six years with double
the service of a hired man; so YHWH your God [TU"?}S, “eloheyka]will bless you in whatever
you do (Deut. 15:18).*

Someone might object that perhaps Heiser has made a typographical error, and he is actually
referring to different verses in Deuteronomy. But this is not possible since Heiser presents a
translation of Deut. 15:12—18. Since the verses in Deuteronomy do use the word elohim, this blows
a hole in Heiser’s appeal to Deuteronomy to support his notion that the passage in Exodus refers to
“other gods.” In fact, assuming the connection that Heiser makes, it actually argues that the Exodus
passage is referring to YHWH God, not to “other gods.”

Illegitimate Totality Transfer

Sometimes writers, when they use a term, want their readers to think about a// possible
meanings and nuances. If | ask, “How has your reading been?” the reader is forced to think
about all three. Do I mean the latest assignment (noun)? Am I wondering if you got the right
glasses (adjective)? Or am [ referencing the process (verb)? What I’'m suggesting is that, since
there are immediate clues in the story that the serpent is more than a mere snake, that he may
be a divine adversary, the term nachash is a triple entendre. The writer wants his readers to
consider all the possible nuances in their interpretive, intellectual experience. All of them carry
theological weight.**

In this instance, Heiser attempts to lead his reader into an illegitimate use of language and
meaning. This is a common error on the part of persons who do not know the nature of language and
the principles of communication. James Barr gave it the name “illegitimate totality transfer.”* A
description given by Ludwig Wittgenstein, although with reference to a different problem, has
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perfect application here: “As if the sense [meaning] were an atmosphere accompanying the word,
which it carried with it into every kind of application.” Barr explains this error: “The error that
arises, when the ‘meaning’ of a word (understood as the total series of relations in which it is used
in the literature) is read into a particular case as its sense and implication there, may be called
‘illegitimate totality transfer.”"

This is a Platonist view of language. Plato held that everything in this world participates in
a form. Every tree is a tree because it participates in the form “treeness.” The form “treeness” exists
outside every individual tree in a realm outside the world that we perceive. When applied to
language, meaning is like a form that exists outside of the individual uses of a word, and this
“meaning” is part of the word in every instance in which the word is used. Heiser’s example — “If
I ask, ‘How has your reading been?’ the reader is forced to think about all three” — actually
misrepresents the case. It is the lack of context that makes the question ambiguous, not the possible
meanings. In fact, Heiser indicates this when he says, “Do I mean the latest assignment (noun)? Am
I'wondering if you got the right glasses (adjective)? Or am I referencing the process (verb)?” In other
words, the one asking the question does not mean all of these unless he is deliberately trying to cause
confusion.

Why Does It Matter?

There are many more instances of eisegesis, selective reporting, and misrepresentations
employed by Heiser, but these are sufficient to demonstrate that Heiser used whatever means at his
disposal to promote his view. In previous chapters we have looked at instances of misrepresenting
the meanings of words, committing the Fallacy of Composition, the Fallacy of Division, the
Intentional Fallacy, and the Fallacy of Hypothesis Contrary to Fact. Below we will show that
Heiser’s lack of facility in philosophy leads him to commit the fallacy of placing God in a genus or
species, which reduces God merely to a member of a group. Unfortunately, those who are not trained
in biblical languages, hermeneutics, theology, or philosophy have been easily captured by Heiser’s
writings. A reader should not simply take what Heiser says “at face value.” The astute reader must
do the research necessary either to confirm or reject his claims.

0 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations, 2d ed. (London: Blackwell Publishers, 1998),1.117.“Als
wire die Bedeutung ein Dunstkreis, den das Wort mitbringt und in jederlei Verwendung hiniibernimmt.”
5! Barr, Semantics, 218.



CHAPTER 10

HEISERIAN THEOLOGY

Theology Proper
Denial of God’s Immutability

Heiser consistently speaks about God as if God changes. At one point he asserts, “[God’s]
desire was to live among them [humankind], and for them to rule and reign with him. After the fall
that plan was not altered. Eventually, God would decide to tabernacle within humans, through his
Spirit.”" The fact that Heiser states that God “eventually” decided “to tabernacle within humans”
implies that, from the beginning, God had not planned “to tabernacle within humans.” So, God had
planned to live among humankind, but, because of the fall, God had to modify His plan —
eventually. In another place Heiser says, “As Israel reached the final stages of failure, God
announced through the prophets that plans had changed.” Again he says, ““The apostasy of his
people and their subsequent exile prompted a change in Yahweh’s approach to restoring his rule on
earth. He could not depend on humans, though he had pledged himself to humanity’s preservation.”
Now, if we take Heiser’s words at “face value,” he is “straightforwardly” denying God’s
immutability.

At one point Heiser seems to contradict himself by saying God does not need to change His
plan:

An Edenic realization without human participation would mean that the nachash would then
have won a victory—the abolition of humankind as God’s image. God need not change his
plan in response to human weakness or the self-willed rebellion of a divine council member.
He need not remove humanity or human freedom— and with it, his image—to accomplish
what he wants. An omniscient, all-powerful being doesn’t need to cheat. He knows how best
to win—and how best to misdirect his opponents.*

Heiser is not contradicting his earlier statements that God changed His plan. He is saying that
God does not need to change His initial plan to live among humans, although He did need to change

! Unseen Realm, 43. Emphasis in original.
2 Unseen Realm, 216.
3 Unseen Realm, 240.
4 Unseen Realm, 267.
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how He would accomplish this. Heiser says, “He [God] knows how best to win—and how best to
misdirect his opponents.” Heiser claims that God would change his plan on how He would live
among humans so that His image in man would not be erased.

In a paper delivered to the Evangelical Theological Society, Heiser stated,

The Canaanite analogy informs us that one cannot presume that the council is only composed
of Yahweh’s “sons” and not m!'km because far more neutral language is used when the council
participates with God in making decisions (“spirits” — 1 Kings 22:19-23; “Watchers” — cp.
Dan 4:17, 24; “assembly of the holy ones” — Psa 89:5 [Eng]). On what basis can angels and
divine throne guardians (cherubim, seraphim) be excluded from a description like “spirits” and
“holy ones” in such descriptions of council activities?’

Heiser argues that God is involved in a decision making process: “Not all members of a
king’s ‘government’ would be directly involved in decision making, but they still worked for the
high sovereign.”® Referring to 1 Kgs. 22:19-23, Heiser presents God as deciding on a course of
action:

The text presents us with a clear instance where God has sovereignly decided to act but allows
his lesser, intelligent servants to participate in how his decision is carried out. God wasn’t
searching for ideas, as though he couldn’t conceive of a plan. He allowed those who serve him
the latitude to propose options. In other words, the members of the host were involved in the
divine decree.’

Decision making necessarily involves discursive reasoning. Discursive reasoning or
discursive thought is the movement from one thought to another. But God cannot be involved in
discursive reasoning or decision making. As Aquinas argues, there is no discursive movement in
God’s knowledge:

I respond: There is no discursive reasoning in God’s knowledge. This is clear as follows:
In our knowledge there are two types of discursive reasoning. The one type involves only
succession, as when, after having an act of intellective understanding with respect to one thing,
we turn to consider something else. The second type involves causality, as when we arrive at
the cognition of conclusions through their principles.

The first type of discursive reasoning cannot belong to God. For while we understand many
things successively when each is considered in itself, we understand them all at once when we
understand them in some one thing—as, for example, when we understand the parts in the
whole, or when we see diverse things in a mirror. But, as has been established, God sees all
things in some one thing, viz., in Himself. Hence, He sees them all at once and not
successively.

5 Heiser, “The Divine Council in the Pentateuch,” n.p.
¢ Unseen Realm, 74.nl.
7 Angels, 35. Emphasis in original.
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Similarly, the second type of discursive reasoning cannot belong to God. For, first of all,
the second type presupposes the first type, since those who are proceeding from principles to
conclusions do not consider both of them simultaneously. Second, this sort of discursive
reasoning is had by one who is proceeding from what is known to what is unknown. Hence,
it is clear that while he is considering the first, he is still ignorant of the second, and so the
second is being discerned not in the first, but rather on the basis of the first. By contrast, the
terminus of discursive reason occurs when the second is seen in the first—after the effects
have been analyzed into their causes—and at that point discursive reasoning ceases. Hence,
since God sees His own effects in Himself as in a cause, His cognition is not discursive.®

Heiser depicts God as reacting to various circumstances:

The wording is important. When God divided up the nations, they were divided among the
sons of God. God allotted the nations to members of his divine council. This is the Bible’s
explanation for why other nations came to worship other gods. Until Babel, God wanted a
relationship with all humanity. But the rebellion at Babel changed that. God decided to let
members of his divine council govern the other nations.

God had judged humanity. Even after the flood they would not resume the kingdom plan
he had begun in Eden. So God decided to create a new nation, his “portion” as Deuteronomy
32:9 says—Israel. He did this, beginning with the call of Abraham, in Genesis 1 2, the very
next chapter after the Tower of Babel story.’

Heiser says, “The wording is important,” as indeed it is, and Heiser’s wording depicts God
as going through a decision making process. God cannot react to circumstances by deciding to do
something. If this were the case, then there would necessarily be a before the decision and after the
decision. Because, as we have shown above, Heiser rejects immutability, he interprets these kind of
passages accordingly. However, it cannot be the case that God changes, or reacts, or decides, since
all of these actions mean that God is not eternal.

¥ Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.14.7. “RESPONDEO DICENDUM quod in scientia divina nullus
est discursus. Quod sic patet. In scientia enim nostra duplex est discursus. Unus secundum successionem tantum: sicut
cum, postquam intelligimus aliquid in actu, convertimus nos ad intelligendum aliud. Alius discursus est secundum
causalitatem: sicut cum per principia pervenimus in cognitionem conclusionum. Primus autem discursus Deo convenire
non potest. Multa enim, quae successive intelligimus si unumquodque eorum in seipso consideretur, omnia simul
intelligimus si in aliquo uno ea intelligamus: puta si partes intelligamus in toto, vel si diversas res videamus in speculo.
Deus autem omnia videt in uno, quod est ipse, ut habitum est. Unde simul, et non successive omnia videt. — Similiter
etiam et secundus discursus Deo competere non potest. Primo quidem, quia secundus discursus praesupponit primum
: procedentes enim a principiis ad conclusiones, non simul utrumque considérant. Deinde, quia discursus talis est
procedentis de noto ad ignotum. Unde manifestum est quod, quando cognoscitur primum, adhuc ignoratur secundum.
Et sic secundum non cognoscitur in primo, sed ex primo. Terminus vero discursus est, quando secundum videtur in
primo, resolutis effectibus in causas: et tunc cessat discursus. Unde, cum Deus effectus suos in seipso videat sicut in
causa, eius cognitio non est discursiva.” Translated by Alfred J. Freddoso.

? Supernatural, 49-50.
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God wanted a human family. He wanted to live on his creation, earth, with the people he
had made. He wanted his unseen family and his human family to live with him and serve him.
He wanted people to multiply and for all the earth to become like Eden. But when God forsook
humanity at the Tower of Babel, he had no children—until he called Abraham. Israel was
God’s new family. It was time to get back to the original plan. As Adam and Eve had been
God’s earthly imagers, Israel would now fill that role.

Going back to Sinai was a homecoming. Even the heavenly council was there, watching as
God’s plan was put back into motion. They were witnesses to a new covenant between God
and his people—the Law."

Were the events of Babel not a part of God’s original plan? Heiser indicates that at some
point God’s plan was not “in motion,” and so it had to be “put back into motion.” Of course, no
where in the account of Babel is it said that God “forsook humanity,” and God did not have to put
His plan “back into motion” since this would require a change in God. In fact, Heiser presents God
as reacting to the Babel incident: “The Tower of Babel incident was what gave rise to God’s decision
to scatter the nations and put them under the authority of other gods (Deut. 4:19-20; 32:8-9). At first
glance there doesn’t seem to be much connection between that event and what happened in Acts 2.
But in the original languages, there are clear connections between the two.”!! So, God reacted to the
Babel incident with a decision to do something about it.

According to Heiser, God’s plan was ruined: “Think back to Eden. God wanted his two
families—one divine, the other human—to live and rule together in Eden. That plan was ruined by
rebellion, but revived by the rescue of Israel from Egypt. Out of Abraham’s children would come
the messiah, who would undo the failure in Eden (Gen. 3:15). Without an Israel, we would have no
destiny.”'* We must first point out Heiser’s logical fallacy. He says “Without an Israel, we would
have no destiny.” This fallacy is called Hypothesis Contrary to Fact. Someone commits this fallacy
when making an argument that is based on a hypothetical situation that did not actually happen.
Heiser assumes that if there has been no Israel, then things would have occurred differently. This
type of argument is a fallacy because it relies on speculation rather than one any actual evidence.
Heiser also assumes that if there was no Israel, God could not have had a destiny for us today. This
not only places limitations on God, but also it assumes that Heiser knows more than he could
possibly know.

So, was God’s plan ruined? Did God not anticipate this and plan for it? Are we to think that
the fall was not a part of God’s original plan or that Babel forced God to react? Heiser says God
came up with a “new plan.”

The disciples had no sense, no inkling, of this new plan of God’s. They thought of Jesus only
as the son of David and rightful heir to his throne, someone who performed miracles just as
the Old Testament prophets did. . . . The “new plan” of God’s—that he would die and then rise
from the dead to reverse the curse of the fall—isn’t at all evident in the Old Testament.

1 Supernatural, 70.
" Supernatural, 129.
12 Supernatural, 75.
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Instead, clues are scattered throughout the Old Testament in dozens of places. Never is it all
revealed in one place. The messianic profile is only clear in hindsight—and even then only to
someone who already knows what to look for and expect."

One wonders whether Heiser has actually read the Gospels. In the first chapter of John, Jesus
confronts Nathanael, and Nathanael responds, “Rabbi, You are the Son of God; You are the King
of Israel” (Jn 1:49)." After the discourse on mana, many of Jesus’ disciples turned back from
following Him. When Jesus ask if the twelve would also turn back, Peter spoke for the group:
“8 Simon Peter answered Him, ‘Lord, to whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life.  We
have believed and have come to know that You are the Holy One of God” (Jn. 6:68-69)." It is
certainly true that the disciples did not understand that Jesus would die on the cross and be
resurrected, but they knew that Jesus was more than simply “the son of David and rightful heir to
his throne, someone who performed miracles just as the Old Testament prophets did.”

Heiser says, “They [the disciples] didn’t understand Jesus’ death on the cross had been the
plan from the beginning.”'® But if Jesus’ death on the cross was the plan from the beginning, why
was it necessary to come up with a “new plan”? On the one hand Heiser says Jesus’ death on the
cross was the plan from the beginning, and on the other hand he says, “The ‘new plan’ of
God’s—that he would die and then rise from the dead to reverse the curse of the fall—isn’t at all
evident in the Old Testament.”"’

If God devised an “new plan,” then how do we explain Paul’s statement in Ephesians:

? Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every
spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, * just as He chose us in Him before the
foundation of the world, that we would be holy and blameless before Him. In love ° He
predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the kind
intention of His will (Eph. 1:3-5)."®

Why would God predestine us in Christ before the world was created if the fall was not part
of God’s original plan? Without some original sin, there would be no separation from God, there
would be no need for Christ to pay for our sins. Heiser says, “In Christ, believers are ‘the sons of
God.””" However, if there had been no separation from God because of sin, there would be no need
for our adoption as sons since humanity would not have stopped being “the sons of God.” Heiser
says, “The idea of the Church being ‘the body of Christ’ reflects the truth that it is through Christ’s

13 Supernatural, 101.
omacpten VTR Noceowomk "PopBt, cv €L 0 mog 700 0g0V, GL B(xcn?»sug €l 100 Icpom% (Jn. 1: 49)
omacpten VTR Ztuwv Herpog KUplE npog TLVO. OTEAEVGOHEDDL; PNULOLTOL {WNG OLWVIOV EXELS, KO
NUELC TEMIOTEVKOMEV KO EYVOKOUEY OTL GV €1 O OY10¢ 100 B0 (Jn. 6:68—69).
1 Supernatural, 109.
17 Supernatural, 101.

Euxoyntég 0 esog Kol nom:hp 700 Kupiou nuov Incod Xpwtoﬁ 0 su%oyﬁoag NUOG EV oo
sukoyta nvsuuomKn v TOLQ snoupocthg gv Xptcw) Kocewg £§£7L£§ono nuocg sv owm) npo KonocBokng KOG]J.OU
gLvon nuag owtovg Ko ocuwuovg KOTEVOTLOV OVTOV €V ocyomn TPOOPLOIC MUOC €1C VioBestov S0  Incov
Xp1o100 £1¢ 0WTOV, KOTO TNV £VdoKlaV 100 BeAnuotog ovtod (Eph. 1:3-5).

1 Unseen Realm, 308.
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physical incarnation, physical death, and physical resurrection that believers—Jew or
Gentile—become members of God’s family.”*° But, according to Paul, these facts of salvation were
predestined before the creation of the world. It cannot be the case that God altered his predestined
plan as a result of the fall. Unless the fall was part of God’s original plan, there would have been no
reason for God to predestine us to salvation. This, of course, raises the question of the relation of
predestination to free will, a topic that we consider below.

Heiser asserts, “God cannot be harmed. But he can be grieved. He is moved by human sin
and suffering (Gen 6:6; Isa 54:6-7). God was willing to risk that to have humanity.”*' This is a
straightforward denial of God’s immutability. To be grieved necessarily involves a before and an
after—before being grieved and after being grieved. But God is eternal and cannot be involved in
befores and afters. In fact, immutability means “immovable.”

Anything that is moved is changed in some aspect and remains the same in another aspect.
In the midst of change, something must remain unchanged. Indeed, the very notion of change
includes the idea that some thing changes. Yet, that which changes is the same thing through the
change. As Margaret Gorman has observed, “If there were not things to change, man would say that
there were new things, not that things changed.”** Gorman identifies three elements of change.

1. The Arrival of Something New
a subject to receive the change or to be changed for, if there is nothing that has
changed, no change has taken place but a new being has come. A ball to be moved
must be a ball or it cannot be moved and be described as a ball that has been moved.
A child to grow must be a child; the growing does not occur unless there is a subject
of growing.

3. the subject’s lack of the perfection acquired through the change.”

From these principles it is clear that to be moved is a change, and change necessarily takes
place in something that is composed of parts. Since God is not composed of parts, He cannot change
of be moved, as Aquinas explains:

Second, everything that is moved is such that it stays the same with respect to something and
undergoes a transition with respect to something else. For instance, that which is moved from
whiteness to blackness stays the same with respect to its substance. And so in each thing that
is moved some sort of composition is present. However, it was shown above that there is no
composition in God, but that instead He is altogether simple. Hence, it is clear that He cannot
be moved.*

2 Unseen Realm, 309—10. Emphasis in original.

2 Unseen Realm, 60.

22 Margaret Gorman, General Semantics and Contemporary Thomism (Lincoln, Nebraska: University of
Nebraska Press, 1962), 17 (emphasis in original).

2 Gorman, General Semantics, 89.

* Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae,1a.9.1. “Secundo, quia omne quod movetur, quantum ad aliquid
manet, et quantum ad aliquid transit: sicut quod movetur de albedine in nigredinem, manet secundum substantiam. Et
sic in omni eo quod movetur, attenditur aliqua compositio. Ostensum est autem supra quod in Deo nulla est compositio,
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Heiser refers to Gen. 6:6 and Isa. 54:6-7:

“YHWH was sorry that He had made man on the earth, and He was grieved in His heart”
(Gen. 6:6).”

“ ‘For YHWH has called you, like a wife forsaken and grieved in spirit, even like a wife of
one’s youth when she is rejected,” says your God. ' ‘For a brief moment I forsook you, but with
great compassion I will gather you™” (Isa. 54:6-7).%

It is important to note that Heiser, who chided others for “overemphasizing literal
interpretation,” because “the most straightforward reading can produce bizarre outcomes,” takes
these texts in a woodenly literal, “straightforward reading” that issues in a “bizarre outcome.” The
bizarre outcome is the claim that the immutable God changes and moves. There is no question that
the biblical text employs figures of speech with reference to God. The Psalmist refers to God’s
fingers: “When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers” (Ps. 8:3).”” Of course, God does
not have fingers since He is uncomposed. After Moses interceded for the people at Mt. Sinai, the text
states, “So the LORD changed His mind about the harm which He said He would do to His people”
(Exod. 32:14).” This must be interpreted as a figure of speech since, if God could change His mind,
He would be a temporal being, not the eternal God.

There are texts that assert that God does not change. Samuel declares to Saul, “Also the Glory
of Israel will not lie or change His mind; for He is not a man that He should change His mind” (1
Sam. 15:29).” James 1:17 states: “All generous giving and every perfect gift is from above, coming
down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or the slightest hint of change” (The
NET Bible Translation).® Heiser refers to this verse in a few places, in the following quote he
remarks on the notion of change:

James’ phrase “Father of lights” is unique in the Bible. Understanding the phrase is crucial
to comprehending what he means by there being “no variation or shadow due to change” with
God. “Father of lights” points to God’s role as creator of the stars and other celestial objects.
We see this idea in the creation account as well as in Psalms (Gen 1:14-18; Pss 136:7-9;
148:1-5). Similar phrases pointing to the same idea occur sporadically in other ancient Jewish
literature, like the Dead Sea Scrolls.

sed est omnino simplex. Unde manifestum est quod Deus moveri non potest.” Translated by Alfred J. Freddoso.
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text critical issues of the verse.
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The celestial bodies mark seasons and the passage of time (Gen 1:14-18). They are
associated with change. The word translated “change” (Greek trope) in James 1:17 is a noun
used elsewhere in Greek literature to describe the movement and positioning of stars, seasonal
changes and their effect on the land, and the two annual solstices. James’ use of “‘change” with
“shadow” suggests an eclipse. His point is profound. Although the lights—the celestial
bodies—change and vary, their Father does not. He is unwavering.”'

So, in one place Heiser claims that God grieves and moves, yet in this place he claims that
God does not change and vary, and that He is unwavering. Either Heiser contradicts himself, or he
believes that part of God grieves and moves while another part of God does not and is unwavering.
Most commentators take James’ statement as indicating that God does not change. Only a few of
them are given here:

The term “change” picks up the astral realm of the phrase “Father of lights.” God, as Creator
of the “heavenly lights,” is incomparably greater than they are (cf. Ps 135:6; Jer 4:23). The
God who orders the stars and their changes to indicate “seasons and days and years” (Gen
1:14) and who controls all the changes in his creation does not himself change. His governance
over all things is impeccable and benevolent, bringing them to the end he has willed for
them.*

Thus confusion results when one tries to determine to which astral phenomena James refers.
.. . but commentators have searched in vain to find to what phenomena it refers: (a) shadow
of the changing constellations; (b) shadow of an eclipse, or (¢) shadow of night. Perhaps all
of these are looking for too specific a referent. The father of lights is God. God neither changes
(mopodraryn) nor is changed (darkened by a shadow from change). The terms suggest a
general reference to astronomical phenomena, particularly to the sun and moon, which were
well known for changing, while God was unchanging.*

“God’s creative relation to these variable heavenly lights prompts James to assert the
immutable nature of God; ‘with whom can be no variation, neither shadow that is cast by
turning’ (v. 17b). The changelessness of God is given a double emphasis. This attribute of God
is evident when He is viewed, not through variable nature, but in His inner being.”**

“It is not necessary to confine ‘shadow’ to eclipses or any other specific sort of shadow. God’s
light or radiance lets nothing stop it. Horatius Bonar expresses a similar thought in his fine

3 Unfiltered, 211-12.

32 Kurt A. Richardson, James, vol. 36, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman
Publishers, 1997), 86.

33 Peter H. Davids, The Epistle of James: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New International Greek Testament
Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1982), 87—88.

**D. Edmond Hiebert, The Epistle of James: Tests of a Living Faith (Chicago: Moody Press, 1979), 113.
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hymn: Light of the world! for ever, ever shining, There is no change in Thee; True Light of
Life, all joy and health enshrining, Thou canst not fade nor flee.””

These interpretations are typical. Even the colleague of Rudolph Bultmann, Martin Dibelius
(1883—1947), takes this to be a statement about God’s unchangeableness:

For, as we have seen, what Jas offers is a mosaic: the saying, which portrays God as the giver
of good things, is supposed to confirm the idea that temptations do not come from God; the
stressing of his unchangeableness is obviously intended to exclude the possibility that
sometimes good comes from God and sometimes evil.*

I have not found any place in his publications where Heiser either refers to or attempts to
provide his view of the statement in Mal. 3:6: ““For I, YHWH, do not change; therefore you, O sons
of Jacob, are not consumed.”’ Since it has been rationally demonstrated that God is immutable,
Heiser’s claims that God changed His plan, or was grieved, cannot be correct.

Denial of God’s Sovereignty and Providence

Sovereignty and Providence are traditionally distinguished. Sovereignty concerns God’s
authority to govern and preserve His creation, while Providence concerns God’s actions of governing
and preserving His creation. In about 437, in his text De Providentia, Theodoret of Cyrus (386—460)
declared, “For the Creator himself governs the creature, and does not allow the ship which he has
built to be deserted by the pilot. But since he himself built the ship, and planted the material from
which it is made, and at the same time created the material and built the ship, he also holds the same
rudder constantly.”®

Aquinas argued that Providence extends over all things:

Chapter 123 - That everything is governed by divine providence: From the aforesaid it may
be evident that all things are governed by divine providence. For whatever things are ordered
to the end of some agent, they are directed to the end by that agent, just as all those who are
in an army are ordered by the leader to the end, which is victory, and are directed by him to
the end. Now it has been shown above that all things tend by their actions to the end of divine

35 James B. Adamson, The Epistle of James (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1976),
75.

36 Martin Dibelius and Heinrich Greeven, James: A Commentary on the Epistle of James, Hermeneia—a
Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), 103.
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Creaturam enim ipse Creator regit, nec navim, quam ipse construxit, gubernatore destitui patitur. Sed cum idem
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goodness. From God himself, therefore, to whose end this is proper, all things are directed to
their end. Now this is the providence of a certain king and being governed. All things,
therefore, are governed by divine providence.”

The Westminster Confession of Faith states that all creatures, actions, and things are
governed by the providence of God:

Chap. V: Of Providence. 1. God the great Creator of all things, doth uphold, direct, dispose,
and govern all creatures, actions, and things, from the greatest even to the least, by his most
wise and holy Providence; according to his infallible fore-knowledge, and the free, and
immutable counsell of his own Will, to the praise of the glory of His Wisdom, Power, Justice,
Goodness, and Mercy.*

Charles Hodge taught that God’s providence preserves and governs all creatures and their
actions:

God’s works of providence are his most holy, wise, and powerful preserving and governing
all his creatures and all their actions. Providence, therefore, includes preservation and
government. By preservation is meant that all things out of God owe the continuance of their
existence, with all their properties and powers, to the will of God. . . . Providence includes not
only preservation, but government. The latter includes the ideas of design and control. It
supposes an end to be attained, and the disposition and direction of means for its
accomplishment. If God governs the universe He has some great end, including an indefinite
number of subordinate ends, towards which it is directed, and He must control the sequence
of all events, so as to render certain the accomplishment of all his purposes.*'

As Beeke and Smalley explain, “Just as God preserves all beings that he made, so he rules
over all things and all events, and directs them according to his good and wise decree. Divine control
is not coercive tyranny, but a consequence of God’s infinite power, omnipresence, and authority over
his creation. Like God’s preservation, God’s active control reflects his wisdom, goodness, and
faithfulness.”*

The Westminster Confession of Faith also affirmed God’s sovereignty:

¥ S. Thomae Aquinatis, Compendium theologiae (Columbia, South Carolina: Createspace Independent
Publishing Platform, 2014), 1.123. “Caput 123 - Quod omnia reguntur divina providentia: Ex praedictis autem
manifestum esse potest quod omnia divina providentia gubernantur. Quaecumque enim ordinantur ad finem alicuius
agentis, ab illo agente diriguntur in finem, sicut omnes qui sunt in exercitu, ordinantur ad finem ducis, qui est victoria,
et ab eo diriguntur in finem. Supra autem ostensum est quod omnia suis actibus tendunt in finem divinae bonitatis. Ab
ipso igitur Deo, cuius hic finis proprius est, omnia diriguntur in finem. Hoc autem est providentia alicuius regi et
gubernari. Omnia igitur divina providentia reguntur.”

40 The Humble Advice Of the Assembly Of Divines, Now by Authority of Parliament fitting at Westminster,
Concerning A Confession of Faith (London and Edinburgh: Evan Tyler, 1647), V.10.

! Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1871), 1.575.

2 Beeke and Smalley, Revelation and God, 1065.
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Chap. III: Of Gods eternall Decree. God from all eternity did, by the most wise and holy
Counsell of his own Will, freely, and unchangeably ordain whatsoever comes to pass. Yet so,
as thereby neither is God the Author of sin, nor is violence offered to the wil of the Creatures,
nor is the Liberty or contingency of second Causes taken away, but rather established.*

Sovereignty is not technically an attribute of God, but is rather the relation of God’s creation
to God. As the Creator of all that has come to be, God has absolute control and authority over all.
God declared His sovereignty to Moses: “I will be gracious to whom I will be gracious, and will
show compassion on whom I will show compassion” (Exod. 33:19).* Paul quoted this and expanded
on it: “** On the contrary, who are you, O man, who answers back to God? The thing molded will
not say to the molder, “Why did you make me like this,” will it? *' Or does not the potter have a right
over the clay, to make from the same lump one vessel for honorable use and another for common
use?” (Rom. 9:20-21).* Nebuchadnezzar came to acknowledge God’s absolute sovereignty: “All
the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as nothing. But He does according to His will in the host
of heaven And among the inhabitants of earth; And no one can restrain His hand or say to Him,
“What have You done?’” (Dan. 4:35).%

The Didache was a Christian treatise probably composed during the time of Paul’s mission
to the gentiles. According to Milavec, “The Didache represents the preserved oral tradition whereby
mid-first-century house churches detailed the step-by-step transformation by which gentile converts
were to be prepared for full active participation in their assemblies.” He goes on to point out that it
“was created at the time of Paul’s mission to the gentiles.”’ The Didache affirmed God’s
sovereignty: “Accept the experiences befalling you as good, knowing that, apart from God, nothing
happens.”*®

The manuscript titled, The Martyrdom of Polycarp, is a letter relating the events of
Polycarp’s martyrdom. It was composed some time in the 2™ century. The letter affirms the
sovereignty of God who has power of all things. “All the martyrdoms, then, were blessed and noble
which took place according to the will of God. For it becomes us who profess greater piety than
others, to ascribe the authority over all things to God.”*

# A Confession of Faith, 6.
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47 Aaron Milavec, The Didache: Text, Translation, Analysis, and Commentary (Collegeville, Minnesota:
Liturgical Press, 2003), ix.

* Milavec, The Didache, 3:10 0. GLUBOLVOVTO. GOV EVEPYNLOITOL WG 0Y0B0. TPOGSEL" 181G OTL CLtep BEOD
0VdEV YLVETOL"

# Kirsopp Lake, ed., “The Martyrdom of St. Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna 1n The Apostolzc Fathers
(Cambndge Massachusetts Harvard Unlvers1ty Press, 1965), 11.1.314-15. Moncoapl(x uev ouv Ko ysvvouoc ’C(X
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Although we have already given this quote from Tertullian, it serves to give that portion in
which he declares that God has all power: “By that word [God] you signify that there is someone,
and you confess that all power belongs to Him to Whose will you look.”*

Aquinas argued that God’s power extends to all things that do not involve a contradiction:

Accordingly, as stated above, God’s power, considered in itself, extends to all such objects as
do not imply a contradiction. Nor is there even an instance of those which convey a failure,
or bodily motion, since the very possibility of such things involves their impossibility to God.
And as regards things that imply a contradiction, they are impossible to God as being
impossible in themselves. Consequently God’s power extends to things that are possible in
themselves: and such are the thing that do not involve a contradiction. Therefore it is evident
that God is called omnipotent because he can do all things that are possible in themselves.’!

According to Charles Hodge, “Sovereignty is not a property of the divine nature, but a
prerogative arising out of the perfections of the Supreme Being. If God be a Spirit, and therefore a
person, infinite, eternal, and immutable in his being and perfections, the Creator and Preserver of the
universe, He is of right its absolute sovereign.*

Norman Geisler asserts, “A God who is before all things, beyond all things, creates all things,
upholds all things, knows all things, and can do all things, is also in control of all things. This
complete control of all things is called the sovereignty of God.””

According to Joel Beeke and Paul Smalley, “God is sovereign; that is, he is the supreme Lord
who rules over all.”** They go on to point out that modern theology has misrepresented the
sovereignty of God.

Modern theology severely truncates the doctrine of God’s sovereignty because people assume
it hinders love and relationships.[Frame, The Doctrine of God, 23—24.] John Cobb and David
Griffin say that God “seeks to persuade” his creatures but “cannot control” the outcome of
events. [Cobb and Griffin, Process Theology, 53.] Greg Boyd writes, “God rules by love, not
control.” [Boyd, God of the Possible, 69.] For John Sanders, God’s sovereignty is his freedom
to limit his control over significant parts of reality so that others can join him in a real
relationship and partnership. Emil Brunner said, “God limits himself by creating something
which is not himself,” a self-limitation of omnipotence “that springs from the love of God.”

%0 Tertulliani, De Testimonio Animae (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1952), I1.1.6-7. “Ea voce et aliquem esse significas
et omnem illi confiteris potestatem, ad cuius spectas voluntatem.”

S!S, Thomae Aquinatis, De Potentia Dei, vol. 1, Quaestiones Disputatae (Taurini: Marietti, 1942),
Q.1.Art.7.19. “Dicendum ergo est, quod, sicut supra dictum est, potentia Dei, quantum est de se, ad omnia ilia objecta
se extendit quae contradictionem non implicant. Nec etiam instantia de illis est quae defectum important, vel corporalem
motum; quia posse ea, Deo est non posse. Ea vero quae contradictionem implicant Deus non potest; quae quidem sunt
impossibilia secundum se. Relinquitur ergo quod Dei potentia ad ea se extendat quae sunt possibilia secundum se. Haec
autem sunt quae contradictionem non implicant. Constat ergo quod Deus ideo dicitur omnipotens, quia potest omnia quae
sunt possibilia secundum se.”

52 Hodge, Systematic Theology, 1.440.

53 Norman L. Geisler, Chosen But Free (Minneapolis: Bethany House Publishers, 1999), 15.

5* Beeke and Smalley, Revelation and God, 758.
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Jiirgen Moltmann sets lordship against friendship as if God cannot be Lord if he would be
love.”

Assertions

Heiser frequently refers to the sovereignty of God. Below are only some examples:
“the sovereign king’°
“sovereignty belongs to the singular Most High™’
“Verse 25 says very plainly that the Most High is sovereign.
“Nor does he need it for his sovereign plan.”™’
“He is their creator and sovereign master.”*
“God’s sovereign plan of salvation.”
“the God of Israel remained the real sovereign.
“There is a distinct pattern to Yahweh’s Sovereign choice of human leaders, a pattern that
includes the divine council.”*
“When we see the word ‘God,” we instinctively assign a unique set of attributes (e.g.,
omnipresence, omnipotence, sovereignty) to the letters G-o-d.”*
“God graciously allows us to participate with him in fulfilling his kingdom plan on earth,
yet he is sovereign. In the end, only he will deserve praise.”™

9958

9962

These assertions certainly seem orthodox. If God is absolutely sovereign, then there cannot
be another God who is also absolutely sovereign. In order for one God to be absolutely sovereign,
God would necessarily be sovereign over the other god, who therefore could not be absolutely
sovereign. Hence, there can be only one God. But Heiser’s claims about God’s sovereignty, though
they seem orthodox, are denied by his compromises.

Compromises

In several places Heiser refers to God’s plan having been derailed or having failed. The
following are only some examples:

55 Beeke and Smalley, Revelation and God, 759.
6 Unseen Realm, 31.
57 Unseen Realm, 54.
8 Unseen Realm, 54.
% Unseen Realm, 60.
% Unseen Realm, 68.
8! Unfiltered, 33.

2 Unseen Realm, 108.
8 Unseen Realm, 232.
 Angels, 11.

8 Angels, 56.
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The kingdom of God is the rule of God. God desires to rule over a// he has created: the
invisible spiritual realm and the visible earthly realm. He will have his way in both domains.®®

It is difficult to overlook the assumption that God does not presently rule over “all” he has
created.

God’s original plan was to live among his human family on earth. We who were made lesser
than the divine beings (Heb 2:6—7) were destined to become members of God’s household. At
the fall, this goal was derailed. The rest of the Bible is about God’s effort to restore what was
lost—to dwell among his people, transforming the earth into his kingdom.®’

Heiser believes that God’s plan can be “derailed” because of the failure of God’s people. But
this necessarily means that God is not absolutely sovereign and that His providence has failed.

In contrast to the idyllic beginnings in Eden, the installation of Israel into the land had been
violent. Those means were necessary to revive Yahweh’s original vision in a fallen world, a
world full of divine and human conflict, of free imagers seeking their own will, not the will
of the creator. Yahweh could have just spoken Israel into existence in the land. He could have
acted unilaterally as high sovereign to resuscitate his rule on earth. But Yahweh’s decisions
in the original Eden meant that he would not overturn human (or divine) freedom in his
imagers. Yahweh had chosen to accomplish his ends through imagers loyal to him against
imagers who weren’t. This commitment to humanity, his original imagers on earth, is one
often-missed reason why, when humanity (Israel) failed to restore God’s rule, God took
matters into his own hands by becoming human in Jesus Christ.®

Why would “Yahweh’s original vision” need to be “revived”? According to OED, “to revive”
means “To cause to return to a flourishing state; to restore again following decline or decay.”®® Of
course Heiser believes that God’s plans have failed, so God had to come up with a new plan.

God’s kingdom rule—his plan for a restored Eden—went down in flames. The supernatural
worldview that emerged from Babel, with unbelieving nations under the dominion of evil
gods, remained intact. Israel was defeated and scattered, and her Promised Land came under
the rule of other gods and their peoples.”

It would be difficult to find a clearer rejection of God’s sovereignty and providence. Heiser’s
belief that God’s people and God’s enemies can derail His plans denies the very declarations of
Scripture. Even Nebuchadnezzar proclaimed: “All the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as
nothing. But He does according to His will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of earth;

8 Unseen Realm, 38. Emphasis in original.
7 Angels, 152-53.

% Unseen Realm, 215.

% OED, s.v. “revive.”

0 Supernatural, 95.
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And no one can restrain His hand or say to Him, ‘What have You done?”” (Dan. 4:35).”' Jehoshaphat
prayed: “YHWH, God of our fathers, are You not God in the heavens? And are You not ruler over
all the kingdoms of the nations? Power and might are in Your hand so that no one can stand against
You” (2 Chron. 20:6).” David made a similar prayer: “'' To Your, YHWH, is the greatness and the
power and the glory and the victory and the majesty, indeed everything that is in the heavens and the
earth; to You is the dominion, YHWH, and You exalt Yourself as head over all. '* Both riches and
honor come from You, and You rule over all, and in Your hand is power and might; and it lies in
Your hand to make great and to strengthen everyone” (1 Chron. 29:11-12).” David and
Jehoshaphat’s view of God’s sovereignty and providence are quite different from Heiser’s

The glory of the conquest was overshadowed by epic failure. Defeat was snatched from the
jaws of victory. God’s kingdom rule—his plan for a restored Eden—went down in flames."

Heiser says God’s plan went down in flames. So, according to Heiser, God had a plan that
He could not bring about because Israel frustrated His plan by their failure to take the land that was
promised to them. Did God not know that this would happen? Was Israel’s failure to take the land
outside of the will of God? What if Israel’s failure was part of God’s plan from the beginning?
Heiser’s assertion denies God’s sovereignty and providence.

Since the fall, God had been trying to revive his original goal for Eden: to live with both his
divine and human family on earth. God had told Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply,
thereby spreading God’s good rule over the rest of the planet. God wanted the whole earth to
be a place where heaven and earth met, where humanity could enjoy the divine, and where the
divine could enjoy earth and humanity. We know how that went.”

Heiser depicts God as trying. Does God try to do something? To try is to make an effort, to
endeavor to accomplish something, to attempt to do something.”® “Trying” implies that an attempt
was made, but the goal was not attained, so it was necessary to try again.

It was time for a new approach to the old problem of sin and failure. Humanity could not be
trusted with reviving the Edenic kingdom rule. Only God himself could do what needed to be
done. Only God could meet the obligations of his own covenants. But humanity would not be
set aside. Instead, God would have to become man. God would have to fulfill the Law and the
covenants himself and then take upon himself the penalty for all human failure. But pulling
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off that unthinkable solution meant that it would have to be kept secret from every- one,

including the intelligent supernatural beings hostile to his purposes. That wasn’t going to be
77

easy.

According to Heiser, since the first approach, that is, God’s initial plan, failed, God had to
come up with a “new approach.” Where in the Bible is there any statement about a “new approach”?
Did God abandon the first approach? Was the supposed failure of the first approach not part of God’s
initial plan? There certainly is a new covenant, but this is not because the first covenant failed. The
new covenant was always God’s plan. Jeremiah anticipated the new covenant.

After the flood, God had repeated the goal of Eden to Noah and his family: be fruitful and
multiply. It was a do-over. Instead, humanity rebelled. Rather than obey God and spread the
knowledge and rule of God everywhere, they would build a tower where God could come to
them.

Failure again. God wouldn’t go for it. He mixed up the nations’ languages and turned the
nations over to his divine council to rule. Then he decided to start over with a new human
family—through Abraham and Sarah. He would get back to the other nations—through
Abraham’s descendants—once his kingdom rule was revived (Gen. 12:3).

This, too, was a failure. So was the next attempt, bringing Israel out of Egypt, then to Sinai,
and then finally to the Promised Land. Israel failed. Eventually God raised up David, and then
Solomon. But after Solomon died, Israel followed other gods and the Israelites turned on each
other. God had to expel them from the Promised Land in exile.”®

So, God did a ‘do-over,” but, according to Heiser, this led to “Failure again,” and God
“decided to start over.” We have already shown that there is no decision making process in God. Not
only does Heiser’s assertion deny the sovereignty and providence of God, but also he denies God’s
immutability. That God’s acts and plans cannot ever have failed or been derailed is emphatically
declared by God. We have given this quote above, but it is relevant here:

12y ou are My witnesses,” declares the LORD, “and My servant whom I have chosen, so that
you may know and believe Me and understand that I am He. Before Me there was no God
formed, and there will be none after Me. ' “I, even I, am the LORD, and there is no savior
besides Me. '*“It is I who have declared and saved and proclaimed, and there was no strange
god among you; So you are My witnesses,” declares the LORD, “And I am God. "*“Even from
eternity [ am He, and there is none who can deliver out of My hand; I act and who can reverse
it?” (Isa. 43:10-13).”

" Supernatural, 96.

8 Supernatural, 98.
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God is asserting, “Who can cause My plans to fail or be derailed so that I must ‘do over’?”
Of course the answer is, “No one!”

*YHWH of hosts has sworn saying, “Surely, just as I have intended so it has happened, and
just as I have planned so it will stand, * to break Assyria in My land, and I will trample him
on My mountains. Then his yoke will be removed from them and his burden removed from
their shoulder. * This is the plan devised against the whole earth; and this is the hand that is
stretched out against all the nations. *’ For YHWH of hosts has planned, and who can frustrate
it? And as for His stretched-out hand, who can turn it back?” (Isa. 14:24-27).%

According to Heiser, God’s plans have been frustrated, derailed, and failed so that God has
to “revive” them, and God must have a “do over.” According to God, who can frustrate His plan?
According to God, who can turn back His hand? According to God, when He has planned, it will
stand. Heiser is misrepresenting the nature of God.

Predestination and Foreknowledge
Heiser believes that God took a risk by creating beings in His image:

God’s decision to create free imagers involved that risk. Y ou might think that all the risk was
ours—after all, the world of humanity has suffered in its wake. But the only way in which
there was no risk involved for God is if you define risk as the threat of harm. God cannot be
harmed. But he can be grieved. He is moved by human sin and suffering (Gen 6:6; Isa 54:6-7).
God was willing to risk that to have humanity.®'

One wonders from where Heiser got his notion of ‘risk.” According to OED, the definition
ofrisk is, “(Exposure to) the possibility of loss, injury, or other adverse or unwelcome circumstance;
a chance or situation involving such a possibility.”®* Notice that the OED definition refers to the
“possibility” of loss, injury, etc. In other words, risk necessarily requires uncertainty about the
outcome of an action and the possibility of something unforseen. Are we to think that God was
uncertain about whether Adam and Eve would disobey Him and precipitate the fall? The idea that
God took a risk by creating free beings flies in the face of the foreknowledge of God as Paul
declared:

* just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we would be holy and
blameless before Him. In love * He predestined us to adoption as sons through Jesus Christ to
Himself, according to the kind intention of His will, °to the praise of the glory of His grace,
which He freely bestowed on us in the Beloved. ” In Him we have redemption through His
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blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace ® which He
lavished on us (Eph. 1:4-8).%

If God did not know that man would fall, why does Paul declare that God chose us in Christ
“before the foundation of the world”? Heiser seems to reject the notion that God predestined us to
salvation in Christ. Paul also taught, “** For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to
become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren;
*%and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and
these whom He justified, He also glorified” (Rom. 8:29-30).*

The problem here is that Heiser does not understand the doctrine of predestination, nor God’s
foreknowledge, nor even God’s nature. Heiser appeals to a narrative section from1 Samuel 23 as an
illustration of his position. He quotes verses, 1-13, and he focuses on David’s appeal to God and
God’s response. First it should be noted that nowhere in this passage is anything said about God’s
foreknowledge. In this narrative, David asks God three questions. The first and second questions are,
“Will the rulers of Keilah deliver me into his hand? Will Saul come down as your servant has
heard?” (1 Sam. 23:11). The third question is, “Will the rulers of Keilah deliver me and my men into
the hand of Saul?” Basically what David is asking is, “If A happens, will B happen?” So, God is
forewarning David of what will happen if he stays in Keilah. So, David does not stay in Keilah, but
escaped from Keilah, which prevented these things from happening.

Heiser seems to have misunderstood what is going on here. This has nothing to do with the
doctrine of predestination. In fact, this has nothing to do with foreknowledge. God is not declaring
that these things will necessarily happen or even that He had foreknowledge that they would happen.
God is telling David, “If you do A, then B will happen.” People often do this kind of thing: “If you
put your hand into the cookie jar one more time, you will be punished.”

Heiser seems to subscribe to a Socianian view of God’s knowledge. Socianianism, which gets
its name from its principal exponent, Faustus Socinus (1509-1563), was an anti-trinitarian
movement during the Radical Reformation of the 16™ century.®® Valentinus Smalcius (1572-1622),
a German Socinian theologian, expressed the Socinian objection to the claim that God can know
future contingents, which sounds very much like what Heiser is asserting:

How indeed can truth be that which destroys itself, and contradicts the sacred letters, or brings
great power to them? To say that God knows those things which are in no way possible, what
future contingencies are, is to contradict himself. For what is knowable is not properly
contingent: what is properly contingent cannot be known. I will continue, if God is a civilist
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% It does not seem to be the case that Heiser is an anti-Trinitarian.
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of contingencies, as contingencies, how could he or should he have been saddened when he
saw the happening of those things which he had always foreseen? How could he expect
anything else when he foresaw the future with certainty? How could he swear that he would
do something that he knew was not going to happen?®

It is obvious that human beings can know those things that are in no way possible. In fact,
to claim that the very claim is a claim to know something that is in no way possible, that is, for God
to contradict Himself. Since humans can have such knowledge, how could God not have such
knowledge. In fact, future contingencies are not things that are in no way possible. Future
contingencies are contingent, not impossible.

Yet Heiser asserts a view that is very similar to the one described by Smalcius:

Things we discussed earlier in this book allow us to take the discussion further. God may
foreknow an event and predestine that event, but such predestination does not necessarily
include decisions that lead up to that event. In other words, God may know and predestine the
end—that something is ultimately going to happen— without predestining the means to that
end.

We saw this precise relationship when we looked at decision making in God’s divine
council. The passages in 1 Kings 22:1 3-2 3 and Daniel 4 informed us that God can decree
something and then leave the means up to the decisions of other free-will agents. The end is
sovereignly ordained; the means to that end may or may not be."’

Of course, if God predestined an event, then that even will necessarily happen. Since that
even will necessarily happen, how is it even conceivable that God did not also predestine the
decisions that led up to that event? If the decisions are what led up to the event, and since the event
will necessarily happen, it is absurd to think that the decisions were not also predestined.

In fact, God knows all future contingents, as Aquinas explains:

To Objection 3: Those things which are temporally brought into action are known by us
successively in time, but by God in eternity, which is above time. Hence to us, because we
know future contingencies insofar as they are such, they cannot be certain: but only to God,
whose understanding is in eternity beyond time. Just as he who goes along the road does not
see them because they are coming behind him: but he who looks at the whole road from a
certain height sees at the same time all those who pass along the road. And therefore that
which is known by us must also be necessary according to what is in itself: because those

8 Valentinus Smalcius, Refutatio Thesium D. Wolfgangi Frantzii (Racoviae: Sebastian Sternacki, 1614),
Disputatio.XI1.436-37. “Quomodo vero verum esse potest, quod seipsum destruit, & sacris literis repugnat, vel magnam
illis vim affert? Dicere, Deum illa, quee nullo modo sunt, scire, qualia sunt futura contingentia, est sibi contradicere. Nam
quod scibile est, illud contingens propri¢ non est: Quod contingens est proprie, sciri non potest. Porro si Deus scivitista
contingentia, ut contingentia, quomodo contristari potuit aut debuit, cum ea fieri videret, qua semper previderat?
Quomodo aliud expectare potuit, quam futurum certo pravidit? Quomodo jurare potuit, se aliquid facturum, qui sciebat
ilud futurum non fuisse?”

8 Unseen Realm, 65.
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things which are future contingencies in themselves cannot be known by us. But those things
which are known by God must be necessary according to the manner in which they are subject
to divine knowledge, as has been said: but not absolutely, according as they are considered in
their proper causes.®

An example that Aquinas gives is seeing Socrates sitting. If Socrates is in fact sitting, then
it is certainly known that he is sitting. However, knowing that he is sitting does not change the fact
that his sitting is contingent. God knows what will necessarily take place in the future. God also
knows all contingents because He knows them from eternity, but that does not change the fact that,
in time, they are contingent.

Geisler provides a helpful explanation:

All of God’s knowledge is necessary, even his knowledge of contingents. Simply because an
event is contingent does not mean that God’s knowledge of it is also contingent. God knows
everything that can be known (both actual and possible) in a necessary way, even if a thing
known is not necessary. For example, God knows for sure what will happen freely. In
Aquinas’s own words, “things known are contingent because of their proximate causes, while
the knowledge of God, which is the first cause, is necessary.” So the event is necessary from
the standpoint of God’s knowledge, but free from the vantage point of its immediate cause.
There is no contradiction involved here at all.*’

Heiser does not understand the relation between God’s foreknowledge and the free moral
agency of human kind. Appealing to his treatment of the passage from 1 Samuel, Heiser declares,
“This passage clearly establishes that divine foreknowledge does not necessitate divine
predestination. God foreknew what Saul would do and what the people of Keilah would do given
a set of circumstances. In other words, God foreknew a possibility—but this foreknowledge did not
mandate that the possibility was actually predestined to happen.”® Again, Heiser has misunderstood
the situation. God did not tell David that these events were necessarily going to happen. God told
David that if He did A then B would occur. As we pointed out above, as finite beings we do this very
kind of thing when we know what could happen if certain choices are made or certain actions are
taken. But, knowing what would happen given certain choices or actions is not foreknowledge. It is
simply knowledge.

8 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.14.13. “AD TERTIUM DICENDUM quod ea quae temporaliter
in actum reducuntur, a nobis successive cognoscuntur in tempore, sed a Deo in aeternitate, quae est supra tempus. Unde
nobis, quia cognoscimus futura contingentia inquantum talia sunt, certa esse non possunt: sed soli Deo, cuius intelligere
est in aeternitate supra tempus. Sicut ille qui vadit per viam, non videt illos quia post eum veniunt: sed ille qui ab aliqua
altitudine totam viam intuetur, simul videt omnes transeuntes per viam. Et ideo illud quod scitur a nobis, oportet esse
necessarium etiam secundum quod in se est: quia ea quae in se sunt contingentia futura, a nobis sciri non possunt. Sed
ea quae sunt scita a Deo, oportet esse necessaria secundum modum quo subsunt divinae scientiae, ut dictum est: non
autem absolute, secundum quod in propriis causis considerantur.”

% Norman L. Geisler, Thomas Aquinas: An Evangelical Appraisal (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1991),
117.

% Unseen Realm, 64.
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At the beginning of his discussion, Heiser asserts, “Despite the risk of evil, free will is a
wonderful gift. God’s decision was a loving one. Understanding that requires only a consideration
of the two alternatives: (1) not having life at all, and (2) being a mindless robot, capable only of
obeying commands and responding to programming.”"' This is a false dichotomy based on the fact
that Hesier does not understand the relation of God’s foreknowledge and human freedom. There is
a third option: (3) being free moral agents in a world in which the absolutely sovereign God
foreknows and has determined all things in accordance with free will.

Heiser asks, “If our decisions were all coerced, how authentic would those ‘decisions’
actually be? If love is coerced or programmed, is it really love? Is any such decision really a genuine
decision at all? It isn’t. For a decision to be real, it must be made against an alternative that could
be chosen.”? Predestination and foreknowledge does not make mankind a mindless robot nor does
God’s foreknowledge coerce our decisions. Turretin explains what Heiser does not understand:

XXV. The freedom of the will is indeed overthrown by physical necessity and coercion, which
is fraught with the formal reason of freedom; but not through hypothetical necessity and the
result of infallibility, for in the same respect it can be free and necessary: Hence, although the
actions of men are free, because they are done spontaneously and by the previous judgment
ofreason, they do not cease to be necessary by reason of God’s decree and foreknowledge. But
the foreknowledge of God indeed brings about the infallibility of the future and events, and
the necessity of consequence, yet it does not bring about coercion or violence, nor does it take
away from the will its intrinsic freedom.”

Turretin goes on to explain that God’s foreknowledge is infallible:

XXX. When God conceives future contingencies as certain futures, he does not conceive them
otherwise than they are; but he knows those in relation to the decree as necessarily happening
and determined, which in relation to their causes he knows to be indeterminate and
contingently future. Therefore God foresaw them both in himself and by his decree as the first
cause, and thus they are necessary because of the immutability of the decree and the
infallibility of foreknowledge; and also in secondary causes, on which they depend
proximately and immediately, which are in themselves indefinite, and so are contingencies.”

%t Unseen Realm, 61.

2 Unseen Realm, 61-62.

% Turrettino, Institutio Theologiae Elencticae, Locus Tertius, Q.XII1.232-33. “XXV. Libertas voluntatis
evertitur quidem per necessitatem physicam & coactionis, qua prgnat cum formali ratione libertatis; sed non per
necessitatem hypotheticam & infallibilitatis eventus, idem enim hoc respectu potest esse liberum & necessarium: Unde
quamvis actiones hominum sint libera, quia sponte fiunt & praevio rationis judicio, non desinunt esse necessariz ratione
decreti & prascientiz Dei. Praescientia autem Dei infert quidem futuritionis & eventus infallibilitatem, & necessitatem
consequentia, non tamen infert coactionem aut violentiam, nec aufert voluntati suam intrinsecam libertatem.” In the 1696
edition, the numbering of the paragraphs skips the number XXIV and counts from XXIII to XXV. Consequently, in the
English translations, the translators have renumbered paragraph XXV as XXIV, and so on to XXXI.

% Turrettino, Institutio Theologiae Elencticae, Locus Tertius, Q.XI1.234. “XXX. Quando Deus concipit futura
contingentia ut certd futura non concipit ea aliter quam sunt; sed ea relaté ad decretum novit, ut necessario eventura &
determinata, quee relate ad causas suas novit indeterminata & contingenter futura. Praescit ergo ea Deus, tum in seipse,
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Aquinas explains that God’s foreknowledge does not impose necessity on us:

It is likewise clear that predestination is certain, and yet does not impose necessity. For God’s
moving or directing or plan to direct a thing to an end (which is what predestination is) is done
in accordance with the nature and order of causes created by God. Now, whenever there are
two ordered causes, one of which is necessary and the other of which is contingent, their effect
is always contingent. And predestination involves two causes, one of which is necessary (God)
and the other of which is contingent (free choice). Thus, the effect of predestination must be
contingent. Hence, predestination is certain, since God knows and wills this or that person to
reach such an end. But predestination’s certainty does not impose any necessity, since God
wants to direct them to such an end by their free will.””

From his arguments, Heiser concludes, “Since foreknowledge doesn 't require predestination,
foreknown events that happen may or may not have been predestined.””® The problem with Heiser’s

“theological point” is that it misses the point. Everything that does actually happen has been
determine by God Who is the first and sustaining cause of all things, necessary and contingent. God
foreknew that David would escape and that he would not be handed over to Saul, but that did not
change the fact that David’s actions and the events that followed were contingent. The events were
not a case of foreknowledge. Since, as Heiser asserts, some things that happen may not be
predestined, Heiser’s theological point amounts to a rejection of the sovereignty of God.

Some will ask, “How is it possible for God to foreknow and predestine yet our decisions and
actions are still free?” The problem with this question is that it ignores the fact that God can do
things that we do not understand, because He is God and we are not. Divine predestination does not
negate free will. This is not a contradiction. A claim cannot be both true and false in the same sense.
But, the claim that God predestines all things and the claim that we are free moral beings are not true
in the same sense. God predestines in eternity. We act in time. This principle is not unique to the
question of predestination and free will. The same principle is in the word of God. Every word that
is in God’s revelation is exactly the word that He wanted, yet he did not violate the freedom of each
author to write according to his own literary abilities and decisions. Jude captures this very principle:
“Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our common salvation, I felt the
necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all

& decreto suo ut prima causa, & sic necessaria sunt propter immutabilitatem decreti & infallibilitatem preescientize; tum
in causis secundis, a quibus proximeé & immediate dependent, quae sunt per se indefinite, & ita sunt contingentia.”

% Sancti Thomae Aquinatis, Quaestiones Quodlibetales, 2d ed. (Romae: Desclés et Socii Editores, 1913),
XI1.Q.3. https://www.corpusthomisticum.org /q11.html. Accessed 5/23/2024. “Quod vero praedestinatio certitudinem
habeat, et necessitatem non imponat, similiter patet. Modus enim vel directio vel propositum dirigendi in finem, quod
est ipsa praedestinatio, est secundum constitutionem et ordinem causarum a Deo constitutarum. Constat autem quod,
quando sunt duae causae ordinatae, quarum una est necessaria et alia contingens, effectus semper est contingens. In
praedestinatione autem sunt duae causae, quarum una est necessaria, scilicet ipse Deus; et alia est contingens, scilicet
ipsum liberum arbitrium: et ideo oportet effectum praedestinationis contingentem esse. Unde quia Deus scit et vult istum
vel illum consequi talem finem, praedestinatio certitudinem habet; quia vero Deus vult ut secundum libertatem arbitrii
in talem finem dirigatur, ideo huiusmodi certitudo nullam praedestinato necessitatem imponit.” Translated by Turner
Nevitt and Brian Davies.

% Unseen Realm, 65. (Emphasis in original).



Unseemly Realm Heiserian Theology 151

handed down to the saints” (Jude 3).°” Jude was planning to write to his reader about one thing, but,
by the Spirit, God moved Jude to write about a different thing, yet Jude expresses this in term of his
own decision making. God had predestined Jude to write His word, and Jude made the free moral
decision to write it. How is God able to have Jude write exactly what He wants written without
violating Jude’s freedom? That is something that God can do that we simply cannot comprehend,
but we know it is not contradictory.

The same principle is evident in the incarnation. Jesus took on a human nature. He is fully
God and fully human. Whereas God is three Persons and one essence, the Son is one essence with
two natures. How is it possible for God the eternal Son to take on a human nature? That is something
that God has done that we simply cannot comprehend, but it is not contradictory. The same pattern
applies to predestination and foreknowledge. God, as the first and sustaining cause of all things, has
foreknown and predestined all things without violating the free moral agency of any free creatures.
Heiser’s view diminishes the nature and power of God.

The Image of God

In order to make the text fit his view, Heiser needs to redefine the traditional notion of the
image of God. In the section titled “Image or Imager,” he misrepresents the traditional notion of the
image of God as a list of abilities:

* Intelligence

* Reasoning ability

* Emotions

* The ability to commune with God

* Self-awareness (sentience)

» Language/communication ability

* The presence of a soul or spirit (or both)
* The conscience

* Free will*®

It is because Heiser thinks that the traditional view of the image of God is simply a list of
abilities that he says, “All those things sound like possibilities, but they’re not. The image of God
means none of those things. If it did, then Bible-believers ought to abandon the idea of the sanctity
of human life in the womb.”” If the image of God is constituted of a list of abilities, and since an
unborn child does not exhibit any of these abilities, then the unborn child does not bear the image
of God.

Heiser goes on to list what he claims the Bible teaches about the image of God.

77" AyomnTotl, TOGOY GTOVSNY TOLOVUEVOC YPADELY VULV TEPL THG KOLVIS MOV CWINELOC OVAYKTV EGYOV
Ypoworr VMLV TOPOKOADV EToymviecBon ) anof mopadodelon 101G aylolg wiotel (Jude 3).

% Unseen Realm, 40.

% Beeke, and Smalley, Revelation and God, 759.
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1. Both men and women are equally included.

2. Divine image bearing is what makes humankind distinct from the rest of earthly creation

(i.e., plants and animals). The text of Genesis 1:26 does not inform us that divine image

bearing makes us distinct from heavenly beings, those sons of God who were already in

existence at the time of creation. The plurals in Genesis 1:26 mean that, in some way, we

share something with them when it comes to bearing God’s image.

There is something about the image that makes humankind “like” God in some way.

4. There is nothing in the text to suggest that the image has been or can be bestowed
incrementally or partially. You’re either created as God’s image bearer or you aren’t. One
cannot speak of being partly or potentially bearing God’s image.'"

[98)

The text asserts that the man and the woman were created in God’s image. Heiser says the
text of Gen. 1:26 “does not inform us that divine image bearing makes us distinct from heavenly
beings,” neither does the text say that this is what makes humankind “distinct from the rest of earthly
creation.” It is Heiser’s practice to read into the text what he wants it say. It is certainly true that the
text does not suggest that the image has been or can be bestowed incrementally or partially, but
neither does the text say or imply that anyone other than the man and the woman are created in God’s
image.

Heiser goes on to argue,

Among the list of proposed answers to what image bearing means are a number of abilities or
properties: intelligence, reasoning ability, emotions, communing with God, self-awareness,
language/communication ability, and free will. The problem with defining the image by any
of these qualities is that, on one hand, nonhuman beings like animals possess some of these
abilities, although not to the same extent as humans. If one animal anywhere, at any time,
learned anything contrary to instinct, or communicated intelligently (to us or within species),
or displayed an emotional response (again to us or other creatures), those items must be ruled
out as image bearing. We know certain animals have these abilities because of carefully
conducted research in the field of animal cognition. Artificial intelligence is on the verge of
similar breakthroughs. And if intelligent extraterrestrial life is ever discovered, that would also
undermine such definitions.'”!

The problem with Heiser’s argument is that he assumes that the image of God is a collection
of qualities, and that it is the collection of the qualities that constitute the image of God. Heiser has
misrepresented and misunderstood the traditional notion. This is why the qualities are not what
constitute the image of God. It is the image of God by which these qualities are possessed. In fact,
where does the text say that these are all of the qualities that a being in the image of God possesses?

Heiser also equivocates on the terms he uses to identify some of the qualities. He says, “If
one animal anywhere, at any time, learned anything contrary to instinct, or communicated
intelligently (to us or within species), or displayed an emotional response (again to us or other

10 Unseen Realm, 41.
0 Unseen Realm, 41.



Unseemly Realm Heiserian Theology 153

creatures), those items must be ruled out as image bearing.” Heiser claims, We know certain animals
have these abilities because of carefully conducted research in the field of animal cognition.”'** Of
course Heiser conveniently neglects to provide any support for this claim. In fact, no animal has ever
communicated intelligently as humans do. After a lengthy analysis and evaluation of the efforts to
train primates to communicate, Wilson and McKeon conclude,

On the basis of the foregoing analysis of the chimpanzee and gorilla language projects, we
have seen that there is no sound evidence to refute the traditional view that language
acquisition is species-specific. [f human language were a product of general intelligence, then
would we not expect to find such intelligent animals as the great apes learning the rudiments
of language, especially after all the extensive methodical attempts, lavished with plenteous
rewards?

We have seen that an innate (genetically determined) mental schemata—the language
faculty, with its universal principles of language—is necessary to postulate in view of the facts
of language acquisition, the rule-governed properties of human languages, and the nontrivial
similarities among languages at a highly abstract level. Thus we may conclude that such
biological endowment responsible for the acquisition of a generative grammar (upon exposure
to language) is not available to these very intelligent primates.'*

Also, Heiser has illegitimately circumscribed the nature of capacity for human
communication. After 36 months of training, Koko the gorilla learned to use 184 signs. By contrast,
by age 5 or 6 years, apart from defect or deformity, a human child has developed full linguistic
competence. As Wilson and Mckeon assert, “Thus children continue to acquire rules that more
accurately reflect adult competence, until, around age five or six, one cannot easily recognize major
differences either in the constructions they form (syntactically and phonetically) or in their
interpretations of adult sentences, except for a few (such as certain forms of passive and some
opaque constructions involving the infinitive . . .”'* Wilson and McKeon’s book was published in
1984. After 40 years, primates have yet to learn a language.

Heiser declares, “Defining image bearing as any ability is a flawed approach.”'® But, as
pointed out above, the image of God in mankind is not defined as any ability. The abilities of human
beings derive from the nature of human kind. Heiser is critiquing a Sartrean existentialist approach
in which “to do, is to be.” However, the biblical approach is “to be, is to do.” In other words, a
human does not have a human nature based on what he or she does. Rather, what a human does
derives from having a human nature. Humans do not have the image of God because they can use
language. Rather, humans use language because they have the image of God.

Heiser rejects the notion that either the soul or the spirit constitute the meaning of the image
of God. Appealing to the biblical text, Heiser argues,

12 Unseen Realm, 41.

19 Clifford Wilson and Donald McKeon, The Language Gap (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House,
1984), 155-56.

1% Wilson and McKeon, The Language Gap, 88.

105 Unseen Realm, 41.
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So how do we understand divine image bearing in a way that does not stumble over these
issues and yet aligns with the description in Genesis? Hebrew grammar is the key. The turning
point is the meaning of the preposition in with respect to the phrase “in the image of God.” In
English we use the preposition in to denote many different ideas. That is, in doesn’t always
mean the same thing when we use that word. For example, if I say, “put the dishes in the sink,”
I am using the preposition to denote /ocation. If I say, “I broke the mirror in pieces,” I am
using in to denote the result of some action. If I say, “I work in education,” I am using the
preposition to denote that I work as a teacher or principal, or in some other educational
capacity.

This last example directs us to what the Hebrew preposition translated in means in Genesis
1:26. Humankind was created as God’s image. If we think of imaging as a verb or function,
that translation makes sense. We are created to image God, to be his imagers. It is what we are
by definition. The image is not an ability we have, but a status. We are God’s representatives
on earth. To be human is to image God.'*

Heiser is referring to the inseparable preposition 2 (bé). It is called an inseparable preposition
because it is prefixed to another word, although sometimes it can occur with its own suffixes.
According to HAL, this preposition has a wide range of uses including, “in, at, among, within which,
upon, on, in spite of, according to, into, without, against, with, through, with/to, when.”'"” Heiser
claims, “Humankind was created as God’s image.” Yet of all the possible uses of this preposition,
HAL does not include “as” among the possible uses. Without explanation or justification, Heiser
simply picks the use that fits his assumption and treats it as if this is the only possible meaning. This
is, frankly, not honest.

He says, “If we think of imaging as a verb or function, the translation makes sense.” Here
Heiser is actually employing a Sartrean existentialist reasoning to support his view. According to
Heiser, we do not have the image of God and therefrom “image” God. Rather, “imaging” God
constitutes the image of God; to do—to “image” God, is to be—have the image of God. Heiser has
simply replaced the earlier list of abilities with his own notion of an ability to image God. However,
according to the Hebrew grammar, God created man and woman in His image before they did any
“imaging.” And, the word translated “image” (0%, selem) just is not a verb. Heiser appeals to the
Hebrew, but then ignores the actual Hebrew text in order to make it say what he needs it to say to
support his view. The commission of the man and the woman to “image” God was predicted on the
fact that God had created them in His image.

Heiser appears to reject the notion that “imaging” God is an ability we have: “We are created
to image God, to be his imagers. It is what we are by definition. The image is not an ability we have,
but a status. We are God’s representatives on earth. To be human is to image God.”'”® But if
“imaging” God is not an ability we have, what is it? As he says later, “We saw earlier that the image
of God is not an attribute or ability. Rather, it is a status conferred by God on all humans, that of

106 Unseen Realm, 42.
0 HAL, s.v. “2.”
1% Unseen Realm, 42—43.
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representing God.”'” The problem is, a “status” is merely a position of an individual in relation to
another or others. So, for Heiser, the image of God has nothing to do with human nature. Rather, it
is only a matter of the position that human kind has been given in relation to God and the world.
Heiser has completely abandoned the orthodox doctrine of the image of God and replaced it with his
notion of a “status.”

In fact Heiser contradicts his first statement with his final statement, “To be human is to
image God.” We are human because we “image” God. This is clearly an instance of “to do is to be.”
We are what we do. We have this status because we “image” God. “Imaging” God is what we do.
If he is going to think of “imaging” as a verb or function, then it is disingenuous to deny that it is an
ability we have. Heiser has got the whole thing backwards. Not only is Heiser not conversant in
philosophy. He seems also not to have a rudimentary grasp of theology.

The reason Heiser wants to replace the orthodox view of the image of God with his notion
of being and “imager” is so that he can then apply his conclusion to the “other elohim.” Heiser
frequently appeals to what the Bible does not say, but he ignores this principle when it comes to his
own view. He asserts, “At no point in the Old Testament does the Scripture teach that Jews or Jewish
leaders were put in authority over the other nations.”''® Likewise, at no point in the Old Testament
does Scripture teach that the “other elohim” are God’s “imagers.” Since we have shown that at no
point in the Old Testament does the Scripture teach Heiser’s notion of “imaging” God, it follows that
it is simply false to claim that the “other elohim™ are also God’s “imagers.”

According to Anthony Hoekema, Irenaeus held that the image of God was lost as a result of
the fall: “Again we find Irenaeus saying that though man was created in the image of God, he lost
the similitude or likeness to God in the Fall. Christ, however, showed us in his own person what the
image of God truly was. Furthermore, Christ also restores the likeness of God in those who belong
to him by making them one with the Father.”'!" Ireaneus asserts this is in Adversus Haereses:

For in former times it was indeed said that man was made in the image of God, but it was not
shown. For the Word, in whose image man had been made, was still invisible. And because
of this he easily lost his likeness. But when the Word of God became flesh, both were
confirmed: for he showed the true image, when he himself became this, which was his image;
and by establishing the likeness he restored, making man like the invisible Father through the
visible Word.'"?

Aquinas held that the image of God was principally man’s intellectual nature:

19 Unseen Realm, 58.

10 Unseen Realm, 29.

""" Anthony A. Hoekema, Created in God’s Image (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company,
1986), 34.

"2 Sancti Irenzi. Libros quinque adversus Haereses (Cantabrigiz: Typis Academicis, 1857), Liber
V.XVI.1.368. In preeteritis enim temporibus, dicebatur quidem secundum imaginem Dei factum esse hominem, non
autem ostendebatur. Adhuc enim invisibile erat Verbum, cujus secundum imaginem homo factus fuerat. Propter hoc
autem et similitudinem facile amisit. Quando autem caro Verbum Dei factum est, utraque confirmavit: et imaginem enim
ostendit veram, ipse hoc fiens, quod erat imago ejus; et similitudinem firmans restituit, consimilem faciens hominem
invisibili Patri per visibile Verbum.
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Irespond: Since it is because of his intellectual nature that man is said to be made to the image
of God, it follows that he is made to God’s image to the highest degree to the extent that his
intellectual nature is able to imitate God to the highest degree. But it is with respect to God’s
knowing and loving Himself that an intellectual nature especially imitates God.'"?

John Calvin argued that the image of God is the spiritual aspect of man:

Just let it remain fixed, that the image of God, which is seen or shines in these external
features, is spiritual. . . . then there is no ambiguity in the matter itself, except that man is
called the image of God, because he is like God. . . . Therefore, although the soul is not a man,
it is not absurd that he should be called the image of God with respect to the soul: although I
retain the principle which I have just laid down, to reveal the image of God to all the
excellence by which the nature of man stands out among all the species of animate beings.
Accordingly, by this word 1s marked the integrity with which Adam was endowed, when he
had a right intelligence, his affections were composed to reason, all his senses were tempered
in a right order, and he would report the excellence of his workman by truly excellent gifts.
And although the primary seat of the divine image was in the mind and heart, or in the soul
and its powers, yet there was no part, even down to the body, in which some sparks did not
sparkle.'"

Although Calvin sometimes seems to argue that the image of God was destroyed by the fall,
at one point he actually asserts the opposite.

There is no doubt that Adam, when he fell from his rank, was alienated from God by this
defect. Therefore, even if we do not claim that the image of God was emptied and destroyed
in him, it was still so corrupted that whatever remains is a hideous deformity. And therefore
the beginning of our recovery of salvation is in that restoration which we obtain through
Christ, who is also called the second Adam for this reason: because he restored us to true and
solid integrity.'"

13 Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae, 1a.Q.93.A.4.404-5. “Respondeo dicendum quod, cum homo
secundum intellectualem naturam ad imaginem Dei esse dicatur, secundum hoc est maxime ad imaginem Dei, secundum
quod intellectualis natura Deum maxime imitari potest. Imitatur autem intellectualis natura maxime Deum quantum ad
hoc, quod Deus seipsum intelligit et amat.”

"4]oannis Calvini, Institutio Christianae Religionis. Pars Prior (Berolini: Apud Gustavum Eichler, 1884), Liber
Primus. Capita XV.3.128-29. Modo fixum illud maneat, imaginem Dei, quae in his externis notis conspicitur vel emicat,
spiritualem esse. . . . deinde in re ipsa nulla est ambiguitas, quin Dei imago nominetur homo, quia Deo similis est. . . .
Quamvis ergo anima non sit homo, absurdum tamen non est, eum animae respectu vocari Dei imaginem: etsi principium
quod nuper posui retineo, patere Dei effigiem ad totam praestantiam, qua eminet hominis natura inter omnes animantium
species. Proinde hac voce notatur integritas, qua praeditus fuit Adam quum recta intelligentia polleret, affectus haberet
compositos ad rationem, sensus omnes recto ordine temperatos, vereque eximiis dotibus opificis sui excellentiam referret.
Ac quamvis primari sedes divinae imaginis fuerit in mente et corde, vel in anima eiusque potentiis: nulla tamen pars fuit
etiam usque ad corpus, in qua non sintillae aliquae micarent.

15 Calvini, Institutio Christianae Religionis, Liber Primus. Capita XV.4.129. “Quin Adam, ubi excidit e gradu
suo, hac defectione a Deo alienatus sit, minime dubium est. Quare etsi demus non prorus exinanitam ac deletam in eo
fuisse Dei imaginem, sic tamen corrupta fuit, ut quicquid superest, horrenda sit deformitas. Ideoque recuperandae salutis
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Laird Harris asserts that the image is seen in man’s nature: “God is a spiritual, rational, moral
Being and anything that is a spiritual, rational, moral being is in His image.”"'® According to Herman
Hoeksema, “The general meaning of the phrase ‘image of God’ is clear enough. It signifies that man
was so created that there was a creaturely likeness of God in him, that there was a reflection of the
perfections of God in man. . . . But man is so made in the image of God that the image is also a
likeness, so that this very nature reflects some of God’s own perfections. There is therefore, a
creaturely likeness of God in man.”""’

From each of these theologians, it is clear that the image of God is what man is, not only
what he has or what he does. It is a case of “to be, is to do.” As Millard Erickson puts it,

In light of the foregoing considerations, the image should be thought of as primarily
substantive or structural. The image is something in the very nature of man, in the way in
which he was made. It refers to something man is rather than something he has or does. By
virtue of his being man, he is in the image of God; it is not dependent upon the presence of
anything else. By contrast the focus of the relational and functional views is actually on
consequences or applications of the image rather than on the image itself. Although very
closely linked to the image of God, experiencing relationships and exercising dominion are
not themselves that image.'"®

Heiser wants to make the image a matter of function, not of nature. The very fact that Heiser
refers to “imagers” rather than “image” indicates his functional approach. Heiser is compelled to do
this in order to include the “other gods™ as “imagers.” If the image of God is according to man’s
nature, then there are no “imagers” except mankind. If the image of God in man were a matter of
man’s function, one must then ask whether one being may have the image more than another. As
Erickson says, “There is no indication that the image is present in one person to a greater degree than
in another. Superior natural endowments, such as high intelligence, are not evidence of the presence
or degree of the image.”'"” Man was created to reflect the nature of God by virtue of man’s nature
as God had created him. As the God-Man, Jesus manifests the nature of God perfectly: “And He is
the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His nature” (Heb 1:3a).'*°

What About Jesus!

nobis initium est in ea instauratione, quam consequimur per Christum, wqui etiam hac de causa vocatur secundus Adam:
quia nos in veram et solidam integritatem restituit.”

1R, Laird Harris, Man—God’s Eternal Creation: Old Testament Teaching on Man and His Culture (Chicago:
Moody Press, 1971), 18.

""" Herman Hoeksema, Reformed Dogmatics (Grand Rapids: Reformed Free Publishing Association, 1966), 204.

"8 Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1984), 2.513.

9 Brickson, Christian Theology, 2.513.

120 5¢ v amodyoouo TS SOENC Ko opokTne The vroctocsws outod (Heb. 1:3a).
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Heiser asserts, “I still embrace the deity of Christ.”'*! But what does it mean to say he
“embraces” the deity of Christ. In other places, Heiser uses the word ‘deity’ to refer to “other gods.”
Commenting on a statement in Amos 4, Heiser asserts,

Amos could be targeting temple priestesses who served the gods along with male priests. It
is also quite possible that the cows of Bashan are the deities themselves in the form of the
idols. This possibility is strengthened by noticing their crimes: “oppressing the poor [dallim]”
and “crushing the needy [ebyonim].” These same two Hebrew words are used in Psalm 82,
where the corrupt elohim are accused of exactly these same crimes (Psa 82:3-4).'*

Here Heiser equates the elohim with deities. In a footnote, Heiser refers to . . . the doctrine
of the deity of Christ (i.e., that Jesus was God).”'* For Heiser to say that Jesus “was God” may not
be as “straightforward” as it sounds. Heiser refers to the members of YHWH’s council as “gods” or
as “other gods.” So, is Jesus one of the gods? Capitalizing the word ‘God’ may indicate that Heiser
believes Jesus to be YHWH. At one point Heiser asserts, “Jesus is heir to all things because he is
Yahweh,”'** but why does he say, “Jesus was God”? As Heiser pointed out, “The wording is
important.”'*

Perhaps things will become clearer in his brief section in which he addresses the question,
“What About Jesus?”'?

Readers of Psalm 82 often raise a specific question about Jesus. If there are other divine
sons of God, what do we make of the description of Jesus as the “only begotten” son of God
(John 1:14, 18;3:16, 18; 1 John 4:9)? How could Jesus be the only divine son when there were
others? “Only begotten” is an unfortunately confusing translation, especially to modern ears.
Not only does the translation “only begotten” seem to contradict the obvious statements in the
Old Testament about other sons of God, it implies that there was a time when the Son did not
exist— that he had a beginning.

The Greek word translated by this phrase is monogenes. It doesn’t mean “only begotten”
in some sort of “birthing” sense. The confusion extends from an old misunderstanding of the
root of the Greek word. For years monogenes was thought to have derived from two Greek
terms, monos (““ only”) and gennao (“to beget, bear’). Greek scholars later discovered that the
second part of the word monogenes does not come from the Greek verb gennao, but rather
from the noun genos (“class, kind”). The term literally means “one of a kind” or “unique”
without connotation of created origin. Consequently, since Jesus is indeed identified with
Yahweh and is therefore, with Yahweh, unique among the elohim that serve God, the term
monogenes does not contradict the Old Testament language.'”’

21 Unseen Realm, 13.

12 Unseen Realm, 290.
12 Angels, 63.n10.

124 Unseen Realm, 314.
125 Supernatural, 49.

126 Unseen Realm, 36-37.
127 Unseen Realm, 36-37.
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This is yet another instance of the imposition of his prior theological and philosophical
commitments on the text. He takes issue with the translation of such statements as found in Jn. 1:14:
“And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only
begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth” (NASB).'*® Rather than deal with the Greek word
first, he starts by asking, “How could Jesus be the only divine son when there were others?” What
does it mean to say that there were “others”? Were their other divine sons of God? Where in the
Bible is it taught that there were other divine sons? Heiser strategically employs the fallacy of
equivocation. He first says that there were other divine sons, and then changes that to “other sons
of God.”

Heiser is certainly correct that the meaning of Lovoyevng (monogenes) is not “only begotten.”

As applied to Jesus, povoyevng clearly is used to mark him out uniquely above all earthly and
heavenly beings. The rendering “only-begotten” goes back to Jerome, who used unigenitus in
the Vulg. to counter the Arian claim that Jesus was not begotten but made. Although the vb.
yevvow G1164, “to beget,” is common in the Johannine writings, it is not normally applied
to Jesus (the only exceptions are John 18:37; 1 John 5:18b), and in any case povoyevng is
formed from the noun yevog (see above, GL), not from the vb. yevvow (although both terms
are ultimately derived from yivopot G1181, “to become, be born,” etc.). Thus the meaning of
the compound is “of a single kind” (it is used in this sense of the Phoenix, / Clem. 25.2)."*

Heiser states, “Greek scholars later discovered that the second part of the word monogenes
does not come from the Greek verb gennao, but rather from the noun genos (‘class, kind”).” Both
the standard New Testament Greek lexicon (BDAG) and the Liddel and Scott Greek lexicon (LSJ)
confirms Heiser’s statement. From this point, Heiser declares, “The term literally means ‘one of a
kind’ or “‘unique’ without connotation of created origin.” The problem here is that Heiser’s assertion
contradicts his earlier declaration. To say that something is “one of a kind” or “unique,” is
contradictory to saying that Jesus is not the only divine son. For something to be “one of a kind”
necessarily means that there are no others of this kind. Any English dictionary will tell you that the
word ‘unique’ means something existing as the only one or as the sole example; having no like or
equal; unparalleled; incomparable: single. In fact, both BDAG and LS give this definition for the
word pHovoyevng:

Hovoyevng, 1. to being the only one of its kind within a specific relationship, one and only,
only: 2. to being the only one of its kind or class, unique (in kind) of something, that is the only
example of its category.'**

128 ol 0 AOYOC GOPE EYEVETO KOl ECKTIVOOGEV EV MLV, KO Kol €0e0icouedo TV S0E0LV ouTOU SOV, WG
LLOVOYEVOUC TTOPOL TTOLTPOC, TANPNG YOPLToC Ko odndetog: (Jn. 1:14).

12 Moisés Silva, ed., New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology and Exegesis (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2014), s.v. “uovoc.”

BOBDAG, s.v. “uovoyevng.”
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LOVOYEVNG, the only member of a kin or kind: hence, generally, only, single 2. unique."

Heiser attempts to support his argument by reference to another passage in which the term
Hovoyevnc is used:

The validity of this understanding is borne out by the New Testament itself. In Hebrews 11:17,
Isaac is called Abraham’s monogenes. If you know your Old Testament you know that Isaac
was not the “only begotten” son of Abraham. Abraham had earlier fathered Ishmael (cf.
Gen 16:15; 21:3). The term must mean that Isaac was Abraham’s unigue son, for he was the
son of the covenant promises. Isaac’s genealogical line would be the one through which
Messiah would come. Just as Yahweh is an elohim, and no other elohim are Yahweh, so Jesus
is the unique Son, and no other sons of God are like him.'*

This argument does not help his case, however. Granted, there are others who are referred
to as sons of God, but Isaac was the single one as the class of a covenant son. The qualification of
Isaac as povovysvng was not with reference to his simply being a biological son a Abraham. Rather,
even as Heiser points out, [saac was “unique,” i.e., the only one. There was not another covenant son
of Abraham. In fact, Heiser uses the word ‘unique,’ but one begins to wonder whether he actually
understands the meaning of the word. If Jesus is, as Heiser admits, the unique Son, then it cannot be
the case there are other “divine” sons as Heiser claims. Either Jesus happens to be one among the
other divine sons, in which case He is not “unique,” or He is the only divine Son. If Jesus is the
unique Son, then there are no other sons of His kind. He is the only one. That’s what the word
‘unique’ means. In fact, that is what the word povog in the compound form povoyevng means: “being
the only entity in a class, only, alone.”'** Heiser never explains how Jesus can be the “only one of
His kind” and yet one among other “divine sons”?

As we have seen, Heiser admits that Jesus is, or “was,” God, and that He is YHWH. But if
Jesus is YHWH, then He is divine in a way that other “divine sons” are not. It follows that Heiser
is equivocating on the word ‘divine.” He uses the word

Of course, Heiser interprets these matters differently. But that is precisely the point. It is
ultimately a matter of interpretation, and all interpretation involves the interpreter’s presuppositions
and worldview, for Heiser no less than for me, or anyone else. In fact, that is why Heiser starts off
this section with his question, “How could Jesus be the only divine son when there were others?”
He has already decided that Jesus is not the only “divine” son, and he interprets these matters
accordingly, and he must head off any descent by prejudicing this section with this question. But for
Heiser to present this as simply a matter of the definition of a word is, frankly, not honest.

Heiser does not seem to understand the expression “only begotten.” Heiser argues, “‘Only
begotten’ is an unfortunately confusing translation, especially to modern ears. Not only does the
translation ‘only begotten’ seem to contradict the obvious statement sin the Old Testament about

B8], s.v. “wovoyevne.” It is noteworthy that in the first definition in LSJ, they actually reference Jn. 1:14;
that is, Jesus is the only member of a kind.

132 Unseen Realm, 37.

3 BDAG, s.v. “uovoc.”
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other sons of God, it implies that there was a time when the Son did not exist—that he had a

beginning.”"** Historically it was used to refer to the doctrine of the eternal generation of the Son.

Turretin poses the question, “Was the Son of God begotten of the Father from eternity? We affirm.”
Question 29: On the Eternal Generation of the Son. Is the Son of God eternally begotten of the
Father? Aff. V. This generation was made axpovwc, not in time but from eternity; therefore
no priority or posteriority of duration can be observed here, although the priority of order may
be second to that of the Son to the Father, although he may not be after the Father. 2.
axwplonc, because the Father did not beget outside of himself, but in the same essence.
Whence it is said that Aoyoc was with God; And the Father in the Son, and the Son in the
Father. 3. ano®d¢ without any passion or change, either in the Father or in the Son, with
whom He himself was begotten, He notes no imperfection, but rather the reception of all
perfection. Although, therefore, with respect to the Father, Generation is well said to be active,
yet it is not well said to be passive with respect to the Son, because in another way it might be
said that the Son is in the power of begetting. Nor does it prevent that it is said to be born; for
this av@pwnonaddC is said, Osonpendc must be understood by removing all imperfection;
hence what has a place in transitory, physical, and material generation, must not be transferred
to the hyperphysical, immanent, and divine.'*

Heiser’s appeal to the use of povovyevng with reference to Isaac actually backfires. Isaac was
the only covenant son of Abraham, but he was nevertheless “begotten” of Abraham. Heiser says,
“Consequently, since Jesus is indeed identified with Yahweh and is therefore, with Yahweh, unique
among the elohim that serve God, the term monogenes does not contradict the Old Testament
language.”"*® Heiser just does not understand that neither YHWH nor Jesus are “unique among the
elohim.” Neither YHWH nor Jesus are “among the elohim. The shortcomings of human language
sometimes makes it difficult to depict the fact that neither YHWH nor Jesus are “among” or of the
same kind. For God, there is no “kind.” God is utterly and completely distinct from all that He has
created. For Heiser to claim that YHWH and Jesus are unique “among the other elohim” violates the
fact of God’s absolute distinctness. And Jesus is not merely “identified” with YHWH. He is YHWH.
Heiser claims that he still embraces the deity of Christ, that Jesus “was” God, but his explanations
and assertions show that the straightforward meaning of what he says is not what orthodox theology
asserts.

134 Unseen Realm, 36.

135 Turrettino, Institutio Theologiae Elencticae, Locus Tertius, Q.29.V.322. “Questio XXIX: De Aterna Filii
Generatione. An Filius Dei ab wterno sit genitus a Patre? Aff. V.Generatio ista facta est opovwg, non in tempore sed
ab aterno; ideo nulla hic prioritas vel posterioritas durationis observari potest, licét sit prioritas ordinis, secundim quem
Filius est a Patre, licét non sit post Patrem. 2. axwpionc, quia Pater non genuit extra se, sed in eadem essentia. Unde
dicitur Aoyoc fuisse apud Deum; & Pater in Filio, & Filius in Patre. 3. ano®ag sine ulla passione, vel mutatione, vel in
Patre, vel in Filio, cim ipsum generari nullam imperfectionem notet, sed potius sit omnis perfectionis receptio. Quamvis
ergo respectu Patris Generatio bene dicatur activa, non tamen bene dicitur passiva respectu Filii, quia alias potuisset dici
Filius in potentia gignentis. Nec obstat quod gigni dicatur; hoc enim avBponono®nc dictum, Bsompendc debet intelligi,
removendo omnem imperfectionem; unde quod locum habet in generatione transeunte & physica & materiali, non debet
transferri ad hyperphysicam, immanentem, & divinam.”

136 Unseen Realm, 36-37.
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In The Bible Unfiltered, Heiser titles a chapter, “Everything in the Bible Isn’t About Jesus.”"*’
That contradicts what Jesus did. On the way to Emmaus, Jesus explains to two travelers that
everything ins “all the Scriptures” is about Him: “Then beginning with Moses and with all the
prophets, He explained to them the things concerning Himself in all the Scriptures [ev To.Gog Tog
YPOOOG, en pasais tais graphais]” (Lk. 24:27)."® Heiser asserts, “The truth is that there’s a lot in
the Bible that isn’t about Jesus. Procedures for diagnosing and treating leprosy (Lev 13:1-14:57)
aren’tabout Jesus.”"*” How does Heiser know this is not about Jesus? Heiser must think he perfectly
understands all of Scripture and knows what is about Jesus and what is not. It is quite arrogant to
think that just because he does not know how this is about Jesus, it can’t be about Jesus.

Heiser asserts, “The Tower of Babel incident (Gen 11:1-9) doesn’t point to Jesus.”'*’ In fact,
it does point to Jesus. The men at Babel sought to accomplish two things: 1) to construct a mountain
at the top of which they could meet with god: 2) to make a name for themselves (Q¢ 12TV,
wéna‘aseh lalnii sem, “and let us make for us a name”) as the representatives of the god. As the
representatives of god, they would be gods to the people. In order to come to god, the people would
have to come through them as god’s representatives.

God prevented their efforts by coming down and confusing their language so that they would
be scattered over the face of the world. The giving of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, sent by the Father
and the Son, is the reverse of Babel. God overcomes the language barrier in order to bring to the
people the gospel of salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ who gave His life to pay for our
sins. Whereas the men at Babel sought to unite humanity under their name, God unites humanity
under one name, the name of Jesus Christ. Jesus, whose name is above every name, is the
representative of God to mankind. There is only one way to meet with God, and that is on the basis
of the work of God. God must bring us up to where He is. We cannot come up to where God is by
our efforts. No one comes to God except through Jesus. In order to meet God, we must come through
Him. Jesus brings us up to where God is and seats us in the heavenlies in Christ. The Tower of Babel
does indeed point to Jesus as the only representative of God and the only name by which we can
meet with God. Heiser simply does not understand how “all the Scriptures” point to Jesus.

Denial of Inerrancy
Pre-Scientific Worldview

There are many instances in which Heiser indicates his commitment to inerrancy. However,
as we have seen with Heiser’s view of sovereignty and providence, a tactic he uses is to make a
claim that sounds orthodox and then deny the claim by making compromises. He uses this approach
with reference to inerrancy.

On his website, Heiser posted a series on the question of inerrancy. One post addressed the
question of the supposed “pre-scientific” view of the biblical authors. Heiser considers Paul’s

57 Unfiltered, 32.

138 o apEopevoc omo Mov GEmC KO OO TOVIWV TOV TPOHNTOV SLEPUIVEVGEV UTOLS EV TOLGOLC TOLG
Ypoupoiic tar mept eovtod (Lik 24:27).

139 Unfiltered, 32.

140 Unfiltered, 32.
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statement in 1 Cor. 11:14: “* Does not even nature itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is
a dishonor to him, "’ but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her hair is given to her for
a covering” (1 Cor. 11:14-15).”"*! Heiser argues,

Here Paul makes a specific statement about nature—it’s clearly a comment on the natural
world and a truth that Paul believes the natural world communicates or points to. Having read
the article in the readings list, it is quite clear that Paul’s statement is rooted in an absolutely
non-scientific worldview. His statement is scientifically false. I’d say he’s clearly “affirming”
something about nature here and then extrapolating to his more significant point. So, I think
we need to dump this “affirming” language as some sort of safeguard (read: weasel-word) for
defending inerrancy. Here’s what I’d like your (and others’) thoughts on:

1. Paul is clearly in error in terms of his understanding of nature on this point (he’s a
pre-scientific man). Does that matter? Although Paul believed this, is he putting forth this
belief as something his readers must believe? that (sic) is, while his contemporary readers no
doubt believed what he believed, should be view this belief as something that we must
believe? Is this the way this statement is cast? Put another way, when I read this passage, is
Paul’s belief about hair what I am supposed to embrace as truth from this passage? I don’t
think so, and I think you’d agree. But I also think it would be silly to say Paul isn’t “affirming”
the particular erroneous belief about hair. He believes it.'*

It is interesting that it never seems to occur to Heiser that he simply does not understand the
text. Paul is not affirming that it is contrary to nature for a man to have long hair. In fact, Heiser is
reading back into the text his modern notion of what the word ‘nature’ means. This is evident in his
statement, “1. Paul is clearly in error in terms of his understanding of nature on this point (he’s a
pre-scientific man).”'* Heiser claimed, “Every other context is alien or at least secondary.”'** Yet
Heiser has imposed his modern context on the text to pass judgment on Paul.

As Anthony Thiselton argues,

In Paul’s sense of the term, “natural” need not refer to a structure inherent in creation but may
include “the state of affairs surrounding a convention” or the quality, property, or nature
(Beschaffenheit)'* of male or female gender and the order, or arrangement, or system of things
as they are (die Ordnung der Dinge [‘“‘the order of things™]). . . . Paul simply appeals to “how
things are” or “how things are ordered” in the period and context for which he is writing.
Judiciously Schrage cites Calvin: “Now he means by ‘natural’ what was accepted by common

4 008E N 0UOoIC DT S18COKEL VUGS OTL VAP HEV €0V KOWG, Tl oDTd £6TLY, | yuvn 8 &0y
KOUQ, S0& 0T €0TLY; OTL M KOUN avtl TeptBoraiiov dedoton (1 Cor. 11:14-15).

142 Michael S. Heiser, “Pre-Scientific Worldview ‘Problem’ and Inerrancy.” Jun 20, 2008. https://drmsh.com/
pre-scientific-worldview-problem-and-inerrancy/. Accessed 6/27/2024.

143 Heiser, “Pre-Scientific Worldview ‘Problem’ and Inerrancy.”

144 Unfiltered, 13.

145 «“composition; constitution, nature, qualities,” Collins German Dictionary, 9" ed., s.v. “Beschaffenheit.”
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consent and usage at that time. ... For long hair was not always regarded as a disgraceful thing
: 99146
in man.

Thiselton goes on to point out, “Depending on the context of thought Paul may use n ¢uo1¢
sometimes to denote the very ‘grain’ of the created order as a whole, or at other times (as here) to
denote ‘how things are’ in more situational or societal terms.”"*” Gordon Fee says that Paul is not
referring to nature in the way we usually think of it:

For him [Paul] this is not an appeal to Nature, or to “natural law,” or to “natural endowment”;
nor is Nature to be understood as pedagogic (actually “teaching” these “laws”). Rather, for
Paul it is a question of propriety and of “custom” (vv. 13, 16), which carries with it “disgrace”
or “glory” (vv. 14—15). Hence, this is an appeal to the “way things are” (NIV, “the nature of
things”), to the “natural feeling” that they shared together as part of their contemporary culture.
Thus Paul is not arguing that men must wear their hair short, or that women must have long
hair, as though “nature” meant some kind of “created order.” Indeed, the very appeal to
“nature” in this way suggests most strongly that the argument is by way of analogy, not of
necessity.'*®

John Calvin understood the word ‘nature’ to refer to the consent and custom of all at the
time:

14. Not even nature itself.] Again he proposes to them that nature is the teacher of beauty. but
what was received by the consent and custom of all at that time, and indeed among the Greeks,
he calls natural: for men was not always a dishonorable hair. History tells us that men used to
be bald everywhere, that is, in the first centuries. whence they are wont to call the unshaven
old men poets, by the trite epithet. They began to use the barbers of Rome late, about the age
of the superior Africans. And at the time when Paulus wrote these things, the custom of
shaving had not yet become prevalent among the Gauls and Germans; rather, it would have
been rather disfiguring for men no less than for women, to be shaved or shorn. but since in
Greece it was not very manly to grow long hair, so that such men were marked as effeminate:
he has a custom already confirmed by nature.'*’

146 Anthony C. Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians: A Commentary on the Greek Text, New
International Greek Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2000), 844.

147 Thiselton, The First Epistle to the Corinthians, 845-46.

8 Gordon D. Fee, The First Epistle to the Corinthians (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Company, 1987), 527.

149 Joannis Calvini, Commentarii in Epistolam Pauli ad Corinthios I, in Commentarii in Omnes Epistolas S.
Pauli Apostoli (Amstelodami: Joannem Jacobi Schipper, 1667), 178-79. “14. Ne ipsa quidem natura.] Iterum naturam
illis decori magistram proponit. quod autem omnium consensu & consuetudine receptum tunc erat, & quidem apud
Gracos, vocat naturale: nam viris non sem semper fuit coma dedecori. Olim ubique viros fuisse comatos, hoc est, primis
seculis, referunt historiee. unde & Poéte vocare solent intonsos veteres, trito epitheto. Sero tonsoribus Rome uti
coeperunt, circa etatem Africani superioris. Et quo tempore scribebat hac Paulus, nondum in Gallis & Germanis
invaluerat tondendi usus: quin potius deforme s fuisset non minus viris quam mulieribus, radi aut tonderi. sed quoniam
in Greecia parum virile erat alere comam, ut tales quasi effoeminati notarentur: morem jam confirmatum pro natura habet.”
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Heiser imposes upon the biblical text his modern view of the meaning of “nature,” and then
accuses Paul of making an error.

Heiser’s view is also very close to the view of Rudolf Bultmann. Bultmann asserted, “Can
the Christian proclamation expect people today to recognize the mythical world view as true? This
is pointless and impossible. Pointless; for the mythical world view as such is not specifically
Christian at all, but simply the world view of a bygone age that has not yet been shaped by scientific
thinking.”"*® And again, “One cannot use electric light and radio, use modern medical and clinical
resources in cases of illness, and at the same time believe in the spirit and miracle world of the New
Testament.”"”' But Bultmann’s demythologizing is not an attempt to rid the Bible of its “pre-
scientific” worldview, but, like Heiser, “to filter from the essential message of the New Testament
the outmoded worldview of the first century and the tendency towards a false objectivizing of
existential truths.”"* It is disingenuous for Heiser to claim to hold to inerrancy and yet charge the
biblical authors with error.

Biblical Cosmology
Heiser believes that the biblical authors held to a view that was common in ANE culture:

The Israelites believed in a universe structure that was common among the civilizations of
the ancient Near East. This structure included three parts: a heavenly realm for the gods, an
earthly realm for humans, and an underworld for the dead. The vocabulary of the Israelites’
cosmology is also similar to that found in the literature of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Canaan.

The three tiers are reflected in the Ten Commandments: “Y ou shall not make for yourself
a carved image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth
beneath, or that is in the water under the earth” (Exod 20:4; compare Psa 33:6-8;
Prov 8:27-29). This cosmology is also affirmed in Philippians 2:10 and Revelation 5:3.

It will be important to look at each of the passages that Heiser references:

You shall not make for yourself an idol, or any likeness of what is in heaven above or on the
earth beneath or in the water under the earth (Exod. 20:4).'>

13 Rudolf Bultmann, “Neues Testament Und Mythologie,” in Kerygma und Mythos (Hamburg: Herbert Reich
- Evangelischer Verlag, 1960), 16. “Kann die christliche Verkiindigung dem Menschen heute zumuten, das mythische
Weltbild als wahr anzuerkennen? Das ist sinnlos und unmoglich. Sinnlos; denn das mythische Weltbild ist als solches
gar nichts spezifisch Christliches, sondern es ist einfach das Weltbild einer vergangenen Zeit das noch nicht durch
wissenschaftliches Denken geformt ist.

13! Bultmann, “Neues Testament Und Mythologie,” 18. “Man kann nicht elektrisches Licht und Radioapparat
benutzen, in Krankheitsfiallen moderne medizinische und klinische Mittel in Anspruch nehmen und gleichzeitig an die
Geister- und Wunderwelt des Neuen Testaments glauben.”

132 David Fergusson, “Rudolf Bultmann,” in The Routledge Companion to Modern Christian Thought, ed. Chad
Meister and James Beilby (London: Routledge, 2013), 133.
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It is difficult to see how this statement supports the notion that in Exod. 20:4 the biblical
author subscribed to a three-tier structure similar to that of ANE beliefs. That the text refers to
heaven, earth, and under the earth is hardly different from our “modern” view that there is a heaven
above, an earth on which we live, and subterranean waters.

By the word of YHWH the heavens were made, and by the breath of His mouth all their host.
"He gathers the waters of the sea together as a heap; He lays up the deeps in storehouses. * Let
all the earth fear YHWH; Let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of Him
(Ps. 33:6-8)."**

It is interesting how Heiser arbitrarily selects what he needs to be literal when it supports his
view. So, Heiser takes the reference to the sea as a heap and storehouses as literally depicting the
supposed cosmic structure, but then ignores the references to God’s breath and His mouth. Of course,
God does not have literal breath or a literal mouth. Since this is poetry, why not take the references
to the sea as a heap or to the deeps in storehouses as also figurative?

?"When He established the heavens, I was there, when He inscribed a circle on the face of the
deep, ** when He made firm the skies above, when the springs of the deep became fixed,
*When He set for the sea its boundary so that the water would not transgress His command,
when He marked out the foundations of the earth; (Prov. 8:27-29).'*°

Once again it is difficult to see how this supports the notion that the biblical author
subscribed to a three tier cosmic structure. Heiser gives no evidence that there is an actual circle
inscribed on an actual face of the deep, yet he takes the reference to making firm the skies as if this
indicate a belief in a dome. Once again Heiser takes some statement literally and others figuratively
according to what he needs the text to say.

’For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above
every name, '’ so that at the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven
and on earth and under the earth, ' and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord,
to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:9-11)."¢

These verses in fact do not support the three tier cosmic structure. The word translated “under
the earth,” is kotoy@oviwv (katachthonion). It occurs only here in the NT. As Hendriksen points out,
“In Paul’s solitary use of the term the subterraneans are the damned, for according to the context the
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region ‘under the earth’ is the symbol of that which is opposed to heaven.”"”’ Paul’s statement here
is comparable to the expression in the OT, “from Dan to Beersheba” (Y2 X271 1717, lémiddan
we ‘ad bé’er Seba®). This expression is found in Judg. 20:1, 1 Sam. 3:20, 2 Sam. 3:10; 17:11; 24:2,
15,and 1 Kgs. 4:25. Dan was in the northern most area of Israel, and Beersheba was in the southern
most. It was an expression to include all of the people of Israel from one extreme to the other. Paul
is simply using a similar expression to include everyone no matter where they are. Everyone from
Heaven above to below the earth will bow to Jesus. This has nothing to do with some three tier
cosmic structure: “And no one in heaven or on the earth or under the earth was able to open the book
or to look into it (Rev. 5:3).”"*

Once again this is simply an expression to declare that no one, no matter where they might
be, was able to open the book or look into it. Not one of the passages to which Heiser appealed
supports the notion that the biblical authors either believed in or affirmed as true a three tier cosmic
structure the way Heiser wished it did.

Heiser claims, “For the biblical writers, the earth was flat and round, supported by pillars
(2 Sam 22:8) and surrounded by water (Gen 1:10); the water was held in place by the edges of the
solid dome (‘expanse’; ‘firmament’) that covered the earth (Gen 1:6; Prov 8:27-28).”'* The
2 Samuel text is set out here: “® Then the earth shook and quaked, the foundations of heaven were
trembling and were shaken, because He was angry. ° Smoke went up out of His nostrils, fire from
His mouth devoured; coals were kindled by it” (2 Sam. 22:8-9).'®’ This passage says nothing about
pillars. The passage given in Heiser’s text is no doubt a typographical error. The text to which Heiser
appeals is in fact 1 Sam. 2:8: “He raises the poor from the dust, He lifts the needy from the ash heap
to make them sit with nobles, and inherit a seat of honor; For to Yahweh the pillars of the earth, and
He set the world on them.”'®" This text is part of the thanksgiving song of Hannah after God had
granted her prayer for a son. Heiser has chosen to take this verse in “unyielding literalism,” the very
thing he condemns of others. However, the fact that this is poetry, and the figurative language
throughout, indicates that for Heiser to take this with unyielding literalism amounts to selective
reporting. He takes what supports his view as literal, and ignores the rest, and then chides others for
their literalism.

Heiser appeals to Gen. 1:10 because the text states that God gathered the waters and called
them “seas.” Genesis 1:10 is set out here: “God called the dry land earth, and the gathering of the
waters He called seas; and God saw that it was good.”'®* The text says nothing about the earth being
“surrounded by water.” If the text was referring to the water surrounding the earth, there would be
no reason for the text to use the plural word “seas” (2°127, yammim). The fact that the waters are

157 William Hendriksen, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon: New Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1979), 116.
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gathered (PR, migweh) does not necessarily imply that they constituted one body. According to
HAL, the word indicates a collecting.'®® God collects the waters into seas.

Heiser appeals to Gen. 1:6 and Prov. 8:27-28 as support for his claim that the water was held
in place by the “expanse” or “firmament.” Genesis 1:6 reads, “Then God said, ‘Let there be an
expanse in the midst of the waters, and let it separate the waters from the waters.”'** If, as Heiser
asserts, water was held in place by the edges of a solid dome, why does the text say that the expanse
separated the waters from the waters? According to Cassuto, the term 227 (ragia ‘) “signifies a kind
of horizontal area, extending through the very heart of the mass of water and cleaving it into two
layers, one above the other — the upper and lower layers of water.”'* Now, if there was a dome, as
Heiser claims, then the dome was made of water.

The biblical text refers to three things: 1) waters above 2) waters below 3) firmament. In one
place Heiser equates the solid dome with the firmament: “the water was held in place by the edges
of the solid dome (“expanse”; “firmament”) that covered the earth (Gen 1:6; Prov 8:27-28).”'% The
firmament cannot be a solid dome reaching from the waters below to the waters above since that
would make it impossible for birds to fly in the midst of a solid dome: “Then God said, ‘Let the
waters teem with swarms of living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth in the open expanse
of the heavens’” (Gen. 1:20).'” The firmament would need to be an expanse between the waters
above and the waters below, and a solid dome holding up the waters above. But to claim that there
was a solid dome separating the waters above from the waters below introduces a fourth something
called a dome, which the biblical text does not include in the description: 1) waters above 2) waters
below 3) firmament 4) dome (see Figure 10). The dome could not be the waters above since,
according to Heiser, the dome is solid. But the waters above would not be solid since solid waters
could not fall to earth as rain. Heiser’s characterization actually contradicts biblical description.

Figure 10: Waters Above, Waters Below
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As is Heiser’s method, he reads into the text the definition that he needs in order to support
his view. The word translated “expanse” is ¥°P7 (raqia‘). The meaning of this word is a hotly
debated topic, yet Heiser ignores the scholarly debate as presents his view as if this is the only
reasonable interpretation. There is also a verse that contradicts Heiser’s view: “Now from above the
expanse ['P09 DU, dmimmia‘al laragia‘] that was over [P0, ‘al] their heads there was
something resembling a throne, like lapis lazuli in appearance; and on that which resembled a throne,
high up, was a figure with the appearance of a man” (Ezek. 1:26).'®® Heiser refers to this verse a
couple of times in his dissertation: “This seat of authority is at times depicted above a wide expanse
(2°P7) in merkabah visions (Ezek 1:22-26)"'*; “This sanctuary houses Yahweh’s throne, which is
depicted variously as atop an expanse (2°P7) in Ezekiel 1, or as a cloud-chariot (j20r7 22).”'" Heiser
does not address the verse in terms of the use of the word ‘expanse.” In fact, the word 227 (ragia®)
simply denotes an expanse, a wide extent, or widely spread out area.

This meaning is supported by the expression that occurs in Gen. 1:14, 15, 17, and 20:
DAYT D°P73, “in the expanse of the heavens” (birgia“ hassamayim)."”" Since the word T
(hassamayim) means “the heavens” or “the skies,” if one takes 2°P72 (ragia ‘) to denote “in the sky
of” or “in the skies of,” then one is left with a meaningless repetition, “in the sky of the skies.”
Rather, the word 2°P7 (raqia ‘) simply refers to the expanse, the widely spread out area, in this case
referring to the expansive heavens.

Heiser parrots the claims of authors like Paul Seely: “The basic historical fact that defines
the meaning of ragia“ in Genesis 1 is simply this: all peoples in the ancient world thought of the sky
as solid.”'”> An example Seely gives is from the myth of the Dogon people: “The Dogon tell of an
ancient ancestor who came clown from heaven ‘standing on a square piece of heaven . . . . A thick
piece? Yes, as thick as a house. It was ten cubits high with stairs on each side facing the four cardinal
points.””'” Seely does not bother to inform his reader that the Dogon were not Ancient Near Eastern
people. They were people who are indigenous to the central plateau region of Mali, in West Africa
near the city of Bandiagara, and the people date back to about to the 1500°s A.D. They much too late
to have had any influence upon the authors of the OT.

A problem with Seely’s claim that “all peoples in the ancient world thought of the sky as
solid,” as G. K. Beale points out, is that no one knows that all peoples in the ancient world thought
this:

For example, we just do not know that all ancients believed the sky was a solid dome or that
there was anything near unanimity on this point. The mythological portrayal in the Enuma
Elish of the splitting of Tiamat’s body does not prove the point from the Babylonian view,
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Westminster Theological Journal 53 (1991), 228.

'3 Seely, “The Firmament and the Water above Part I,” 229.
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despite Seely’s protestation to the contrary, since we cannot be sure that the body of the deity
would have been thought of as solid. The deity Apsu is composed of liquid; indeed, even
Tiamat is the deity of saltwater deep and equated with that reality. Would the Babylonians
have thought of saltwater as something solid? Furthermore, the Israelites and other ancient
peoples observed that the sun, moon, and planets move across the sky at different rates, which
seems to indicate that these were not implanted in a solid-like dome.'™

Additionally, the Babylonians knew that the heavenly bodies moved through the sky:

As far back as we have any record, men have always had reasons for studying the sky and
the things going on in it. Settled agricultural life demands a practical grasp of the cycle of the
seasons, so, although man’s focus was on the earth where he lived, his attention was early on
drawn to the comings and goings of the heavenly bodies: their appearances (‘phenomena’, as
the Greeks called them), their disappearances, phases, and eclipses—those recurrent cycles
whose existence is already obvious even before one has any theory or model of the Heavens.
For centuries, indeed, the Babylonians studied this pageant with great sophistication, yet
without—so far as we can tell—asking, as a matter of physics, what the objects in the celestial
procession really were. They observed, recorded, and mastered the astronomical cycles for
practical reasons, and seem to have ignored most questions of a speculative kind.

The basic problem which the Babylonians tackled—and largely solved—was the problem
of celestial forecasting. Some things are easy enough to predict: as the seasons change, the
constellations move gradually and uniformly across the sky, and reappear year by year in the
same regular succession. But the Sun, the Moon, and the planets all move across the
constellations at varying speeds, and in a pattern which is sometimes intricate. . . . Why were
the Babylonian astronomers so interested in these particular questions? The reasons throw
light on the practical aims which Babylonian astronomy was expected to meet: divination, and
the control of the calendar. On the one hand, celestial bodies were regarded as gods and all the
major planets were given the names of gods. Their motions were thought to influence, not just
the weather and the tides, but also the health and fortunes of men and of states. So the art of
prophesying astronomical events was valued as yielding possible clues to the future welfare
of the State.'”

Othmar Keel points out that in the Ancient Egyptian Pyramid texts, . . . the earth is the
region of men and of the (common) dead. The heavens are the region of the gods and of the dead
kings.”'’® It is unintelligible to claim that the heavens was a solid dome in which the gods of Egypt
lived.

" G. K. Beale, The Erosion of Inerrancy in Evangelicalism: Responding to New Challenges to Biblical
Authority (Wheaton, Illinois: Crossway Books, 2008), 198.

175 Stephen Toulmin and June Goodfield, The Fabric of the Heavens: The Development of Astronomy and
Dynamics (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999), 26-31.

176 Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical World: Ancient Near Eastern Iconography and the Book of
Psalms (New York: The Seabury Press, 1978), 30.
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According to Joanne Conman, “It is easy to be misled into thinking that the Egyptians meant
to indicate that the sun god was moving against the background of a static sky in his boat. A
significant clue that that is not the case is found in the ‘astronomical’ tomb art. The sun and the
decan [‘ten’] stars (which were fixed stars) are portrayed in boats, while not all of the planets are.”"”’
After a long and very technical study, Conman concludes,

In summary, the Egyptians had no conception of an underworld. They understood that time
manifests itself through the continually changing sky, a concept that was personified by the
goddess Nut. The constantly turning sky was not a stationary background but an active force
that moved the sun and stars around. The sun was attached to the sky and functioned as a
mobile meridian, so that time and direction were not easily separable concepts in ancient
Egyptian thought. The star model from the tombs of Seti [ and Ramses IV, as explained in the
Carlsberg papyri, works properly only if stars are observed in the same location (the msqt
region) in the same state (rising) at different times of the year. The Asyut coffins' decan lists
are part of this same system, tracking stars during their “work” phase. Ancient Egyptian sacred
texts were not and should not be mistaken for “primitive” astronomy, nor should abstract
conceptions be mistaken for astral simulacra or locations in the sky.'”

Whether one agrees with Conman’s arguments, her presentation demonstrates that other
scholars present ancient cosmology in completely different terms and descriptions. As Beale
observed, there is no evidence that, concerning cosmology, there was any degree of unanimity among
ancient cultures.

Heiser’s claim that the biblical authors believed that the earth was flat and the sky was a solid
dome is falsified on two points. First, there is no evidence that the biblical authors borrowed or
adopted the cosmological myths of ancient cultures. The only reason Heiser, and others, hold this
view is because of the similarities of descriptions between some of the biblical accounts and certain
ancient cultures. But, similarity of design does not prove identity of origin. Heiser and other
exaggerate the similarities and ignore the critical differences. As John Oswalt puts it, “Beyond these
details, what is striking is not what is similar in the biblical creation account to the other stories of
origins found in Israel’s world; rather, it is what is different. Thus Wolfram von Soden can write:
‘Direct influences of the Babylonian creation epic on the Biblical account of creation cannot be
discerned.””'”

177 Joanne Conman, “It’s about Time: Ancient Egyptian Cosmology,” Studien zur Altigyptischen Kultur, Bd.
31 (2003), 38.

178 Conman, “It’s about Time: Ancient Egyptian Cosmology,” 68.

17 John N. Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths: Unique Revelation or just Ancient Literature? (Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 2009), 103.
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The second point is, scholars such as Figure 11: Separating the Sky and Earth

Conman and Hornung have shown that the notion LLIITES TR
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of a solid dome was not the view held by ancient
Egyptians (see Figure 11)."* That being the case,
there is no reason to suppose some sort of relation
between the biblical authors and the particular
cosmology of ancient Mesopotamia rather than the
view of the ancient Egyptians, or, in fact, that they
borrowed and adopted any views from the
mythology of ancient cultures. In fact, as Beale
pointed out, there is no definitive evidence that the
ancient Mesopotamians believed that the sky was a
solid dome. David Toshio Tsumura points out that
the Hebrew "7 is an hyponym for 07Y: “In Gen 1:8, God called the expanse, 2'U. The term is
hyponymous to 2'U; i.e., what 7 refers to 1s included in what DY refers to, as in the expanse
of the sky (Gen 1:14, 15, 17, 20). Cf. Akk. burmii, firmament (of the heavens) (CAD B:344-45)."!
An hyponym is a word with a more specific meaning than a more general term. A spoon is an
hyponym for cutlery. Tsumura references CAD, which is The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental
Institute of the University of Chicago. In the definitions and uses of the word buriamii, CAD gives
the following: “ina bu-ru-mi elluti saruh taluksu his (Marduk’s) course is majestic on the bright
firmament”'® So, Marduck’s course is similar to course of the Egyptian sun god, as Conman has
interpreted it. Commenting on the depiction of the sun god’s trek, Keel points out, “In Fig. 32, both
the sky and the earth appear in double form. Side by side with the concept of the sky as a woman
stands another, unrelated concept: the sky as a sea traversed by the sun god.”'® Keel refers to the sky
as “a heavenly ocean.”'™ Walton includes the same graphic, and his caption reads, “Photo 8.1.
Amun-Re, the sun god, sails his solar barque through the heavenly waters over the top of the sky
god, Nut, who has the stars emblazoned on her body. Shu, the air god, maintains the separation
between the sky god (Nut) and the earth god (Geb).”'*

In neither the Egyptian nor the Mesopotamian myths is it conclusive that the sky is depicted
as a solid dome. As Beale notes, “But there is another Egyptian depiction where the god of the sky,
Nut, is held up by Shu, which represents the air itself. Neither the fluid heavenly sea represented by
Nut nor the air symbolized by Shu are solid materials.”'*® Not only has Heiser misrepresented the
beliefs of the ancient Mesopotamians, he has also misrepresented the teaching of the OT.

An even more serious problem for Heiser’s view, at lest from the perspective of orthodox
Christianity, is that Heiser’s view necessarily denies inerrancy. Heiser asserts that the biblical authors
believed that the earth was flat: “For the biblical writers, the earth was flat and round, supported by

'80 The graphic in Figure 11 is from Hornung, Der Eine Und Die Vielen, 59.

' New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology & Exegesis, s.v. “2"P7.”

182 The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, s.v. “burim{ (burummi).”
18 Keel, Symbolism of the Biblical World, 36.
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185 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 150.

18 Beale, Erosion of Inerrancy, 198.
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pillars (2 Sam 22:8) and surrounded by water (Gen 1:10); the water was held in place by the edges
of the solid dome (‘expanse’; ‘firmament’) that covered the earth (Gen 1:6; Prov 8:27-28).”"*” How
does Heiser know what the biblical authors believed? The only access he has to what the biblical
authors may have believed is through what they wrote. This is clear from the biblical passages to
which Heiser appeals. Since it is the case that the earth is not flat, and there is no “solid dome,” it
necessarily follows that, according to Heiser, the biblical writers believed a falsehood, and they
affirmed the falsehood in what they wrote. Heiser says, “This [pre-scientific] worldview shaped the
Old Testament and illustrates how the Bible uses the language of its time to explain its perspective
and to glorify Yahweh.”'™ Since, according to Heiser, the biblical authors taught a falsehood, then
either the texts in which they affirmed this falsehood are not the Word of God, or God had inspired
His authors to teach falsehood. Biblical authors presenting falsehood as if it is truth does not glorify
Yahweh.

Avoiding the Charge of Errancy

Heiser attempts to avoid the charge of errancy by attempting to change or avoid the meanings
of words in order to make them fit his perspective. He does this with the word ‘affirm.’

The first thing I’d like to pursue is Chet’s criticism of the word “affirm” — I also think it’s a
weasel-word. You quote 1 Cor. 11:14, which says, “Does not nature itself teach you that if a
man wears long hair it is a disgrace for him?”” Here Paul makes a specific statement about
nature—it’s clearly a comment on the natural world and a truth that Paul believes the natural
world communicates or points to. Having read the article in the readings list, it is quite clear
that Paul’s statement is rooted in an absolutely non-scientific worldview. His statement is
scientifically false. I’d say he’s clearly “affirming” something about nature here and then
extrapolating to his more significant point. So, I think we need to dump this “affirming”
language as some sort of safeguard (read: weasel-word) for defending inerrancy.'®

Heiser believes that his interpretation is the only possible one. As we have seen above, the
problem here is not Paul’s supposedly “pre-scientific” worldview, but Heiser’s imposition of his
modern worldview on Paul.

Instead of questioning his interpretation, he wants to weasel out of the problem by blaming
the word ‘affirm.” Heiser refers to a post by in which Chet objects to the use of the word ‘affirm’ in
definitions of inerrancy:

I think the greatest wiggle word found in all of the definitions above is ‘affirm’. I think there
must be a secret definition of ‘affirm’ going around the systematic theology circles that [ am
not aware of. Anything stated positively is an affirmation. “In the beginning God created the

87 Unfiltered, 21.

18 Michael S. Heiser, “The Old Testament and the Ancient Near Eastern Worldview,” in Faithlife Study Bible,
ed. John D. Barry, et al. (Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press, 2012, 2016).

18 Michael S. Heiser, “Pre-Scientific Worldview “Problem” and Inerrancy,” https://drmsh.com/pre-scientific-
worldview-problem-and-inerrancy/. Accessed 7/22/2024.
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heavens and the earth” is an assertion, and therefore an affirmation. For that matter, so is “God
created a firmament to separate the waters under the firmament from the waters above” and
so is “Nature shows that long hair on a man is shameful”. Indeed, that last is an example of
BOTH meanings of ‘affirm’, as it is both a positive statement “long hair on a man is shameful”
and a statement of agreement or support of the assertion “Nature shows (affirms) that...”"*

Again, the problem is not with the word ‘affirm.” The meaning of the word ‘affirm’ is not
difficult. According to OED, the word means, “To make a statement of fact; to make a strong
assertion. To assert (something) strongly; to state as a fact, transitive. With object and infinitive, or
object and complement.”"*" It is a simple matter of the correspondence view of truth. A claim is true
if it corresponds to reality. When the text states, “God made the expanse, and separated the waters
which were below the expanse from the waters which were above the expanse,” it is affirming and
asserting that this is in fact what God did. The statement that God made the expanse is true if in fact
this is what God did. The problem is with Heiser’s and Chet’s attempt to redefine the words involved
in the definitions of inerrancy in order to claim that, even though the biblical authors believed and
asserted errors, we can still be advocates of inerrancy. This is, frankly, not honest.

Was Israel Ever Polytheistic?

Was Israel ever polytheistic? Heiser certainly believes they were. The older view that Israel
was never polytheistic is expressed by John Watson in this book, Christianity and Idealism in which
he asserted, “What is unique in the development of the religion of Israel is that it passed without a
break from the worship of nature, to the worship of Jehovah, without going through the intermediate
stage of polytheism.”'** A few years after Watson’s book came out, Arthur Whatham objected to the
notion that Israel was never polytheistic: “Now, I believe that, were this opinion to be adopted by
students of the history of a people whose religious development is of such great importance to
Christians, the actual religious development of this people would be altogether misunderstood a
result so serious that  have ventured here to set forward my reasons for disagreeing with the scholars
aforesaid.”'”

Whatham acknowledges the fact that the nation of Israel was constituted under the leadership
of Moses, but he claims, “It is necessary, therefore, to investigate their religious conceptions before
taken in hand by Moses, and to do this we must commence with their immediate forefathers,
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.”"** In support he appeals to Josh. 24:2.: “* Joshua said to all the people,
‘Thus says YHWH, the God of Israel, “From ancient times your fathers lived beyond the River,
namely, Terah, the father of Abraham and the father of Nahor, and they served other gods. * Then

190 Chet Silvermonte, “Comments,” (June 18, 2008). https://drmsh.com/sifting-the-posts-and-comments-
on-inerrancy/.Accessed 7/22/2024.

YL OED, s.v. “affirm.”

192 John Watson, Christianity and Idealism, 2d ed. The Macmillan Company (London: Macmillan & Company,
1897), 45-46.
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I took your father Abraham from beyond the River, and led him through all the land of Canaan, and
multiplied his descendants and gave him Isaac™” (Josh. 24:2-3)." The reference to the “fathers”
who “served other gods” appears again in Joshua’s challenge to the people: “If it is disagreeable in
your sight to serve YHWH, choose for yourselves today whom you will serve: whether the gods
which your fathers served which were beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites in whose land
you are living; but as for me and my house, we will serve YHWH” (Josh. 24:15)."° The gods of
which their fathers served does not refer to gods whom the people may have worshiped before the
time of Moses, but to the fathers referred to in 24:2 who “served other gods,” namely Terah,
Abraham, and Nahor. So, there is nothing in the biblical text that indicates that the people after the
time that Abraham believed in YHWH up to the time of Moses served or worshiped other gods. The
only basis of the claim that Israel was polytheistic before Moses are the similarities between ANE
literature and the Bible.

It is perhaps significant that Whatham gives only verse 2 of Joshua’s text. He omits the
statement by God that He took Abraham from beyond the River. The people who became the nation
of Israel under Moses were the people who descended from Abraham of whom it is said, “Then he
believed in YHWH; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6).""’

Whatham argues that after Abraham believed, he was a henotheist: “Now, it is the custom
to speak of Abraham as though he was a monotheist after his call. But this is a mistake. He really
was a henotheist. He recognized the existence of the god of Melchizedek, while Abimelech is
represented as addressing the same divinity as Abraham, that is to say, Adonai (Gen. 18:3; 20: 4,
where in both cases the word Lord is Adonai).”"”® The text says nothing about Melchizedek being
“a god.” The word Adonai ("1, "ddona) simply means “lord.” In Gen. 42:10, Joseph’s brothers call
Joseph “lord,” but they certainly did not believe he was a god.

More recently, Mark Smith has argued that there was a polytheistic background to Israel’s
religion. Smith asserts, “However, over the last half-century numerous scholarly studies have sought
to locate the biblical foundational story of monotheism within its larger cultural context.”'"
Ultimately, authors like Whatham, Smith, and Heiser must appeal to ANE myths to construct a view
that Israel at one point was polytheistic. They must construct this myth because there is no biblical
evidence that Israel was ever polythistic.

Why Does It Matter?
Heiser claims to believe in and worship the God of Christian theology. However, his

arguments and assertions show that he does not believe in God of orthodox Christian theology.
Several times Heiser depicts God as involved in decision making. He also claims that God’s plans
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failed, that God had to restart His plan, and that God’s plans were frustrated by events and persons.
This is adenial of God’s sovereignty and providence, and a rejection of God’s immutability. Heiser’s
claims contradict the statement of God: “From this day [ am He; no one can deliver from My hand;
I will act, and who can prevent it?” (Isa. 43:13).2*° Heiser also wants to redefine inerrancy to allow
for the errors believed and taught by the biblical authors while still claiming to believe in inerrancy.

Heiser also wants to redefine predestination and foreknowledge. This effort also fails.
Because God is absolutely sovereign, God has predestined all that will come to pass. This does not
violate our moral freedom since the relation of our choices to God’s sovereignty is from eternity, and
our relation to our choices is temporal. Therefore, these are not contradictory. How God is able to
do this is beyond our understanding, but, as we have shown, this pattern is evident in inspiration and
inerrancy, and in the incarnation of Jesus Christ Who is God in the flesh.

It matters because Heiser denies the very nature and attributes of God as these have been
revealed in His word, and as these have been studied, believed, and expounded upon throughout the
history of the Christian church. Any author who denies God’s sovereignty, providence, immutability,
and the inerrancy of God’s word is someone whose teaching is contrary to orthodox Christian
theology. Any person has been given by God the freedom to believe what he or she chooses. But a
person does not have the freedom to deny orthodox Christian theology and yet present his or her
claims as if they are orthodox. Like Smith and others, Heiser has employed the myths of ANE
literature to construct a hypothetical background to Israel’s monotheism. This is, frankly, not honest.
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CHAPTER 11

GOD’S ENTOURAGE

Introduction

One of Heiser’s central claims is that there are “other gods” who form a “divine council” that
functions to carry out God’s commands and to consult with God in making judgments and decisions.
In this chapter we will consider Heiser’s interpretation of Job 38:4—7 in which he claims that there
are “other gods” who constitute God’s “divine council,” and who were present when God created
the world. We will also consider Heiser’s interpretation of Jesus’ use of Ps. 82:6 in His statement
in Jn. 10:34, “I said, you are gods.”

Heiser’s Interpretation of Genesis 1:26-28

Heiser argues that “God’s entourage” was present and watching when God created the
heavens and the earth. Referring to the statement in Gen. 1:16, Heiers says, “What we have is a
single person (God) addressing a group—the members of his divine council.”' The NASB translation
is given here:

* Then God said, “Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness; and let them
rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over the cattle and over all the
earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps on the earth.” >’ God created man in His own
image, in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. ** God blessed
them; and God said to them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and
rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and over every living thing that
moves on the earth” (Gen. 1:26-28).2

Characterizing what God says in verse 26, Heiser argues, “It’s like me going into a room of
friends and saying, ‘Hey, let’s go get some pizza!’ I’'m the one speaking. A group is hearing what
I say. Similarly, God comes to the divine council with an exciting announcement: ‘Let’s create

' Unseen Realm, 39.
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humankind!””” In order to make it fit his view, Heiser misrepresents God’s words. God does not
simply say, “Let’s create humankind!” God says, “Let’s create humankind in our image and our
likeness.”

In a footnote on this passage, Heiser quotes a statement from Paul Jolion. Heiser gives the
quote from Joiion as “The we of majesty does not exist in Hebrew.” This quote actually occurs in
two footnotes in Joiion’s grammar. The first is, “Le nous de majesté n’existe pas en hébreu. Pour le
pluriel de majesté dan les noms cf. §136 d.” (“The we of majesty does not exist in Hebrew. For the
plural of majesty in nouns cf. §136 d.”).” The second occurs at the end of footnote 2 in §136 d, page
416: “Le nous de majesté n’existe pas en hébreu, § 114 e N.”® The second quote references the first.
Joiion is claiming that there is no instance of the pronoun ‘we’ being a plural of majesty pronoun.
Later in the same grammar, Joiion refers to 017X as a plural of majesty: “Plural of excellence or
majesty: 777X God (and ordinary plural: gods); it is generally constructed in the singular (§ 148
a, 150 f); comp. 0°p the Holy One (Pr 9, 10; 30, 3) and aram. ]"31"52, the Most High (Dn 7, 18,
22, 25).”" Heiser acknowledges that the plural of majesty does occur for nouns: “The plural of
majesty does exist for nouns (see Jouon-Muraoka, par. 136.d), but Gen 1:26 is not about the
nouns—the issue is the verbal forms.”® To support his contention that it is “not about the nouns,”
he references an article by John C. Beckman. Interestingly, Heiser does not provide any quote from
Beckman’s article. Beckham actually refers to fact that the plural of majesty appears most frequently
for O7TON:

The term ‘majestic plural’ or pluralis majestatis refers to the use of a plural word to refer
honorifically to a single person or entity. It is also called the ‘plural of respect’, the ‘honorific
plural’, the ‘plural of excellence’, or the ‘plural of intensity’. In the Hebrew Bible such plural
forms are most commonly used when referring to the God of Israel, e.g., "IX 037X “ddonim
’ani ‘T am a master (lit. ‘masters’)’ (Mal. 1.6), although it can also be used when referring to
a human, e.g., YJIX OT72X ’abraham ’adonaw ‘Abraham his master (lit. ‘masters’)’
(Gen. 24.9), an object, e.g., 7"072P gibroteka ‘your grave (lit. ‘graves’)’ (2 Kgs 22.20), or a
personified abstraction, e.g., 51°2 7012 N7 hakmot banta betah “Wisdom (lit. ‘wisdoms”)
has built her house’ (Prov. 9.1). The pluralis majestatis appears most frequently in nouns,
particularly 279X ’élokim ‘God (lit. ‘gods’)’, but may also be used with nominalized
adjectives, e.g., 0"0TP gédosim ‘the Holy One (lit. ‘holy ones’)” (Prov. 9.10);’

3 Unseen Realm, 39.
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Contrary to Heiser’s misleading reference, Beckham’s article is actually about the nouns,
particularly 2°777X. Beckman does not dispute the claim that 2°779X in Gen. 1:26 is a use of pluralis
majestatis. What he claims is, “There are no undisputed examples of a pronoun or a verb displaying
the pluralis majestatis.”'® Heiser tries to divert the reader’s attention away from the actual issue by
claiming that it is about verbal forms. Bruce Waltke and M. O’Connor also assert that the plural of
majesty, or “honorific plural” as they call it, is most frequently used with reference to God: “Most
honorific plurals in the Bible involve the God of Israel, and the most common of these is D’Ff‘?;g, used
about twenty-five hundred times. When used of the God of Israel, this term usually takes singular
agreement (P77 O'T9X “ajust God,” Ps 7:10); when used of various gods, it takes plural agreement
@mX 079X ‘other gods,” Exod 20:3; cf. Exod 12:12).”"

Heiser continues: ““Y ou might wonder at this point why the language changes from plural in
verse 26 (‘Let us make humankind in our image and according to our likeness’) to singular in verse
27 (‘So God created humankind in 4is image, in the likeness of God he created him”). Does the Bible
contradict itself here?”'* Heiser argues that the shift from plural to singular is because in the
statement, “Let us make man in Our image and in our likeness,” God is addressing the “divine
council.” The problem with this interpretation, is that if God is speaking to a “divine council” when
He says “Let us make man in our image,” then He is saying that man would be created in the image
of God and the “divine council.”

In order to avoid this problem, Heiser asserts,

But if God is speaking to his divine council here, does that suggest that humankind was
created by more than one elohim? Was the creation of humankind a group project? Not at all.
Back to my pizza illustration: If I am the one paying for the pizza—making the plan happen
after announcing it—then I retain both the inspiration and the initiative for the entire project.
That’s how Genesis 1:26 works."

But this tactic does not solve the problem. Heiser misses the point with his “pizza
illustration.” When he says, “Let’s go get some pizza,” he is talking to the whole group to get pizza
together, regardless of who pays for it. Whether he makes the plan happen or not, it is still the whole
group who “gets pizza.” But man is not created in the image of God and a supposed “divine council.”

Why does the text says “Let us make man in our image”? It may simply be a grammatical
thing. The translation, “let us make” is a single Hebrew form, 091 (na ‘aseh). It is a 1* person plural
verb. The translation “in our image” is the compound form 317532 (bésalmenii). It is the noun 7%
with the prefixed, inseparable preposition 2 (b¢€), and the first person plural pronominal suffix 32 (n).
Since a pronoun must agree with its antecedent in gender an number, the pronoun must be plural to
agree with the plural noun 2°777X.

Another interpretation from the perspective of narrative art was proposed by Dale Patrick:

12 Beckman, “Pluralis Majestatis,” 146.
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In the account, God is depicted as carrying on internal dialogue only once, when he prepares
to create humans: “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have
dominion . . (1:26.. Although P employs internal dialogue only this once, it is sufficient to
establish the presence of the art of characterization. The reader is allowed a glimpse into the
thinking of the actor behind the act. This glimpse is something of a dramatic high point in the
chapter. It is a momentous occurrence for the Creator to make a creature in his own likeness,
so we the readers are permitted to view ourselves from God’s perspective.*

This would be comparable to a person saying to himself, “Let’s see if I can make this
happen,” or something similar. This may be supported by the similar statement in Gen. 11:5-8:

> And YHWH came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. ° And
YHWH said, “Behold, they are one people, and they all have the same language. And this is
what they began to do, and now nothing which they purpose to do will be impossible for them.
"Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, so that they will not understand one
another’s speech.” * So YHWH scattered them abroad from there over the face of the whole
earth; and they stopped building the city (Gen. 11:5-8)."

It is YHWH who came down. It is YHWH who said, “Let us go down.” It was YHWH who
confused the language can scattered the people. Claus Westerman also argues that the statement in
Gen. 1:26 is a plural of deliberation, and he connects this with Gen. 11:7 and 8:

In favor of a plural of deliberation in 1:26 is the fact that in Is 6:8 the plural and the singular
are used in the same sentence with the same meaning; similarly in 2 Sam 24:14 where it is a
question of one and the same conclusion: “. . . Let us fall into the hand of the Lord . . . but let
me not fall into the hand of man.” C. Brockelmann describes the cohortative as “a form of
speech which occurred primarily in self-deliberation” (Grundriss der vergleichenden
Grammatik der semitischen Sprachen II, 24, 14a; W.H. Schmidt 130 n. 3; U. Cassuto p. 55:
“Plural of exhortation”). A clear example of this type of deliberation occurs in Gen 11:7:
“Come let us go down....” (the continuation in v. 8 is in the singular).'

Cassuto asserts, “The best explanation [for the plural forms], although rejected by the
majority of contemporary commentators, is that we have here the plural of exhortation. When a
person exhorts himself to do a given task he uses the plural: ‘Let us go!” ‘Letus rise up!” ‘Let us sit!’
and the like.”"’
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Heiser’s Interpretation of Job 38:4—7

Heiser begins chapter 3 of Unseen Realm with a question that children might ask: “WHAT
WAS THERE BEFORE GOD MADE THE WORLD?” According to Heiser, although some adults might
respond, “God was there,” this response, according to Heiser, is “true, but incomplete” because,
Heiser claims, “God had company.”'® Heiser asserts, “The biblical answer is that the heavenly host
was with God before creation. In fact, they witnessed it.”"” In support of his answer, Heiser claims
that Job 38:4—7 “is clear on this point.”*

The passage is set out here: “ Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell
Me, if you have understanding, > Who set its measurements? Since you know. Or who stretched the
line on it? °*On what were its bases sunk? Or who laid its cornerstone, ’ When the morning stars sang
together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?*'”

Heiser poses the question, “But who are the sons of God?”** It may seem nit-picking, but how
a question is posed often reveals latent or unexpressed assumptions. Heiser does not ask, “What are
the sons of God?” Rather, he asks, “Who are the sons of God?”” He has already made up his mind that
the expression “the sons of God” must be referring to living beings rather than inanimate objects,
which is why he poses the question the way he does. He could have asked, “Who or what are the sons
of God?” in order to persuade the reader by his arguments and interpretation. However, before
dealing with the text, before doing any exegesis on the passage, before making his argument, Heiser
prejudices the reader to think of the sons of God as “whos” not “whats.” This is another instance of
the fallacy of poisoning the well, and it is, frankly, not honest.

He immediately rejects the notion that the sons of God might be angels: “We might think of
them as angels, but that wouldn’t be quite correct.” Why wouldn’t this be quite correct? Heiser
does not bother to explain why this would not be “quite correct.” Interestingly both the Syriac and
the LXX translate “sons of God” as “angels”:

ann. A A 1 o amlaa <iar. ymaan e Kiod

“Created together stars of morning and all sons of angels [ar¢ A>» .3 =, bny ml’k’] shout for

joy” (Job 38:7). The word rear¢ As» can also be translated “messengers.”?
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George M. Lamsa translates the Syriac, “When did I create the morning stars, and all the
angels shouted for joy?”*° R. Payne Smith defined ~ar¢ A\ as “a messenger esp. a messenger of God,

an angel.”*’ Michael Sokoloff defines =a =\ = , “l1. messenger, 2. angel.”
The LXX translates the text as “angels”:

0TE £YEVNONOOLY (LGTPOL, TIVECOV UE GMOVT LEYOAT TOVIEG OyYEAOL oL’
“When the stars were born, and praised me with a loud voice all My angels [oryyelot,
aggeloi]” (Job. 38:7).%°

Apparently, it seemed quite correct to the ancient translators of the Syriac and Greek texts
of this verse to use the word ‘angels.” Of course, to Heiser it is not correct because he has already
decided that it refers to something else.

He goes on to explain:

The unseen world has a hierarchy, something reflected in such terms as archangel versus
angel. That hierarchy is sometimes difficult for us to discern in the Old Testament, since we
aren’t accustomed to viewing the unseen world like a dynastic household (more on that
following), as an Israelite would have processed certain terms used to describe the hierarchy
In the ancient Semitic world, sons of God (Hebrew: beney elohim) is a phrase used to identify
divine beings with higher-level responsibilities or jurisdictions.?!

First of all he sets up a false distinction by contrasting the term ‘archangel’ with the term
‘angel.” Of course, if the one is an archangel, it is certainly and angel. He argues that this hierarchy
is difficult for us to discern because “we aren’t accustomed to viewing the unseen world like a
dynastic household.” However, just because there is a distinction between an archangel and other
angels does not mean that there is a “dynastic household.” Heiser just sneaks in this expression
without justification. Once again he is attempting to prejudice the reader.

The expression “sons of God” occurs 5 times in the OT. In every instance, except Job 38:7,
the text uses the phrase D9RT™12, béné ha’élohim, “the sons of the God.” The definite article is

% Holy Bible from the Ancient Eastern Text, trans. George M. Lamsa (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
Publishers, 1933), Job 38:7,585.

"R, Payne Smith, 4 Compendious Syriac Dictionary: Founded upon the Thesaurus Syriacus of R. Payne Smith,
ed. J. Payne Smith (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1902), s.v. “nrd=, ~ard=”. (Emphasis in original). In his

dictionary, Smith combined the Estrangelo script with the vowel points from Western/Jacobite script.
2 4 Syriac Lexicon, s.v. “rea r = .’

» Joseph Ziegler, ed., Iob, vol. X1, 4, Vetus Testamentum Graecum. Auctoritate Academiae Scientiarum
Gottingensis Editum (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), Job 38:7a-b.

39 There is a textual variant. Aquila and Theodotion translate the text as “viot 8£0v.” See, Joseph Ziegler, ed.,
lob; Apparatus 11, vol. X1, 4, Vetus Testamentum Graecum. Auctoritate Academiae Scientiarum Gottingensis Editum
(Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1982), 7b.384.

31 Unseen Realm, 23-24.
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the 77 (ha) on the word ‘God’ (@719, ’élohim).** According to the rule of construct relations,
because the word in the absolute state, in this instance D’Tf5§, has the definite article, the word in the
construct state, in this instance ’12, must be taken as definite. However, in Job 38:7 the expression,
1S D’Tf'?}j *12, béne élohim, in which the definite article is missing from the word ‘God.” Now, if we
take the word translated “God” as a proper name, it is required that the definite article be used in the
translation of the word ‘sons’ even if there is no definite article on the word ‘God.” This is also due
to the rule of a construct relation. However, the question is, why is it missing in Job 38:7. In the two
other places where the phrase is used in Job, the word ‘God’ has the definite article. The following
table sets out the instances in the OT in which the expression “sons of God” is used.

Table #11: The Sons of God

And the sons of God [2°9X7732, béné ha’élohim] saw the daughters of the man
[CTX7, ha’adam] were beautiful; and they took wives for themselves, whomever
Gen. 6:2 they chose.
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The Nephilim were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons
of God [2"7TPRT™12, béné ha’élohim] came in to the daughters of the man [Q7TX1T,
ha’adam], and they brought forth to them. These the mighty ones who from old,
Gen. 6:4 men of the name.

AT O 17PN DINT Ni2TOK OUTORT "33 Q) WK 12700K 00 07 oy
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Now there was a day when the sons of God [2 728712, béné ha’élohim] came to
Job 1:6 present themselves before the LORD, and the Satan also came among them.

;02102 Ty RN MM 230D ©TORT 212 AN o

Again there was a day when the sons of God [27T287™°12, béné ha’élohim] came
to present themselves before the LORD, and the Satan also came among them

Job 2:1
20T OO0 o RIN MTTOY 2N OTORT 12 WA 0T T

Y

When the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God [2"77X *12, béné
Job 38:7 >elohim] shouted for joy.

DOR "12702 N P2 "201 T3

2 The words 12 (“sons of”) and D'T7XT (“the God”) are in a construct relation in which the word “sons of”
is in the construct state, and the word “the God” is in the absolute state. When the word in the absolute state has the
definite article, or is a proper name, the word in the construct state is made definite. So, even though “sons of”” does not
have a definite article, it is made definite by being in a construct relation with the word “the God.” That is why it is
translated, “the sons of the God.”
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Now Heiser cannot call fowl over the presence or absence of the definite article in these
instances because he makes an argument about the word translated “Satan” in Job.

Old Testament scholars are well aware of all this. Their conclusion that satan is not a proper
personal name in the Old Testament is driven by Hebrew grammar. Like English, Hebrew does
not attach the definite article (the word “the”) to proper personal nouns. English speakers do
not refer to themselves (or to another person) with phrases like “the Tom” or “he Sally.” I'm
not “the Mike.” English doesn’t use the definite article with personal names. Neither does
Hebrew.”

Heiser’s characterization of English use is wrong. It is not uncommon for someone to say,
“I’m not talking about that Tom. I’'m talking about the Tom that I know.” In an exclamation, people
often say something like, “Are you the Tom Cruse?” Following Heiser’s argument the uses of the
definite article with the word 072X (’élohim) are not instances of a proper name, “God.” It follows
from Heiser’s argument that in the two instances in Job where the definite article is used must be
titles, and the one instance in which the definite article is not used is a proper name. But this makes
absolutely no sense.

There are 8 instances in the OT in which both the word ‘God’ with a definite (272X,
ha’élohim), and the word ‘God’ without the definite article (2'777%, *élohim), occur in the same

verse.
Table #12: God and The God

“Enoch walked with the God [2'779X77, ha’élohim]; and he was not, for God
Gen. 5:24 [°772X, élohim] took him”

DTOR IR MRDTID 2R DTORTTIR T 7700

“Abraham prayed to the God [27T28T, ha’élohim), and God [2"T79R, *élohim]
healed Abimelech and his wife and his maids, so that they brought forth.”

Gen. 20:17
TR NN TR N DK XETN DTIORTON DK 5980
TN
“Now listen to me: I will give you counsel, and God [2°777X, ’élohim] be with
you. You be the people’s representative before the God [2°7T7X1T, ha’élohim],
Ex. 18:19 and you bring the disputes to the God [2*7T2XT, ha’élohim].”

PR OTORT DM DD TEK M TR DTOR T TSPN V5P vy mny
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“Elijah replied to them, ‘If 1 am a man of the God [2*777Xi7, ha’élohim), let fire
2 Kgs. 1:12 come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty.” Then the fire of God
[2°7T9K, *élohim] came down from heaven and consumed him and his fifty.”

33 Unseen Realm, 57.
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2 Kgs. 5:15

“When he returned to the man of the God [2'777XiT, ha’élohim] with all his
company, and came and stood before him, he said, ‘Behold now, I know that
there is no God [2'777X, élohim] in all the earth, but in Israel; so please take a
present from your servant now.’”
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2 Chron. 24:20

“Then the Spirit of God [2"779X, ’élohim] came on Zechariah the son of
Jehoiada the priest; and he stood above the people and said to them, ‘Thus the
God [2°7T98T, ha’élohim] has said, ‘Why do you transgress the commandments
of YHWH and do not prosper? Because you have forsaken the LORD, He has
also forsaken you.’”

75 077 MR OY? Sbn Thun ST YTITTR MO YD oToR M
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“He continued to seek God [2"T9X, *élohim] in the days of Zechariah, who had
understanding through the vision of the God [27T9XT, ha’élohim]; and as long
as he sought YHWH, the God [2°7798, ha’élohim] prospered him.”

2 Chron. 26:5
TATTOR 0T 021 ORI DRD2 12T DT v Do BT
OTTORT IR
“Then he put the carved image of the idol which he had made in the house of
the God [2°7T9KT, ha’élohim), of which God [2°7T9X, *élohim] had said to David
and to Solomon his son, ‘In this house and in Jerusalem, which I have chosen
2 Chron. 33:7 | from all the tribes of Israel, I will put My name forever;”
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To conclude that the instances in which “God” occurs with the definite article are not
instances of the use of a proper name is patently absurd.
Consider also the following passages:

1 Sam. 9:27

“As they were going down to the edge of the city, Samuel said to Saul, ‘Say to
the servant that he might go ahead of us and pass on, but you remain standing
now, that I may proclaim the word of God [27T98 727, débar ’élohim] to

29

you.
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“The advice of Ahithophel, which he gave in those days, was as if one inquired
of the word of the God [2*7 77X 1272, bidbar ha’ élohim]; so was all the advice
2 Sam. 16:23 of Ahithophel regarded by both David and Absalom.”
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Notice thatin 1 Sam. 9:27, in the expression “word of God,” there is no definite article before
the word ‘God.” However, in 2 Sam. 16:23, the expression “the word of the God” uses the definite
article before the word ‘God.” Are we to think that the one use of ‘God’ is a proper name and the
second is a title? Again, this makes no sense.

There may be another reason why the one instance in Job 38:7 does not have the definite
article. It may be used to make a distinction between the sons of God in Job 1:6 and 2:1 from the
instance in Job 38:7. In the first two instances Job is referring to living beings. In the last instance
he is referring to inanimate objects, namely, stars, and Job may be omitting the definite article from
the word ‘God’ in 38:7 to reflect this distinction.

There are 37 times in the OT where the word ‘star’ (2212, kokab) or ‘stars’ (2°2212, kokabim)
occurs. The expression W22 "2212 (kokbé boger), “stars of morning” or “morning stars” occurs only
once in the OT: in Job 38:7. To take this as referring to living beings requires more argument and
evidence than Heiser has provided. To appeal to extra-biblical literature does not prove the case since
there is no evidence that Job was either influenced by or borrowed from these extra-biblical texts.
Similarity of design does not necessarily mean identity of origin. Just because the expression may
have been used in extra-biblical literature to refer to living beings does not show that it was so used
by Job. Words have a semantic range, a range of possible meanings. Just because a word is used with
one meaning in one context does not require that the word always have that same meaning in every
other context. A person doing an apologetic presentation made the statements, “The book of
Revelation was written by John.”: “The book of Revelation was written by 96 AD.” Now, does the
word ‘by’ have the same meaning in each one of these statements? Of course not. In the first
statement it indicates source. In the second it is a temporal reference.

Additionally, to take the expressions “morning stars” and “sons of God” to refer to living
beings is completely contrary to the context:

*Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding,
>Who set its measurements? Since you know. Or who stretched the line on it? *On what were
its bases sunk? Or who laid its cornerstone, ’ When the morning stars sang together and all the
sons of God shouted for joy? * Or who enclosed the sea with doors when, bursting forth, it
went out from the womb; * When I made a cloud its garment and thick darkness its swaddling
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band, ' And I placed boundaries on it and set a bolt and doors, '' And I said, ‘Thus far you
shall come, but no farther; and here shall your proud waves stop’?**

The context is referring to God creating and exercising His power over the physical
environment in which Job lives.

Table #13: Job 38:4—11 Parallelisms

Verses Parallelisms
Concerning the Earth
4 Where were you do you have understanding
5 measurements stretching the line
6 bases cornerstone
7 morning stars sons of God
Concerning the Sea
8 enclosing the sea bursting forth
9 cloud as a garment thick darkness as swaddling band
10 boundaries on the sea setting bolt and doors
11 come no farther stopping the waves.

All of these parallelism have to do with God’s creation of and power over the earth and the
sea. Suddenly to take the expressions “morning stars” and “sons of God” to refer to living beings
violates this context and the parallelism. Heiser asserts, “God calls these spiritual beings his sons.
Since he created them, the ‘family’ language makes sense, in the same way you refer to your
offspring as your son or daughter because you participated in their creation.”™ So, according to
Heiser, the spiritual beings are called sons of God because God created them. So also, the stars are
called “sons of God” because God created them. Heiser reads into the text his always-already-
present worldview.

The most devastating argument against Heiser’s claim that 100 (satan) is not a proper
personal name is its use in 1 Chron. 21:1:

Then Satan [Jb®, Saran] stood up against Israel and moved David to number Israel.”
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35 Supernatural, 22.
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Here the word J0D is used without a definite article. According to Heiser’s argument, this
must be a case of the use of the word as a proper personal name. Also, Heiser must ignore the many
uses of the name Xoatorvog, without the definite article, indicating that it is being used as a proper
personal name.

Heiser’s Interpretation of John 10:34

Many commentators appeal to Jesus’ statement in Jn. 10:34 as support for the interpretation
of the line “I said you are gods,” in Ps. 82:6 as a reference to humans, not “other gods.” The context
of the verse is given in Jn. 10:22-23: “** At that time the Feast of the Dedication took place at
Jerusalem; > it was winter, and Jesus was walking in the temple in the portico of Solomon.”*® The
Jews confront Jesus and demand that He tell them whether He is the Christ. Jesus answered them:
“I told you, and you do not believe; the works that I do in My Father’s name, these testify of Me”
(Jn. 10:25).*" Ultimately Jesus declares, “I and the Father are one” (Jn. 10:30).

In response to Jesus’ declaration, the Jews sought to stone Him for making Himself equal
with God. At this point, Jesus asserts,

** Jesus answered them, “Has it not been written in your Law, ‘I said, you are gods’? * If he
called them gods, to whom the word of God came (and the Scripture cannot be broken), **do
you say of Him, whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world, ‘Y ou are blaspheming,’
because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’? *’If I do not do the works of My Father, do not believe
Me; ** but if I do them, though you do not believe Me, believe the works, so that you may
know and understand that the Father is in Me, and I in the Father” (Jn. 10:34-39).%

Heiser notes that Jesus’ statement is from Ps. 82:6: “I said, ‘You are gods, and all of you are
sons of the Most High.””*" Heiser then points out that among commentators, “The view that Psalm
82:6 refers to human beings as gods (elohim) is axiomatic in these treatments.”*' Heiser says he has
“three nagging points of dissatisfaction” with this approach:

First, how is ita coherent defense of John’s well-known high Christology by essentially having
Jesus use Psalm 82:6 to say, in effect, that he can call himself the son of God when every other

22 \ 5 \ ’ [ ~ ~ e ~
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B ey ko 0 novmp Y scuev (Jn. 10:30).
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40 (Ps. 82:6) DD'?D 10D "123 ORR OTOR TRIRNTI
“ ' Michael S. Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation of Psalm 82:6 in John 10:34: A leferent View of John’s Theologlcal
Strategy” (Spokane, Washington: Pacific Northwest Regional Meeting of the Society of Biblical Literature, 2011), 1.
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Jew can, too? The mortal view does nothing to advance John’s strategic goal of portraying
Jesus as the incarnate Logos and the unique (monogenes) son of God. In simplest terms, it has
John casting Jesus as another mortal, for Jesus simply applies a verse to himself in the manner
other mortals can do.*

Immediately Heiser has made an illicit assumption. He assumes that Jesus’ response is simply
saying that because humans are called elohim, that Jesus can call Himself the Son of God. Heiser has
already misunderstood the text, and he uses this misunderstanding to question the interpretations of
others. Heiser calls this interpretation the “mortal view.”

His second question is, . . . how does the mortal view coherently explain the reaction of the
Jewish audience in John’s story? They call for his arrest (10:39), on the heels of picking up stones
to stone him in 10:30. If Jesus is citing a text that all of them could just as well cite on their own
behalf for being sons of God, why would Jesus’ use of it elicit such a response?”** If the “mortal
view” were the only interpretation of the text, Heiser might have a point.

The “mortal view” certainly seems to be the majority view. D. A. Carson’s view seems to
be typical of something like Heiser’s “mortal view””:

As Jesus uses the text, the general line of his argument is clear. This Scripture proves that the
word ‘god’ is legitimately used to refer to others than God himself. If there are others whom
God (the author of Scripture) can address as ‘god’ and ‘sons of the Most High’ (i.e. sons of
God), on what biblical basis should anyone object when Jesus says, I am God’s Son? The
argument gains extra force when it is remembered that Jesus is the one whom the Father set
apart as his very own and sent into the world.*

Heiser has another point of dissatisfaction. “My third point of dissatisfaction is more personal
since my field is Hebrew Bible. The mortal interpretation of Psalm 82:6 would be utterly foreign to
a Hebrew Bible scholar whose focus is Israelite religion.”* The problem with this point is that
Heiser simply assumes that his interpretation of Psalm 82 must be the correct one. It matters not if
every Hebrew Bible scholar interprets Psalm 82 in a way similar to Heiser’s. In fact, Heiser is
dissatisfied with the prevailing interpretation by New Testament Bible scholars, yet he thinks that
because “a Hebrew Bible scholar” would take the Psalm in a certain way, this is supposed to lend
support to his claim. Basically, Heiser is playing the “scholars card.” Heiser appeals to scholars when
they agree with him, and he discards scholars who do not agree with his interpretation. In fact, there
are many Hebrew Bible scholars whose field is Hebrew Bible who take the verse as referring to
humans. Heiser simply ignores the fact the many OT and NT scholars take a view that is contrary
to his own.

42 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 1.

4 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 1.

“D. A. Carson, The Gospel According to John (Leicester, England: Inter-Varsity Press, 1991), 397 (emphasis
in original).

4 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 1.



The Unseemly Realm God’s Entourage 190

As we have seen, Heiser believes the text is referring to a council of “other gods.” In fact,
Walton states that the council “is no longer made up of gods.”*® Mitchell Dahood (1922-1982), a
renown American Jesuit Hebraist and Bible scholar, professor of Hebrew language, and of the
Ancient Near Eastern languages Ugaritic and Eblaite, at the Pontifical Biblical Institute, takes the
statement in Ps. 82:6 to refer to false gods: “The psalmist had been under the impression that the
pagan deities were of some importance, but now realizes that they are nothing, because they are quite
incapable of defending the poor and rescuing the downtrodden.”*’ Willem A. VanGemeren,
Professor Emeritus of Old Testament and Semitic Languages at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School
and senior editor of The New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis
describes three different ways of interpreting the reference to “gods” in Ps. 82:1. VanGemeren takes
the third view: “The ‘gods’ are pagan deities. The gods of the nations are portrayed in this psalm as
being nothing more than God’s subjects, who must render an account to the God of Israel for all of
their evil and unjust acts. The imagery of the pagan pantheon of gods is here used dramatically to
present God’s judgment on the rule of evil and the darkness of the world.”*® According to Allen P.
Ross, former Chairman of the Old Testament Department at Dallas Theological Seminary,

The psalm begins with a description of God’s action in the divine counsel. The setting, this
counsel, is literally “the counsel of God” (PX117Y). In another context this could be taken to
refer to the nation of Israel (see Num. 27:17; Josh. 12:16—17); but in view of the parallel “in
the midst of the gods (2'777X 2723) it wold refer to human judges at least. They serve as
God’s vice-regents on earth — they are judges who act in his name. But as mentioned above,
the language seems to be referring primarily to supernatural beings in a heavenly
assembly—not divine beings in a pantheon, for there is no such court of lesser gods in the
Hebrew faith.*

According to Marvin E. Tate, professor of Old Testament interpretation at Southern Seminary
from 1960 until 1995, and a senior professor until 2003, “The Targum Ongelos translates D 7TX as
X'17, ‘judges,” and forms the basis for the conclusion that D°T9X = ‘judges’ (also in
Exod 22:6-7 . . .).”®® The Targum Onkelos is the Aramaic translation of the Torah. It has been
accepted as an authoritative translation and thought to have been written in the early second century.
For example, in the translation of Exod. 22:9 below, the Hebrew word DIT9X is translated with the
Aramaic word X7 (dyny’, “judges”).

And about whatever is injured covertly, whether ox, or ass, or sheep, or raiment, of whatever
is (so) lost, he shall make oath when he saith that so it is; and when the thing stolen shall be

4 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 56.

47 Mitchell Dahood, Psalms II: 51-100: The Anchor Bible (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Company,
1968), 270.

“ Willem A. VanGemeren, Psalms, vol. 5, The Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Revised Edition, ed. Tremper
Longmann III and David E. Garland (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2008), 624.

4 Allen P. Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms: Volume 2 (42-89) (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2013),
720-21.

9Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51100, vol. 20, Word Biblical Commentary (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2000), 340.
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afterward found in the hand of the thief, the cause of both shall be brought before the judges,
the cause of the householder and the cause of the thief; and whom the judges shall condemn,
the thief shall restore twofold to his neighbor.”!

The point is not whether one agrees or disagrees with the interpretations of these other
Hebrew Bible scholars. Rather it shows that Heiser’s assertion that the mortal interpretation of Jesus’
use of Ps. 82:6 would be utterly foreign to a Hebrew Bible scholar is simply false. Heiser’s claim s,
frankly, not honest.

Heiser begins his study with the claim, “Israelite religion had an assembly of heavenly host
under the authority of Yahweh. This assembly has very close affinities to the pantheons of ancient
Near East, particularly in Canaanite religion.”* I have a “nagging point of dissatisfaction” with
Heiser’s assertion. The problem is, this is the very point at issue. To start out by asserting the point
at issue as if this is certainly true is begging the question. It has not been demonstrated that the
biblical authors either borrowed from, adopted, or were even influenced by the Canaanite myths. The
belief that biblical authors were influenced by Canaanite myths is based only on what some identify
as similarities. But, similarity of design does not necessarily indicate identify of origin.

Charles Pfeiffer points out,

We should not conclude that the Israelites directly borrowed their literary forms from Ugarit.
Both peoples drew upon a literary and cultural inheritance which was common to the western
Semites and, in a measure, to all Near Eastern peoples. The ancient inhabitants of the Fertile
Crescent were highly mobile. Ugarit was not only linked to the Fertile Crescent — reaching
southward to Egypt and eastward to the lands of the Tigris-Euphrates basin— but also enjoyed
the cultural advantage of trade with the Mediterranean islands, particularly Cyprus, and with
the Hittite Empire.*

Heiser claims, “The most telling example is the literature from Ras Shamra (Ugarit).”* The
problem here is that the supposed “very close affinities” in fact aren’t. According to Marvin Pope,
“In text [of Ras Shamra] 1:7 there is the enigmatic expression dr il wp[h Jr b‘l which Gordon renders
‘The assemblage of Il and congr[eg]ation of Baal.” This might be taken to imply that El and Baal
each had their separate and distinct families or coteries and there are some other indications of this,
but the matter is by no means certain.”’ So, contrary to Heiser’s belief, it is not even certain that
there was a single “assembly of EL.”

Heiser says, “Psalm 82:1 is perhaps the best example, as it employs the expression ‘dt ’il(m)
(Hebrew: PX17Y) for the council.” Heiser refers to this in another place. He gives the following;

U], W. Etheridge, The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch (London: Longman,
Green, Longman, and Roberts, 1862), 519.

52 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 2.

53 Charles F. Pfeiffer, Ras Shamra and the Bible (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1962), 66.

54 pPteiffer, Ras Shamra and the Bible, 66.

55 Marvin H. Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1955), 48.

5 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 2.
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““dt ’ilm - ‘assembly of El / the gods.””” He references two sources, both of which contradict his
translation. The first reference is from A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic
Tradition (DULAT): “1) Assembly: ‘dt ilm the assembly of the gods, 1.15 11 7, 11.”°® The Ugaritic
text that Heiser gives is simply not equivalent to X179, This text translates the Ugaritic as
“assembly of the gods,” not “assembly of EI” as Heiser has it. The second source Heiser references
is The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts from Ugarit, Ras Ibn Hani and Other Places: “1.15.11.7, ‘dt ilm
tith and 1.15.11.11. ‘dr ilm”*° Notice that this source references DULAT, which translates the text as
“sons of the gods.” It is important to note that Heiser renders the Ugaritic ’il(m). The text does not
actually have (m). The Ugaritic text is ilm, not il(m). In other words, the Ugaritic text uses the plural
form, not the singular form.

Heiser treats the (m) as an enclitic. An enclitic is attached to the end of a singular noun,
although it is not clear why it is added. Sometimes it is added to the end of a poetic line or for
emphasis. Heiser has actually misrepresented the relation of the Ugaritic to the Hebrew. According
to DULAT, il is singular: “il (I) n. m. 1) ‘god’”*® The form ’ilm is plural, whereas the Hebrew X is
singular. The Ugaritic ilm is not equivalent to the Hebrew DX. The translation “assembly of god”
does not appear anywhere in DULAT, nor does the word ‘council.” DULAT gives the following
meanings for ‘dt: “‘dt (I) n. f. 1) ‘assembly’; 2) ‘confluence’; 3) ‘flowing current.””*!

Heiser reports, “As Smith notes, scholars are divided on whether the final -m in ’ilm is
enclitic, and thus whether the phrases in which it appears denote any assembly of the gods or only
EI’s assembly.”® Unfortunately, Heiser does not give the full statement of Smith:

1139

The word ’ilm in this first category may mean either “gods” or the name “El” with final -m.
In favor of the first option, we might contrast the expression, “the assembly of the sons of EL,”
mph rt bn’il, where the lack of -m on the final word marks it as a singular noun and hence the
god’s name. Accordingly, one might not be inclined to view these expressions of assembly as
El’s assembly as such. To put the point differently, the mythological texts may present El as
the head of the divine assembly, but the terminology embedded in the expressions for
assembly here might not refer specifically to him. Accordingly, the word “assembly” (ph r)
may refer to more restricted groupings of deities centered around particular gods.®

Heiser must treat the (m) as an enclitic in order to make it appear to be equivalent to the
Hebrew. Concerning this issue, Pope reports,

57 Heiser, Divine Council, 35.

%8 Gregorio Del Olmo Lete and Joaquin Sanmartin, A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language in the Alphabetic
Tradition, Part One, 2d ed. trans. Wilfred G. E. Watson (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 152.

%9 Manfried Dietrich, Oswald Loretz, and Joaquin Sanmartin, The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts from Ugarit, Ras
Ibn Hani and Other Places, 2d ed. (Minster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1995), 41.

® DULAT, s.v. “il.”

' DULAT, s.v. “‘dt.”

2 Heiser, Divine Council, 35.

8 Smith, Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 41-42.
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In one of the meetings of the gods, in the course of the banquet (called dbh, “sacrifice”), Baal
is offended by some affront or misbehavior involving the maidservants and rises and spits in
the midst of the assembly of the gods, btk p[h |r bn ilm, 11 AB 1II 13—14. Note that the
expression here for gods is not bn il, “sons of EL,” but bn ilm; if ilm is not the plural of majesty,
i.e. if the final -m is not enclitic, then bn ilm would be “sons of the gods,” “divine beings,”
without explicit connection with E1.%*

Again, it is not necessarily the case that there was an assembly referred to as “sons of E1.”

The Ugaritic text could be referring to “sons of the gods,” which has no “close affinity” with the
biblical text. Heiser appeals to the similarities and ignores the differences. Yet it is the differences
that make all the difference. After a long discussion of the Canaanite gods, John Gray says, “Our
conclusion is that the affinity between El and Yahweh lay in the interest of both in human relations.
Here to be sure the Ras Shamra texts and the Old Testament, though both attesting this human or
moral interest of El and Yahweh, seem, beyond this broad generality, to have little if anything in
common.”® Not only is Heiser wrong about a “close affinity,” he is wrong that El compares to
YHWH. Patrick Miller has noted the excellent work of Marvin Pope and Otto Eissfeldt in
demonstrating the dissimilarities between YHWH and El:

Pope:

The thrust of most of the literature pertaining to this deity has been the assumption that while
El is father of the gods and the “executive” deity of the pantheon at Ugarit, he is essentially
an otiose deity, whose power seems rather limited when compared to that of other deities,
whose fear of other gods is obvious, and whose gradual decline in the face of Baal’s rise to
prominence seems clear. . . . In the light of the texts published up to now, the above
interpretation of the Ugaritic evidence is basically accurate.”®

In fact the difference between YHWH and El is seen in the following account described by

This warning that El will take away the gods’ dominions clearly implies that it is he who sets
up and deposes the lesser gods, his children. But the disrespectful behaviour of Prince Sea’s
messengers, El’s ready capitulation to their demand, his apparent helplessness in the
altercation that breaks out in the divine assembly, his submission to ‘Anat’s threats, is rather
difficult to understand, if his authority and power are really commensurate with his nominal
position. It is hard to see how the Ugaritians who composed and read and heard these ironical
episodes recited could have had a firm belief in EI’s supremacy 19). ROGGIA has concluded
that among the Ugaritians the god El has undergone a progressive degradation. . . . The actual
rule of the world, however, appears to be divided between Baal in the heavens and on the

 Smith, Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 48—49.
8 John Gray, The Legacy of Canaan: The Ras Shamra Texts and Their Relevance to the Old Testament, 2d ed.

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1965), 162.

% Patrick D. Miller, Jr., “El the Warrior,” Harvard Theological Review 60 (1967), 411.
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earth’s surface, Mot in the netherworld, and Yam in the sea. These three gods are at time in
conflict and El seems to vacillate in his favor of now one and now another of the rivals.’

Pfieffer notes, “Elements which Israelites and Canaanites held in common may be traced to
the common traditions possessed by the two peoples concerning worship.”®® Beale makes a similar
point:

From another angle, it is appropriate to ask whether anything in ancient pagan religion and its
institutions resembled the truth about the true God and his designs for humanity. Certainly,
pagan nations had not received any special revelation to draw them into saving relation to the
true God. Nevertheless, just as the image of God is not erased but distorted in unbelieving
humanity, it is plausible to suggest that some of the affinities in ancient pagan beliefs and
religious institutions to that of Israel’s may be due to the fact that they are garbled, shadowy
representations about the being of the biblical God and of his design for his dwelling place.®

Not only has Heiser exaggerated and misrepresented the supposed similarities, he has
completely ignored the differences that make it virtually impossible to think that the Ugaritic El and
the biblical YHWH have anything in common. Heiser’s treatment is, frankly, not honest.

Heiser appeals to Deuteronomy in support of his claims: “These gods [of Psalm 82] are being
judged for their corrupt administration of the nations of the earth, having been granted that authority
at the division of the nations at Babel according to Deut 32:8-9 (LXX, DSS). This plurality cannot
be explained as human beings.””® A translation is given here: “® When the Most High gave the
nations their inheritance, when He separated the sons of man, He set the boundaries of the peoples
according to the number of the sons of Israel. ° For the LORD’s portion is His people; Jacob is the
allotment of His inheritance” (Deut. 32:8-9 NASB).”' The issue concerns the final part of verse 8.7
Emanuel Tov makes some revealing observations about this passage:

In its probably original wording, reconstructed from 4QDeut and ®, the Song of Moses
referred to an assembly of the gods (cf. Psalm 82; 1 Kgs 22:19), in which “the Most High,
‘Elyon, tfixed the boundaries of peoples according to the number of the sons of the God EL.”
The next verse stresses that the LORD, M1, kept Israel for himself. Within the supposedly
original context, ‘Elyon and El need not be taken as epithets of the God of Israel, but as names
of gods also known from the Canaanite and Ugaritic pantheon. It appears, however, that the
scribe of an early text, now reflected in the Masoretic Text, the Samaritan Pentateuch, the

7 Pope, El in the Ugaritic Texts, 29.

88 pfeiffer, Ras Shamra, 58.

% Beale, Erosion of Inerrancy, 175.

" Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 2.
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7 The critical apparatus is given here: “:?X7% "2 Smr o' -68'¢' V' S (T') T (em scr) | 2'M7X *12 4QDeut
G |ayyehwv Bg00 GM* (exeg).” Carmel McCarthy, Deuteronomy: Biblia Hebraica Quina Editione (Stuttgart: Deutsche
Bibelgesellschaft, 2007), 93.
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Targum, the Peshitta, and the Vulate, did not feel at ease with this possibly polytheistic picture
and replaced “sons of EI” with PR *12, “the sons of Israel,” thus giving the text a different
direction by the change of one word:"

It is important that Tov refers to ““its probably original wording.” By this statement Tov is
acknowledging the fact that there is no extant ms’™ evidence to support the claim that the reading
from 4QDeut is the “probably original wording.” Also, Tov refers to “the supposedly original
context.” On the basis of his supposition about the original context, Tov constructs a hypothetical
reference to the “names of gods also known from the Canaanite and Ugaritic pantheon.” On the basis
of conjecture and supposition, Tov addresses the textual issue. This is a case of the probable, to the
supposedly, to the hypothetical.

Consider the mss that contain the reading “sons of Israel,” and those that contain the reading
“sons of God.””

Figure 12: Deut. 32:8 Mss

5&7\0’ *12 “sons of Israel” D MR "12 “sons of God”
Masoretic Text 4QDeut
Samaritan Pentateuch Gottingen Septuagint oryyelov 000
Syriac Peshitta Translation Procopius Gazaeus

Aquila’s Greek Translation

Theodotion’s Greek translation

Symmachus’ Greek translation

Vulgate

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan to the Pentateuch

Targum Ongelos to the Pentateuch

Targum Neofiti to the Pentateuch

Fragment Targum to the Pentateuch

emendation of the scribes

> Emanuel Tov, The Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 2d ed. (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2001), 269.

™ The abbreviation ms stands for “manuscript,” and mss stands for “manuscripts.”

7> Dates that have been proposed for the list of mss include the following: 4QDeut’ First Century B.C.; Aquila
c. 140 A.D.; Symmachus c. 200 A.D.; Syriac Peshitta Second Century A.D.; Peshitta Second Century A.D.; Theodotion
Late Second Century A.D.; Targum Onqelos Second Century A.D.; Targun Neofiti 4" Century A.D.; Vulgate 4" Century
A.D.; Procopius Gazaeus c. 465-528 A.D.; Masoretic Text 7" to 10™ Century A.D.; Targum Pseudo-Jonathan 12"
Century A.D.; Fragment Targum to the Pentateuch ?; emendation of the scribes?.
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One factor in favor of the reading “sons of god” from 4QDeut is that it dates from the 1%
century B.C., whereas the earliest of the mss for the reading “sons of Israel” seems to be the Peshitta,
which dates from the 2" century A.D. It is reasonable to think that if the reading “sons of god” was
original, and a later scribe changed the text to read “sons of Israel,” that the later mss would have
followed the later scribal change.

Carmel McCarthy declares, “That the MT ‘sons of Israel’ is a deliberate theological
correction is beyond doubt, and understandable in the context.”’® McCarthy makes this declaration
on the basis of her preceding argument:

If one were to have retained the original form of Deut 32:8, it would have caused considerable
embarrassment to a mentality that was particularly sensitive to suitable theological expression.
For it was open to a very definite polytheistic interpretation, namely, that when the Most High
apportioned the territories according to the number of the “sons of God,” the LORD was
merely one of these bne Elohim, who received Jacob as his allotted heritage, in the same way
that the gods of the other nations received their heritage. Since such a possible interpretation
was contrary to the most elementary principles of monotheism, it is understandable that some
form of theological surgery bad to be operated.”’

Of course, all of this is sheer speculation. There is no evidence that there was any
“embarrassment.” In fact, even if the reading “sons of God” is accepted, it does not indicate that the
sons of God are “other gods” or that it implies polytheism. Heiser et al. have completely missed the
parallelism of verse 8:

Figure 13: Deut. 32:8 Parallelism
When gave inheritance Elyon to nations, o W'?SJ i7ﬂ]ﬂ3

when He separated the sons of man migt\ghio) 1"[’7533

He set the borders of peoples, : : _D’?;DS_J ﬂ'?:] by

ceececeg
P
.

to the number of the sons of God D’Tb& 2 'EQDI?

The word ‘nations’ (2732, goyim) is parallel to the word ‘peoples’ (2°3Y, ‘ammim), and the
words “sons of man” (27X 32, béné ’adam) are parallel to the words “sons of God” (@'777X 12,
beneé ’¢elohim). The parallelism indicates that the sons of God are in fact the sons of man. To interpret
this as referring to “other gods” is reading into the text a prior assumption that disrupts the
parallelism. It is another case of eisegesis.

6 Carmel McCarthy, The Tigqune Sopherim and Other Theological Corrections in the Masoretic Text of the
Old Testament (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1981), 213. Emphasis in original

" McCarthy, The Tigqune Sopherim, 212—13. McCarthy refers to these scholars who do not accept the MT
reading as original: T. K. Cheyne, A. Geiger, C. Steuernagel, H. Junker, G. von Rad, O. Eissfeldt. Each one of these
individuals is a critical scholar who rejects the doctrine of inerrancy and rejects or modifies the doctrine inspiration.
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Additionally, it is possible that there is a multitude of presently unknown factors that could
have led up to the reading “sons of God.” Simply because a ms is earlier does not necessarily mean
that it is better or undoubtedly original. Prior to the discovery of 4QDeutj it was “beyond doubt™ that
the MT had the original reading. It is in fact not “beyond doubt” that the Masoretic text (MT) is the
result of a change due to theological considerations. However, it is also possible that the 4QDeut’
reading might have been a deliberate change of the original reading that is preserved in the MT. One
might recall that Kathleen Kenyon (1906—1978), a British archaeologist, based her dating of the
destruction of Jericho on the absence of imported pottery, and she concluded that it was unoccupied
at the time traditionally believed to be its destruction by Joshua. To Kenyon, it was “beyond doubt”
that the city had been destroyed 150 years earlier. Kenyon’s dating was overturned by later
discoveries and critical analysis. Scholars like McCarthy and Heiser arrogantly assume that their
speculations are “beyond doubt.” However, they reject the MT reading for their own theological
reasons. There simply is no indisputable evidence that the MT was a result of a change.

What has all of this to do with Jesus’ statement in John? All of this is the background that
leads Heiser to his interpretive conclusion. As we have seen, Heiser has misrepresented and
exaggerated this background in support of his view.

Heiser surveys the various takes on the “mortal view” offering criticisms and objections to
each view. He then begins to present his own interpretation:

In John 10:30 the writer has Jesus startling his audience with the claim, “I and the Father are
one.” As I’ve asserted above, it does not seem to make sense that the writer would undermine
this exalted status for Jesus by having him essentially say in the next breath, “I get to call
myself God because all of you out there in my hearing can do it too by virtue of Psalm 82.”
The audience didn’t see it that way, since they react with anger. To stress the point that the
quotation of Psa 82:6 in verse 34 somehow defends the idea of divine equality with God, the
gospel writer follows it by having Jesus say, “I am in the Father and the Father is in me”
(10:39).™

Heiser’s is certainly correct that the “mortal view” does not make sense. Heiser has an
alternate interpretation: “I propose that John understood the 2°779X of Psalm 82 as divine beings and
has Jesus presuming the same in the debate. The effect is that the event is described in such a way
as to have Jesus asserting both his divine nature and equal heavenly authority with the Father.”” Of
course, Heiser’s interpretation relies on his interpretation of Psalm 82 as referring to “other gods”
or other “divine beings.” As we have seen in the background material, this interpretation is faulty,
so employing it as the grid through which to interpret Jesus’ quote is also wrong.

Heiser argues that he must first understand who receives the “word of God” as this is stated
in Ps. 82:6-7: ““I said, ‘You are gods, and all of you are sons of the Most High. " Nevertheless you
will die like men and fall like any one of the princes’” (Ps. 82:6-7).% Heiser begins his treatment of
these verses: “The speaker (“I”’) in the passage is the God of Israel, the God who is standing in the

8 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 10.
" Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 11.
80 Ps. 82:6-7) :398R DU ORI 0N 0IRD 19X 7 :029D 110D 121 oA DO RIRRTIR ¢
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council in 82:1 among the 0°7X. God announces that the D°779X of the council are his sons, but
because of their corruption (vv. 2-5), they will lose their immortality.”™!

Immediately there are problems. First, the text nowhere states that these beings will “lose
their immortality.” The text states that they will die like men. But when men die, they do not lose
their immortality. Everyone who dies, whether good or evil, continues to live forever. A being
continues to live either in the presence of God, as do the saved, or separated from God, as do the
judged. That the saved are immortal and continue to live after physical death was affirmed by Jesus
in His response to the Sadducees: “‘I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God
of Jacob’? He is not the God of the dead but of the living” (Matt. 22:32).** That those who are judged
will continue to live forever is affirmed in Revelation: “And the devil who deceived them was
thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are also; and they
will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Rev. 20:10).** Heiser acknowledges that angels
are “spirit beings” who are “not embodied.”® Consequently, angles cannot die. In fact, Jesus
declared that angels cannot die: “**but those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and the
resurrection from the dead, neither marry nor are given in marriage; *° for they cannot even die
anymore, because they are like angels, and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection” (Lk.
20:35-36).%

Geisler gives an explanation of why angels cannot die:

Since they have no body, angels are not subject to decay and death: They are immortal. As
noted before, Luke wrote, “Those who are considered worthy of taking part in that age and in
the resurrection from the dead will neither marry nor be given in marriage, and they can no
longer die; for they are like the angels” (Luke 20:35-36). In Matthew 25:41, we read Jesus’
words, “Then he will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, into the
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.””*

It follows that spirit beings cannot die. The only way spirit beings can lose their immortality
is if they are completely annihilated by God so that they cease to exist. But, ceasing to exist is not
what happens to men when they die. Since the text states that these beings will die like men, they

81 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 10.
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cannot be spirit beings or supernatural beings. They must necessarily be mortals. This is yet another
instance of Heiser’s practice of eisegesis, and, as Heiser said, “the wording is important.”
In a table, Heiser sets out his view:

The “word of God that came” = the utterance itself in Psalm 82:6 — the pronouncement
from God that was uttered in the council scene

“to whom the word of God came” = the gods (2779X) of the divine council of 82:1b

Effects =

“Effect 1”- Jesus reminds his detractors that there are other non-human divine beings
(D°19R) in their Scriptures; they are also sons of God (the Most High)

This is consistent with the fact that the phrase “sons of God” is used in the Hebrew Bible
only of non-human divine beings; that is also true of Ugaritic/Canaanite religion, the original
context for the terminology.

By linking his statements (10:30, 38) to Psalm 82, Jesus is claiming his own divinity—he
can call himself the son of God based on Psalm 82, where other divine beings do the same
thing.

The above is, by implication, claiming membership in the divine council.

“Effect 2”- John 10:30 and 10:38, however, go even further—when Jesus says that the
Father is in him, and he is in the Father, and he and the Father are one, he is connecting
himself to the council co-regency. In effect, he equates himself as co-regent to the lord of the
council, Yahweh himself. The blasphemy charge now makes good sense.*’

Heiser claims that the phrase “sons of God” is used in the Hebrew Bible only of non-human
beings. This is true only if someone accepts Heiser’s interpretation of these passages. For example,
Heiser argues that the “sons of God” in Gen. 6:2, 4 are in fact angels, and since, as we have shown,
spirit beings cannot die, then the “sons of God,” in Gen. 6:2 and 4, all of whom died in the flood,
cannot be spirit beings. They must be human beings. So, Heiser is simply wrong that the phrase
“sons of God” applies only to spirit beings.

Heiser’s interpretation is in fact a step down from the “mortal view.” Since Heiser argues that
the “other gods” or other “divine beings” were created by YHWH,* then basically Heiser has Jesus
claiming to be one of these other “divine beings,” hence, a created god. Heiser attempts to avoid this
conclusion by saying that Jesus is connecting Himself to the council as co-regent with God.
However, this move does not work. In His prayer in John 17, Jesus said, “*°I do not ask on behalf
of these alone, but for those also who believe in Me through their word; ' that they may all be one;
even as You, Father, are in Me and I in You, that they also may be in Us, so that the world may
believe that You sent Me. ** The glory which You have given Me | have given to them, that they may
be one, just as We are one; (Jn. 17:20-22).”* Jesus’ statement in Jn. 10:34 is not about claiming to

87 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 12.
% Heiser, “Monotheism Polytheism Monolatry, or Henotheism‘?” 29.
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be co-regent in some divine council. Jesus is claiming to be God, which is why the Jews seek to
stone Him. If, as Heiser argues, there is a divine council, and the Jews of Jesus’ day would have had
this view, then there would be no reason for the Jews to attempt to stone Jesus if all He was saying
is that He was one of the gods of the divine council. In fact, Heiser’s interpretation robs Jesus’
statement and of the Jews response of making any sense.

Heiser summarizes his view:

Briefly, I view John’s use of Psa. 82:6 in John 10:34 as making the point (from Jesus himself)
that there are other non-human sons of God. By referencing Psalm 82, which is not about
“human elohim,” Jesus is in effect tweaking his opponents by claiming to be more than
human. Had Jesus/John instead quoted something like Psa. 2:7, where the Israelite king was
referred to as God’s son, the point would have been a claim to be the Davidic king (which, of
course, his Jewish opponents could not have claimed). But instead we get Psa. 82:6 to
distinguish Jesus. Situated as it is between clear claims to be one with the Father, and that the
FatherisinJesus (cp. Exod. 23:20-23, where the Name—the presence/essence of Yahweh (cp.
Deut. 4:37)—is in the angel, who is therefore Yahweh in human form), John is both asserting
Jesus is divine and distinct from other divine sons of God. In effect, Jesus is lord of the
council.”

A major problem with Heiser’s view is that he wrongly assumes that there are only two ways
of interpreting Jesus’ quote, Heiser’s or the “mortal view.” Both the mortal view and Heiser’s view
completely miss the point of Jesus’ statement because both views completely ignore the context of
the interaction.

In Exod. 22:8[H-7], the elohim were supposed to render righteous judgment. This is precisely
the problem which Jesus pointed out in 7:24 when Jesus told them not to judge on the basis of
appearance, but to judge righteously: “Do not judge according to appearance, but judge with
righteous judgment.”' Jesus’ statement follows from Lev. 19:15: “You shall do no injustice in
judgment; you shall not be partial to the poor nor defer to the great, but you are to judge your
neighbor fairly.”* The elohim sat in the judgment seat as God’s instruments of justice. As those who
are to render judgment as God’s instruments, by their unrighteous judgment they have
misrepresented the justice of God. Because they had perverted justice, they would be held
accountable. Their exalted position would not protect them from the judgment of God upon their
unrighteousness judgment.

The elohim are unjust judges who show partiality to the wicked. As Heiser pointed out, most
commentators argue that what Jesus is saying here is that, since these judges are called gods, He is
not blaspheming when He calls Himself the Son of God. Jesus is not arguing that since the word
‘gods’ is used one way, it is permissible for Him to use it another way. This would be an illegitimate
argument. Rather, He is arguing that since they were called gods who, as instruments of justice, only
received the Word of God, it is proper and right that He should be recognized as being God who is

% Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 14.
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the Word of God. The elohim were appointed by God to be His representatives, whereas Jesus was
sanctified and sent into the world to be the “representation of His essence” (Heb. 1:3 yopoctne g
VOGTOCEWS OVTOD").

The elohim are judged by God because of their unrighteous works. They were appointed to
render God’s justice, but they corrupted justice. They were judged because of their works. Likewise,
when the Jews challenge Jesus to tell them plainly whether He is the Christ, Jesus responds, “I told
you, and you do not believe; the works that I do in My Father’s name, these testify of Me” (Jn
10:25).”% In other words, just as the unjust elohim were judged on the basis of their unrighteous
works, so Jesus should be judged on the basis of the works He has done. The entire episode is not
about calling some gods and Jesus calling Himself God. It is about the works that testify to who they
were and Who He is.

The judges of Israel were called elohim because they were to be the representatives of God
for the people by administering the justice of God. This is comparable to Moses as the representative
of God to Aaron: “Moreover, he shall speak for you to the people; and he will be as a mouth for you
and you will be for God [2°7T2X?, le’élohim] to him” (Exod. 4:16).” Concerning this verse, Heiser
says, “Curiously, Yahweh tells him that he will be ‘as God/a god [elohim] to Pharaoh’ and to Moses’
brother Aaron (Exod 4:1 6; 7:1). It would be through Moses, of course, that God’s signs and wonders
would be wielded against Egypt.”* First of all, 272X, (le’élohim) should not be translated “as
God.” The lamed preposition (3, le) does not have a comparative meaning such as “as” or “like.” The
comparative meaning is conveyed by the preposition 2 (ké). In this instance, the word should be
translated “for God,” or simply, “God.” Second, in Exod. 4:16 God does not say that Moses would
be “as God/a god to Pharaoh.” God says that Moses would be God to Aaron. As Moses’ mouthpiece,
Aaron would function as Moses’ prophet. God would be to Moses as Moses would be to Aaron.
Third, later in Exod. 7:1, God says to Moses, “See, I make you as God to Pharaoh, and your brother
Aaron shall be your prophet.””® There are a couple of things to notice from God’s statement. First
it is patently absurd to translate the text as “a god” to Pharaoh. Moses would not be the
representative of “a god,” but of the God. God made the Egyptians know that He is YHWH, not
merely “a god”: “Then the Egyptians will know that I am YHWH, when I am honored through
Pharaoh, through his chariots and his horsemen.”’

Jesus is instructing the Jews that they should judge based on Jesus’ works. Jesus’ works
testify to Who He is, just as the judges’ works testified to who they were. They were called gods
because they were supposed to be the representatives of God to administer justice. Because of the
work that He was sent to do, Jesus’ works justify taking upon Himself the designation “God”? As
He goes on to argue, ““*’If I am not doing the works of My Father, do not believe Me. ** But if I am
doing them, and you do not believe Me, then believe the works in order that you might know and

% Eimov DMV KOl 0V TIGTEVETE: TO. EPYOL O £V TOM £V T) OVOUATL TOD TOLTPOC LOV TODTOL HOPTUPEL
nept gnov’ (Jn. 10:25).
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% Unseen Realm, 245.
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understand that the Father is in Me and 1 in the Father” (Jn. 10:37-38).”® If Jesus were merely
arguing that the word ‘god’ could be applied to Him in the way it is applied to mere men, then this
further argumentation makes no sense. Jesus demonstrates that they in fact have understood that He
is claiming to be God in a way not predicated of mere men, but that they are just like the judges who
were condemned in Psalm 82.

Jesus’ quote of Ps. 82:6 has nothing to do with using the words ‘God’ or ‘gods’ of humans
or divine beings. It has to do with justifying Jesus’ claim to be God by the works that testify to who
He is, just as the works of the judges were to testify to who they were. The reason the elohim in
Psalm 82 are condemned is because they have acted unjustly, and therefore they misrepresented the
nature of God. The elohim were judged on the basis of their works, and Jesus’ instructs the Jews to
judge Him on the basis of His works. If these judges were called ‘gods’ because their works were
supposed to show forth God’s justice, so Jesus calls Himself God because His works show forth that
He is God.

Jesus’ statement is as much a condemnation of their unrighteous judgment as it is a defense
of His claim. In fact, Jesus is forcing them to face the import of His claim. Are they simply accusing
Him of claiming to be “a” god, in the way that the judges of Israel were called gods? If so, then they
have no grounds for trying to kill Him. Do they realize what they are saying? Are they accusing Him
of claiming to be the God? If so, then they have to come to grips with the testimony of His works.
How can they ignore the works which He has done that demonstrate that He is in fact God? If they
ignore these works, then they are guilty of judging unjustly and showing partiality to wickedness,
just like their fathers. This is indeed their choice. They ignore His works that testify to His claims,
and they try to seize Him.

Now, the force of the statement in 10:35-36 can be felt. Jesus said, “**If he called them gods,
to whom the word of God came (and the Scripture cannot be broken [kl 0V dVvartot AvORvor
Ypoudn, kai ou dunatai luthenai he graphe)), ** do you say of Him, whom the Father sanctified and
sent into the world, “You are blaspheming,” because I said, ‘I am the Son of God’?”*® The word
‘broken’ is AVw ([uo). There are a host of other Greek words that give the idea of destroying
something, but this word would be used if the idea is to indicate a destruction by tearing apart. The
Pharisees, by their own professions, were bound by the statements of Scripture. So when the
Scripture uses the word elohim to refer to the judges, they would not dare deny it, or deny that it was
true. And in this instance where the word elohim is applied to men, it is God who says it. Elohim of
Israel calls them elohim. But the Pharisees are attempting to stone Jesus because He uses the word
to apply to Himself. What Jesus is saying by this parenthetical statement is, ““You can’t accept the
truth of the Word of God in one place and deny the truth of the Word of God in another place. This
tears apart the Scripture.” The Pharasees were morally and spiritually bound by their commitment
to the truth of Scripture to acknowledge that Jesus is God. This was particularly their failure, for they
should have realized, on the basis of the works that Jesus did, that He is the one prophesied, the one
who was to be sent from the Father, the very Son of God. His identity would be obvious to all those
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who understood the significance of the works which He was doing. Just as the works of that Moses
performed made known to the Egyptians that his God is YHWH, so Jesus’ works testified to the fact
that He was doing the very works of the Father. Jesus was the not merely functioning as a
representative of God’s justice, as were the judges. Jesus’ works testified that He is the very radiance
of the Father’s glory and the exact representation of His nature.

Heiser concludes his treatment of Jn. 10:34 by claiming that his interpretation “. . . is
consistent with: (1) Psalm 82 understood in its original ancient Near Eastern context; (2) other
instances of ‘sons of God’ being divine in the Hebrew Bible; and (3) John’s portrayal of Jesus as
God in his gospel. No other view meets these criteria.”'® None of this is accurate. Heiser has
misunderstood Psalm 82 and Jn. 10:34. His view in fact rob’s Jesus’ statement of its force, reduces
Jesus’ statement to the claim that He is one of the created elohim, and his view and the “mortal
view” are not the only views available.

Why Does It Matter?

It matters because Heiser has misrepresented both Job and Jesus. Heiser claims that the
statement in Job 38 clearly refers to “other gods” who were present and observed God’s creating
activity. As we have seen, Heiser actually reads into the text his always-already-present assumption
to make the text say what he needs it to say. Heiser ignores the poetic parallelism of the text, and he
employs an “overly literal interpretation of the expression ‘sons of God.’” In fact, Job 38 is not a
clear reference to “other gods.”

Heiser also misunderstands Jesus’ appeal to Ps. 82:6 in Jn. 10:34. Heiser argues that there
are only two ways of taking the text, the “mortal view,” which he rejects, and his own view. Heiser
does not even consider the possibility that there could be a completely different interpretation of the
text that does not fall prey to the shortcomings of the “mortal view” and does not support Heiser’s
claim that Ps. 82:6 is referring to “other gods.” We have shown that Heiser’s misunderstanding of
Jesus’ statement has led him to the wrong conclusion, and that Jesus’ statement actually supports
Ps. 82:6 as referring to human judges, not “other gods.”

190 Heiser, “Jesus’ Quotation,” 14.
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CHAPTER 12

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN MYTHOLOGY

Introduction

It has become a widespread approach in OT studies to refer to ANE literature and culture as
the background for biblical studies. According to Jeffrey Niehaus.

In almost two hundred years of patient archaeological research, many such parallels between
the Old Testament and the ancient Near East have come to light. Archaeology has in fact
altered the whole climate of Old Testament studies. No study of biblical material can now be
complete without some understanding of its ancient background. Comparative studies have
become virtually mandatory for a proper understanding of the Old Testament.'

So much literature has been produced on the question of the relation between the OT and
ANE literature that one could not even simply introduce the issues or discussions in a single volume.
The early studies of ANE literature identified many of the similarities to the OT as accidental, but
not essential. However, as Oswalt notes,

Today, the situation is turned on its head. Now it is the similarities that are understood to be
essentials, while the differences are merely accidentals. What is essential is that Israel
worshiped a god, as every other West Semitic religion did. The fact that the Old Testament
insists from beginning to end that there is only one being worthy to be call ‘god’ is an
accidental.?

The turn referred to by Oswalt is characteristic of Heiser’s approach. For Heiser, the ANE
literature and beliefs form the grid through which an interpreter ought to read the OT. This chapter
will briefly discuss Heiser’s approach to the relation between ANE and the OT, and will consider
Heiser’s notion of what he calls “the divine council.”

! Jeffrey J. Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes in Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic &
Professional, 2008), 13—14.
> Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths, 1314,

204



The Unseemly Realm Ancient Near Eastern Mythology 205

ANE and the OT

Niehaus goes on to argue that there are two ways of comparing ANE literature to the Bible.
One is to appeal to ANE literature as a way of classifying biblical material as myth or legend. The
other way is to understand ANE literature in light of biblical truth. Of those who approach ANE
material according to the first way, Niehaus identifies some who “. . . compare pagan and biblical
data, and conclude that the latter are derived from the former via cultural influence.”” Niehaus puts
Hermann Gunkel (1862-1932) and Friedrich Delitzsch (1850—-1922) into this category. Heiser
definitely falls into this category. He claims that in order to understand the Old Testament, we must
understand it in terms of Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) mythology. In one place he asserts, “1. Weve
been trained to think that the history of Christianity is the true context of the Bible. We talk a lot
about interpreting the Bible in context, but Christian history is not the context of the biblical
writers.”™ It is important to point out that, in 13 years of higher education, I was never taught this,
nor do I know of anyone who holds this view.

In another place Heiser asserts, “So what is the proper context for interpreting the Bible?
Here’s the transparently obvious truth I was talking about: the proper context for interpreting the
Bible is the context of the biblical writers—the context that produced the Bible. Every other context
is alien or at least secondary.” So, since the biblical writers lived in the second millennium BC and
the first century AD, according to Heiser, “We need to get the worldview of the ancient world, shared
by the biblical writers, into our heads.”®

The problem with Heiser’s claim is that he simply assumes, without justification or
explanation, that, because the biblical writers lived during this time and in these cultures, they
necessarily shared the prevailing worldview of this time. As we have seen, this approach is
illegitimate. The apostles lived during a time in which the Greek mystery religions were prevalent
in the Roman empire. As Ronald Nash points out, “Other than Judaism and Christianity, the most
influential religions in the Hellenistic age were the so-called mystery religions. The mystery religions
are relevant to this book because of repeated claims in this century that early Christianity was
influenced (in a strong sense) by one or more of them.”” Nash goes on to demonstrate that this is
simply not the case. Living within a culture does not necessarily mean that an individual has adopted
the worldview of the culture.

T. W. Manson addresses the same kind of approach scholars have taken concerning John’s
use of the term Aoyoc (logos) in Jn. 1:1:

I MUST preface what I have to say on this very confused and difficult problem by repeating
what I have said already: that all the Christology of the primitive Church is based on the

3 Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes, 15.

* Unseen Realm, 16. Emphasis in original.

S Unfiltered, 13.

8 Unfiltered, 13.

" Ronald H. Nash, Christianity & the Hellenistic World (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House, 1984),
115.
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experience of the primitive Christians. The early Church did not begin by having a theory of
divinity, incarnation, salvation—a dogmatic formula all cut and dried—and then look round
for some fairly solid point in history to which they could attach it. A great deal of what passes
for up-to-date critical method on the Continent and in America—happily not in this
country—proceeds on these lines. The dogmas of the early Church are supposed to be derived
from all kinds of sources—pagan mystery cults, late Greek philosophy, Alexandrian
Hellenistic Judaism, Iranian redemption mysteries, and so on. The early Church having
selected one or other of these theories, then fitted Jesus into it, or if we take account of more
radical formulations of this scientific theory, created the Jesus of the Gospels out of a few
fragments of tradition and its own vivid imagination playing on its own life—situation,
problems, social needs, behaviour patterns, and I know not what besides.®

Heiser is making the same mistake that modern “scholars” have made. Heiser imposes upon
the Bible the ANE worldview as the unquestioned interpretive context. Simply by ex cathedra
declaration his reader is supposed to accept this “scholarly” consensus. Heiser and modern scholars
arrive at this conclusion based on the similarities between ANE literature and the biblical text. But
once again it must be pointed out that similarity of design does not necessarily mean identity of
origin. Remember his use of the fallacy of division.

Why should anyone accept the notion that an ANE worldview is the grid through which we
should interpret the Bible? Simply because the surrounding populations embraced various
worldviews does not mean that the biblical writers imbibed any of these, and parallels do not show
dependence, influence, or even literary relations.

John Walton argues, “When we study an ancient text, we cannot make words mean whatever
we want them to or assume that they meant the same to the ancient audience that they do to a modern
audience. Language itself is a cultural convention, and since the Bible and other ancient documents
use language to communicate, they are bound to a culture.” The problem with this assertion is that
it is only partially correct. As Aristotle made clear, the linguistic signs are conventional, but the
“passions of the soul” are the same for all.

16a 1 First we must establish what a name is and what a verb is; then what negation is and
affirmation, and the enunciation and speech.

16a 3 Now those that are in vocal sound are signs of passions in the soul [ro@nuoto. TG
yuyne, pathemata tes psyches], and those that are written are signs of those in vocal
sound.

16a 5And just as letters are not the same for all men so neither are vocal sounds the same;

16a 6 but the passions of the soul, of which vocal sounds are the first signs, are the same for
all [to. oto. OO, ta auta pasi]; and the things of which passions of the soul are
likenesses are also the same.

¥ T. W. Manson, On Paul and John: Some Selected Theological Themes, ed. Matthew Black (London: SCM
Press, 1963), 136.
° Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 9.
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16a 8 This has been discussed, however, in our study of the soul for it belongs to another
subject of inquiry. '’

When Aristotle refers to the passions of the soul, he is not referring to the emotions or
desires. Rather, he is referring to the fact that the soul passively receives into the mind the res extra
animam (“the thing outside the soul”) by virtue of the form of the object. Aquinas explains:

But here saying concerns sounds signifying by human institution; and so it is necessary that
here passions of the soul be understood as conceptions of the intellect, which names, and
verbs, and sentences signify, according to the view of Aristotle. So it cannot be that they
signify things themselves without mediation, which appears from the mode of signifying: for
this name man signifies human nature in abstraction from singulars. So it cannot be that it
signifies a singular man without mediation; hence the Platonists held that it signified separate
idea itself of man. But because in the view of Aristotle, this, according to its abstraction, does
not really subsist, but is solely in the intellect, it was necessary for Aristotle to say that
articulated sounds signify the conceptions of the intellect without mediation and things by their
mediation. "’

John O’Callaghan explains that for St. Thomas as for Aristotle, the name, that is, the word
that names something in the world, directly signifies the concept. But the concept is not a tertium
quid (“‘a third thing”) that is interposed between the mind and the res extra animam. Rather, the
concept is the form of the res extra animam as it comes to exist in the mind of the knower. As
O’Callaghan points out, ““Concept’ is a nominalized form of talking about our act of conceiving,
not a way of referring to an additional class or category of objects or things, in addition to our acts.

. Our conceiving is informed by the forms of things . . . there is no third thing between the
conceiving intellect and res extra animam.”'* So, when an Akkadian text uses the sign ilu to refer

1 Aristotelis, [Tept Epunvetoc/Peri Hermeneias, Volumen Primum, Opera Omnia Greeca et Latine (Parisiis: Firmin-
Didot et Sociis, 1927) 16a 1-8. 16al. [Ipdtov 8€1 0oL, T OVOUO, KO TU PTUOL, EMELTOL, TL EGTLV OMOPOGIC KO
Kurdd)umg Ko dné(bocvclg Ko A0yoc. 16a3 Ectt pev ovv 1oL v 1) d)wvﬁ OV €V tﬁ wouxn nocenuo'cm)v cﬁuﬁoka
KOLI ‘coc ypa(bousva OV v 1) (‘)wvn 16a5 Kou wcnep 0Vde ypocuuom:oc TO.OL ‘coc om‘coc oVde (‘)wvou ot om‘con 16a6
Vv usvrm TOTOL GT]].J.ELO( npwm)g 0! owroc TtOLGL nocenuocr(x tng wnxng KO(L OV oD ouow)uocw TPOLYMOLTOL
noN Tt 16a8 TEPL LEV OVV TOVTMV EIPNTOL EV TOIC TEPL WUXNC GAANG YOO TOUTOL TPOYUOTELOC.

'S, Thomae Aquinatis, In Aristotelis Libros Peri Hermenias et Posteriorum Analyticorum: Expositio (Taurini,
Italia: Marietti,1955), 1.2.15. “Sed nunc est sermo de vocibus significativis ex institutione humana, et ideo oportet
passiones animae hic intelligere intellectus conceptiones quas nomina et verba et orationes significant, secundum
sententiam Aristotelis: non enim potest esse quod significent immediate ipsas res, ut ex modo significandi apparet:
significat enim hoc nomen Zomo naturam humanam in abstractione a singularibus, unde non potest esse quod significet
immediate himinem singularem. Unde Platonici posuerunt quod significaret ipsam ideam hominis separatam; sed, quia
haec secundum suam abstractionem non subsistit realiter secundum sententiam Aristotelis, sed est in solo intellectu ideo
necesse fuit Aristoteli dicere quod voces significant intellectus conceptiones immediate, et eis mediantibus res.” The
translation is from John O’Callaghan.

12 John P. O’Callaghan, “The Problem of Language and Mental Representation in Aristotle and St. Thomas,” The Review
of Metaphysics 50 (March 1997), 527-28.
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to a god,'* while Hebrew uses the word X, and Greek uses the word 8eoc, each of these linguistic
signs are conventional, but the concept of a divine being is signified by each. Although the linguistic
signs are conventional, the passions of the soul are the same for all. In fact, the only way anyone can
learn a language is to learn the conventional signs that signify or refer to the same reality.

As John McWhorter, associate professor of English and comparative literature at Columbia
University, has pointed out;

Language does not shape thought in the way that one might reasonably suppose, nor do
cultural patterns shape the way language is structured in the way that one might reasonably
suppose. Rather, the way a language is structured is a fortuitously ingrown capacity. It is a
conglomeration of densely interacting subsystems, wielded at great speed below the level of
consciousness, endlessly morphing into new sounds and structures due to wear and tear and
accreted misinterpretations, such that one day what was once Latin is now French and
Portuguese.

However, the perception capacity itself is the same regardless of the language. To be sure,
a feeler, hooked into a certain patch of perception, enhances the speaker’s sensitivity to the
relevant phenomenon, and this book in no way denies the solid evidence for that. Yet the
experiments in question have shown us that the enhancement qualifies as a passing flicker, that
only painstaking experiment can reveal, in no way creating a different way of seeing the world
along the lines that a von Humboldt, von Treitschke, or anyone else would propose.'*

It is certainly true that we need to understand the historical and cultural context in which the
biblical authors lived and wrote, but it is not true that because the languages are different, that the
world that is perceived by diverse cultures is different. It is the same extra-mental reality for all
people throughout history. Cultures do not create one’s way of seeing the world. It only changes the
signs used to signify that same world.

Heiser asserts, “God didn’t hand down a new culture for particular use in Scripture. He didn’t
demand that the writers he chose change their worldview before he’d use them. The biblical material
simply reflects the cultural attitudes of the people who wrote it.”"> Heiser is demanding that his
readers change their worldviews in order to interpret the Bible, but he expects his readers to think
that God did not demand that His chosen authors change their worldviews in order to write it.

But Heiser has misunderstood the nature of a culture. According to Introduction to Sociology
3e, “The term culture refers to the group’s shared practices, values, and beliefs.”'® Norman
Goodman’s definition is similar: “Culture is a characteristic of a society, not of an individual.

1 Jeremy Black, Andrew George, and Nicholas Postgate, eds., 4 Concise Dictionary of Akkadian, 2d ed.
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2000), s.v. “ilu(m).”

' John H. McWhorter, The Language Hoax: Why the World Looks the Same in Any Language (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2014), 148—49.

'3 Heiser, The Bible Unfiltered, 21.

' Tonja R. Conerly, et al. Introduction to Sociology 3e (Houston, Texas: OpenStax Rice University, 2021), 9.
Emphasis in original.
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Culture is all that is learned in the course of social life and transmitted across generations.”'” Abram
had to change his practices, values, and beliefs to serve the Living God. God gave Abram a new set
of practices, values, and beliefs. God gave Abram a new culture. Of course God in fact did demand
that the biblical authors of His revelation change their worldviews in order to be used by Him to
reveal Himself to the world. The authors of the biblical books were not pagans who worshiped and
served Anu, or Enlil, or Enki, or Marduk. In order for God’s chosen person to write what God
wanted written, would not that person have to believe in Him? By revealing Himself to His chosen
representatives, those who called upon the name of YHWH effectively developed a new culture that
was distinct from the surrounding pagan cultures.

In Josh. 24:2, Joshua stated that, beyond the river, before God called him, Abraham served
other gods. God commanded Abram to trust Him, to leave his home, family, and culture, and to go
to a place which God would show him: “Now YHWH said to Abram, ‘Go forth from your country,
and from your relatives and from your father’s house, to the land which I will show you;”
(Gen. 12:1)."® That command meant that Abram would have to change his worldview in order to stop
serving other gods and to start serving YHWH. In fact, this is precisely what Joshua is demanding
of the people: “If it is disagreeable in your sight to serve YHWH, choose for yourselves today whom
you will serve: whether the gods which your fathers served which were beyond the River, or the gods
of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my house, we will serve YHWH”
(Josh. 24:15)."” They were commanded to make the choice of serving other gods or serving YHWH,
and this choice necessarily involved changing their worldviews. By invading the land and bringing
with them the worship of YHWH, they were effectively establishing a new culture into the land of
the Canaanites.

The angel touched the lips of Jeremiah in order for God to send him to the people. YHWH
touched the mouth of Jeremiah and said, “Behold, I have put My words in your mouth” (Jer. 1:9).%
Jeremiah did not get his words from the surrounding cultures. His words that expressed his
worldview were put into his mouth by God.

Consider Paul’s experience:

"Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, went to the
high priest, *and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found
any belonging to the Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem.
? As he was traveling, it happened that he was approaching Damascus, and suddenly a light
from heaven flashed around him; * and he fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him,
“Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” * And he said, “Who are You, Lord?” And He said,

7 Norman Goodman, Introduction to Sociology (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 1992), 29.
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“I am Jesus whom you are persecuting, ®but get up and enter the city, and it will be told you
what you must do” (Acts 9:1-6).”!

In order for God to use Paul to write the epistles of the NT that reveal the doctrines of the
New Covenant, Jesus appeared to him and changed his entire world, not just his worldview. It is
patently absurd to think that if any of the biblical authors held to an ANE worldview, that God would
not change their worldview in order to use them to write His revelation.

Concerning Mesopotamian religion, Bottéro points out,

The Divinity was never the object of an anxious and enthusiastic pursuit: “to seek (s¢é "it)
a god”, as they said, sometimes it was out of need for His protection, for His help: this was not
aspire to Him, want His presence, for the sole appeasement, or happiness, of being in His
company. And “we can never have enough of Your beauty” (p.81:24) marked admiration — it
was the patron god of the Moon, splendid lamp of the night! — and not impatience for
rapprochement. The Divine did not attract in the way of a desirable good, of a presence
capable of enchanting the heart - as in true love.

There was absolutely nothing “mystical” about Mesopotamian religion. The gods were
considered very high “authorities” (it will be necessary to return to this fundamental metaphor
of power: p. 186), on which we depended completely humbly, obliged to Their service: distant
and haughty “bosses », masters and sovereigns, and especially not friends! We submitted to
Them, we feared Them, we humbled ourselves and we trembled before Them — we did not
“love” Them.*

This certainly was not the worldview of those who loved God and pursued after Him. Some
time between the 19" and 17™ centuries B.C., Abraham came out of Ur of the Chaldeans and

O 3¢ Zomkog ETL EUMVEQV aneﬁ»ng Ko d)ovou stg 100G u(xenwg 700 Kl)plOl) npocs?»@mv 0
Ocp)aEpSL 2 moato nocp OVTOD EMIOTONOLS su; Aocuocmcov TPOC TOC onvowwyocg om)g £0LV TLVOIC supn e oSou
OVTOC, ocv8p(xg Te KO yuvomcag 888u8v0vg oyomn €1 Iepoucoc?mu 3 ev 8¢ tu) nopsvsceou sysvsro o0TOV
EY’YIC,ElV m Aocuocmcm s&ouq)vng € OVTOV TEPINOTPOLYEY q)(ug €K 100 ovpocvon 4 Kou necwv Mt mv ynv mcouoev
dwvNV Aeyoucov aT®, Loovd ooV, TU HE SLwKstg 5 eunev 8¢, Tig et, KUplE 0 8¢, Eyw smut "Incovc ov 6V
S10KEIC 6 OAAOL OvaLOTNOL KoL ELGEADE €1 TNV TOALV Kol AOANONCETOL GOl O TL o J€l Totely (Acts. 9:1-6).

22 Bottéro, La plus vieille religion, 87-88. “La Divinité n’était jamais ’objet d’une poursuite anxieuse, et
enthousiaste : « chercher (sé '7) un dieu », comme on disait, parfois, ¢’était par besoin de Sa protection, de Son aide : ce
netait pas aspirer a Lui, avoir envie de Sa pré- sence, pour le seul apaisement, ou bonheur, de se trouver en Sa
compagnie. Et « /’on n’a jamais assez de Ta beauté » (p.81:24) marquait I’admiration — il s’agissait du dieu patron de
la Lune, lampe splendide de la nuit ! — et non pas I’impatience de rapprochement. Le Divin n’attirait pas a la manicre
d’un bien désirable, d’une présence propre a enchanter le cceur — comme dans un amour véritable.

La religion mésopotamienne n’avait absolument rien de « mystique ». Les dieux y étaient tenus pour de trés
hautes « autorités » (il y aura lieu de revenir sur cette métaphore fondamentale du pouvoir : p. 186), desquelles on
dépendait tout a fait humblement, astreint & Leur service : de lointains et hautains « patrons », maitres et souverains, et
surtout pas des amis ! On se soumettait & Eux, on Les redoutait, on s’abaissait et on tremblait devant Eux — on ne Les
« aimait » pas.”
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separated from the very culture that subscribed to the worldviews to which Heiser refers. Yet
Abraham is referred to as the friend of God:

“Did You not, O our God, drive out the inhabitants of this land before Your people Israel and
give it to the descendants of Abraham Your friend forever?” (2 Chron. 20:7).”

“But you, Israel, My servant, Jacob whom I have chosen, descendant of Abraham My friend”
(Isa. 41:8).*

“and the Scripture was fulfilled which says, ‘and Abraham believed God, and it was reckoned
to him as righteousness,” and he was called the friend of God” (James 2:23).

God spoke face to face with Moses as one would speak with a friend: “Thus YHWH used
to speak to Moses face to face [2329K 0719, panim el panim], just as a man speaks to his friend.
When Moses returned to the camp, his servant Joshua, the son of Nun, a young man, would not
depart from the tent” (Exod. 33:11).® Moses received his instruction from YHWH, not from the
surrounding cultures who did not know YHWH.

Which part of which ANE worldview are we expected to believe that the biblical writers
adopted or imbibed, or by which they were influenced? God did not use any Akkadians or Egyptians
to write the books of the Bible. As Oswalt puts it,

From my perspective, the biblical facts cannot be accounted for by some gradual evolutionary
growth away from an original base in mythical thinking. The fact that the entire Bible as it now
stands is written from the perspective of the transcendent God breaking into human history and
revealing himself through unique events and persons cannot be gainsaid. Either this was the
perspective from the beginning of the nation or there must have been some cataclysmic
experience that would have caused the systematic rewriting of all previous traditions. Outside
of the exodus I see no such events.”’

Of course Heiser’s view is the prevailing academic view, and the price of not accepting this
view is to be labeled “unscholarly.” The authors of the books of the NT were surrounded by a culture
that was largely polytheistic and populated with mystery religions, but Ronald Nash has conclusively
demonstrated that the NT did not borrow or adopt the views and practices of the surrounding culture.

(2 Chron. 20:7)
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2" Oswalt, The Bible Among the Myths, 97-98.
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Having dealt with a large number of theories about any supposed influence of pagan religions on the
beliefs and writings of the NT authors, Nash asserts, “The question that this book has dealt with is
this: Was early Christianity a syncretistic faith? Did it borrow any of its essential beliefs and
practices either from Hellenistic philosophy or religion or from Gnosticism? The evidence requires
that this question be answered in the negative.”*®

Heiser declares, “That Genesis 1-11 has many connections to Mesopotamian literature is not
disputed by scholars, evangelical or otherwise. The story of creation, the genealogies before the
flood, the flood itself, and the tower of Babel incident all have secure connections to Mesopotamian
material that is much older than the Old Testament.”” However, having “many connections” is very
ambiguous. What kind of connections? Heiser goes on to assert, “The story of creation, the
genealogies before the flood, the flood itself, and the tower of Babel incident all have secure
connections to Mesopotamian material that is much older than the Old Testament.”° In fact, many
scholars reject the claims of the kind of Mesopotamian connection espoused by Heiser. For example,
John Walton has been a proponent of relating the Old Testament to ANE literature, yet he asserts,

In the Old Testament, as we would expect, Yahweh is the sole authority responsible for
carrying out the functions associated with deity. Isaiah 40:14 insists that Yahweh has no need
of consultation, yet the council has not totally disappeared. It is no longer made up of gods,
and its members are delegated the tasks of carrying out the decisions of the council rather than
being given any actual authority or jurisdiction.’’

Heiser refers to the fact that the “Mesopotamian material” is much older than the Old
Testament, but this is misleading at best. Niehaus makes a similar claim: “The first view, that the
Babylonian accounts depend on the Hebrew, is hardly tenable. The Babylonian accounts are too old
for this to be possible.””* The fact is, the documents and artifacts of Mesopotamia are older than the
documents and mss of the OT, but it does not follow that the content of the Mesopotamian material
is older than the content of the OT. It seems never to enter Heiser’s thoughts, or the thoughts of the
prevailing academic religious establishment, that maybe the authors of the Mesopotamian literature
took the events described in the Bible and adapted them to their own aims. Notice, I did not suggest
that they may have taken the biblical text, but that they may have taken the events that the biblical
text describes. But of course, that would go against the scholars and the accepted scholarly
consensus.

Another question is, who decided that these connections are “secure”? Heiser assumes the
connections and then uses the supposed connections to prove the connections. Again to question
these “secure” connections is very “unscholarly.” Since there are an number of conflicting and
contradictory interpretations of the relation between the OT and ANE literature, none of which has

2 Nash, Christianity & the Hellenistic World, 270.

® Unseen Realm, 101.

3 Unseen Realm, 101.

3! Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, 56.
32 Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes, 21.
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been definitively established or definitively disproved, how can anyone consider the question
“secure”?
The assumption that because the documents and

) . Figure 14: Artifacts vs Events
artifacts of the ancient Near East are older than the g
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necessarily older or even contemporary with the events
that are narrated in Genesis 1-11? Is it not at least as
reasonable to suppose that the ANE myths developed out of the events that the Bible reports? Based
on artifacts, OT scholars assume the movement is always from ANE myths to biblical narrative.
However, based on content, it is just as reasonable to assume a movement from the actual historical
events to biblical narrative and ANE myths (see Figure 14), and the similarities are because these
artifacts and documents are drawing from the same set of historical facts.

Alexander Heidel (1907—-1955), an Assyriologist and biblical scholar and a Member of the
Research Staff of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago asserted,

But I reject the idea that the biblical account gradually evolved out of the Babylonian; for that
the differences are far too great and the similarities far too insignificant. In the light of the
differences, the resemblances fade away almost like the stars before the sun. . . . There is,
however, yet another way of accounting for the similarities between Genesis and Eniima elish,
viz., both versions may have sprung from a common source of some kind.*

Granted much has been discovered and learned since the time of Heidel. However, the basic
issue has not changed. The similarities are still few, and the differences are still critical, and no one
has yet demonstrated borrowing, or adopting, or adapting, or literary dependence. Again it must be
asserted that similarity of design does not necessarily indicate identity of origin. One cannot
legitimately assume that because there are similarities that this necessarily indicates borrowing,
adopting, adapting, or influence.

David A. Kaden, Senior Minister of the First Congregational Church, Ithaca, New York, and
course instructor at Cornell University, asks the question, “To what, if anything, does the word God

3 Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, 138-39.
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refer?** Kaden appeals to the popular notion that the biblical text reflects or mirrors various deities
of the Ancient Near East (ANE).

Answering this question with the Bible as a starting
point is complicated by the fact that God in Scripture
is a composite figure, an amalgamation of
personalities borrowed from various ancient deities,
as scholars Mark Smith, Jack Miles, and others have
pointed out. God as a warrior and controller of the
weather mirrors attributes of the ancient Canaanite
deity Baal. God as a high god and the head of a divine
council mirrors attributes of the ancient Near East
high god El. God as a warrior in the Old Testament
(Hebrew Bible) mirrors attributes ascribed to
Chemosh by the Moabite king Mesha.*”

Blundell Prism

Figure 15: Weld-

Kaden has moved from similarities to the belief that
God is a composite of characteristics from extra-biblical
writings. Kaden assumes that the supposed similarities
between Baal and God necessarily show that the biblical
authors borrowed from the Canaanite texts. However, as
Samuel Sandmel has shown, much of these efforts are
guilty of parallelomania.”® Discussing Paul’s supposed
borrowing from The Book of Wisdom, Sandmel identifies
three factors that are significant in the problem of
parallelomania:

Three items are to be noted. One, that some passages
are allegedly parallel; two, that a direct organic
literary connection is assumed to have provided the
parallels; and three, that the conclusion is drawn that
the flow is in a particular direction, namely, from
Wisdom to Paul, and not from Paul to Wisdom. . . .
We might for our purposes define parallelomania as that extravagance among scholars which
first overdoes the supposed similarity in passages and then proceeds to describe source and

¥ David A. Kaden, Christianity in Blue: How the Bible, History , Philosophy, and Theology Shape Progressive
Identity (Minneapolis: Fortress Press,2021), 31.

3 Kaden, Christianity in Blue, 31.

36 Samuel Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” Journal of Biblical Literature Vol. 81, No. 1 (Mar., 1962), 1.
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derivation as if implying literary connection flowing in an inevitable or predetermined
direction.”’

In order to show borrowing, there are certain prior claims that must be demonstrated. First,
one must show that the relevant passages are in fact true parallels, not surface similarities. True
parallels need to go deeper than simply noting similarities in word use, or similarities in names, or
similarities in expression. Second, and perhaps the most difficult task, is that the parallels must be
explained by a causal connection. If a biblical passage is about wisdom, it is to be expected that there
would be similarities with other ancient writings that are also about wisdom since they are about the
same subject matter. But these similarities do not show borrowing or even influence of one to the
other. This means that one cannot simply assume that one text is caused by another, or that one text
borrowed from another, or that one text was influenced by another simply because there are
similarities. Also, if there are confirmed similarities, one cannot simply assume in which direction
the relation moves. And, as we have seen, simply because one document is older than another is not
sufficient to demonstrate that the relation moves from the older to the more recent.

Much has been made of the similarities between the Epic of Gilgamesh and the biblical flood
account. However, the Weld-Blundell Prism (see Figure 15 above), which was created in 1800 B.C.,
is the most complete surviving list of the Sumerian kings dating from about 3200 to 1800 B.C. In
Column 1, which indicates the beginning of the list going back to about 3200 B.C., in lines 39—40
(see Table #14 below) is the reference to the Deluge. This reference indicates that the Deluge
predates the composition of the Epic of Gilgamesh by about 1000 years. What this shows is that the
content of the Prism predates the composition of the Epic. So also, the content of the biblical text
predates the Epic showing that the direction is not necessarily from ANE to the Bible, but can be
explained in term of both documents drawing from prior historical tradition and/or historical events.

Table #14: Weld-Blundell Prism Lines 3941

39. a-ma-ru ba-ur-ra-ta 39. The Deluge came up (upon the Land).
40. egir a-ma-ru ba-ur-ra-ta 40. After the Deluge had come,
41. nam-lugal an-ta &-dé-a-ba 41. The rulership which descended from heaven.”®

Demonstrating literary or cultural dependency is extremely difficult, and sometimes it is
literally impossible. OT scholars assume that the similarities necessarily indicate some literary
context and that these similarities necessarily indicate that the biblical authors adopted, or adapted,
borrowed from, or were influence by ANE literature. Yet these same scholars have never been able
to substantiate the claims that there is literary dependency or that the content of biblical narratives

37 Sandmel, “Parallelomania,” 1.

¥ Q. Langdon, ed., The Weld-Blundell Collection: Historical Inscriptions, Containing Principally the
Chronological Prism, W-B. 444, vol. 11, Oxford Editions of Cuneiform Texts (London: Oxford University Press, 1923),
9.
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find their origin within the temporal context of ANE mythologies. For all the scholarly rhetoric, the
assertions of OT scholars is so much subjective speculation. Where in the biblical narrative does any
author claim that he has adapted, or adopted, or borrowed, or employed the literature or a story from
ANE myth? The only reason for thinking this are the apparent similarities. But similarity of design
does not necessarily mean identify of origin, nor do resemblances necessarily indicate literary context
or influence.

After a brief account of Mesopotamian civilization that was a composite of several people
groups, W. G. Lambert points out,

Thus Babylonian civilization was a highly composite thing, and it is no longer scientifically
sound to assume that all ideas originated in Mesopotamia and moved westwards. This is pan-
babylonism. Parallels to Genesis can indeed be sought and found there, but they can also be
sought and found among the Canaanites, the ancient Egyptians, the Hurrians, the Hittites, and
the early Greeks.”

Lambert goes on to consider the creation days 2 and 3 and analyzes the relation between ANE
literature and the Genesis account. Concerning day 2 in the Genesis account in which the expanse
is created, Lambert concludes, “To sum up discussion of the second day, there is one close parallel
between Genesis and Enuima Elis, but no evidence of Hebrew borrowing from Babylon.”* The only
apparent parallel is the separating of the waters.

How likely is it that the author(s) of Genesis was carrying around a copy of Enuma Elish or
some other ANE documents from which were adapted his own literary productions? As Walton put
it, “. . . when literary pieces are compared to consider the question of dependence, the burden of
proofis appropriately on the researcher to consider the issues of propinquity and transmission — that
is, would the peoples involved have come into contact with one another’s literature, and is there a
mechanism to transmit said literature from one culture to another?”*' Heiser certainly has not
demonstrated these necessary factors. Except for what are classified as similarities, no one, as far as
I am aware, has demonstrated that the ANE literature was readily available to biblical authors. As
I have argued elsewhere, supposed similarities are not sufficient to show literary context or literary
dependence or even literary influence.*

Nash lists 9 questions that should be asked about supposed parallels and influence, 6 of
which have been adapted to the question of the supposed Mesopotamian and Ugaritic influence on
the writers of the OT:

¥ W. G. Lambert, “A New Look at the Babylonian Background of Genesis,” in “I Studied Inscriptions from
before the Flood”: Ancient Near Eastern, Literary and Linguistic Approaches to Genesis 1—11, ed. Richard S. Hess and
David Toshio Tsumura (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 1994), 98.

40 Lambert, “A New Look,” 105.

! Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, 10.

“2See my A Critique of William Lane Craig’s In Quest of the Historical Adam (Eugene, Oregon: Wipf & Stock
Publishers, 2022).
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1. What is the evidence for the claim? Do not be put off with generalizations. Ask for
“chapter and verse” of the evidence that supports the theory.

Heiser does not present evidence beyond what he claims are connections or similarities.
Where does any OT author claim that he adapted or borrowed or imbibed or thought on the basis of
an ANE worldview? Similarities are not sufficient to support Heiser’s conclusions. There are
similarities between the OT creation account and the Chinese creation account, yet noone argues that
the OT authors borrowed or were influenced by the Chinese account. Geographical proximity is not
sufficient to show literary influence. How can we account for these similarities? Since the many
similar creation accounts from many different and geographically dispersed groups are all talking
about the same thing, similarities are to be expected without positing borrowing or influence.

4. Is the language used to describe the evidence faithful to the original source material? It is
a lot easier to claim dependence if the source material is presented in OT terminology?

Heiser frequently presents the ANE material in the language of the OT, which makes it easier

for his readers to think there is a real or “secure” connection. Since the languages were different, as

were the modes of expression, the researcher should show what are believed to be similarities by

demonstrating any supposed similarities in the target language in modes of expression as close as

possible to the source language. Heiser does not do this, which gives the impression that the
supposed similarities are closer than they may actually be. This is, frankly, not honest.

5. Arethe alleged parallels really similar, or are the likenesses a result of either exaggeration,
oversimplification, inattention to detail, or— once again—the use of OT language?

Heiser and company are adept at exaggerating the similarities and ignoring the critical
differences. Discussing the term ‘nephilim,’ in Genesis 6, Heiser claims, “In reality, it doesn’t matter
whether ‘fallen ones’ is the translation. In both the Mesopotamian context and the context of later
Second Temple Jewish thought, their fathers are divine and the nephilim (however translated) are
still described as giants. Consequently, insisting that the name means ‘fallen’ produces no argument
to counter a supernatural interpretation.”” But, as a matter of fact, it does indeed make a difference
if the word means “fallen ones,” because, if it means “fallen ones,” it does not mean “giants.” Heiser
exaggerates the similarities, oversimplifies the minor differences and ignores the critical differences.
Heiser is reading into the text of Genesis 6 a translation of Num. 13:33: “There also we saw the
Nephilim (the sons of Anak are part of the Nephilim); and we became like grasshoppers in our own
sight, and so we were in their sight” (Num. 13:33).* But in the Numbers passage, the “Nephilim”
were not divine, or semi-divine, or supernatural beings. They were human beings. If Gen. 6:4
indicates that the Nephilim were the offspring of the sons of the God and the daughters of the man,
an interpretation that is very controversial, the text states that they were “men” (WX, ’anse), not
divine or semi-divine beings, or angels. Heiser’s view is very controversial, yet he completely

4 Unseen Realm, 105.
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ignores the debated aspects of the text as if his interpretation is the only possible one. This is,
frankly, not honest.

6. In the case of any genuine parallel, is the point of analogy significant? Does it relate to an
essential Christian belief or practice?

Heiser’s claims about parallels with ANE literature relates to the Christian commitment that
there is only one God. As Paul put it, “For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and
men, the man Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 2:5).*> As we have shown, Heiser’s interpretation of the OT in
terms of ANE literature leads him to believe that there is more than one God.

7. Is the parallel the sort of thing that could have arisen independently in several different
movements? For example, could it have arisen from common language?

Of course, all the parallels to which Heiser points could have arisen independently from the
traditions and oral stories passed down through the various cultures from those who initially reported
the events.*

Anne Birrell gives the opening statements of a Chinese creation myth:

Long ago, before Heaven and earth existed, there were only images but no forms, and all was
dark and obscure, a vast desolation, a misty expanse, and nothing knew where its own portals
were. There were two gods born out of chaos who wove the skies and designed the earth. So
profound were they that no one knew their lowest deeps, and so exalted were they that no one
knew where they came to rest. Then they divided into Yin and Yang and separated into the
Eight Poles. The hard and the soft formed, and the myriad living things took shape. The dense
cloudy vapor became insects, and the pure vapor became humans. (Huai-nan Tzu, Ching shen,
SPPY [Ssu-pu pei-yao] 7.1a).*

This Chinese myth grew up independently. In fact, almost every culture from ancient times
has its own creation myth. No doubt some will object that the Chinese creation myth was not within
the historical or cultural context of either the ANE literature of the Bible. But this objection does not
work since this claim is based on the similarities between the ANE myth and the biblical account,
not on geographical location. If similarities of content indicate literary or cultural context, then why
cannot the similarities with Chinese myth also indicate literary context?

The Arapaho were a native American tribe that, according to some historians, date back about
3000 years. According to David and Margaret Leeming, “The Arapaho creator is a personified
version of the flat pipe so important in their ceremonies. The Great Spirit is a formless projection
of his thoughts. In the beginning there was water everywhere and on it floated Flat Pipe all alone.
The Great Spirit called down to Flat Pipe suggesting that he create beings to help him build a world

S €1c yop Bedc, €1¢ Kal pesitng Beod Kol avBpdnov dvepwrog Xptotog Incovg (1 Tim. 2:5).

4 Nash, Christianity & the Hellenistic World, 266—68.

47 Anne Birrell, Chinese Mythology: An Introduction (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993),
32.
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around him.”* The Arapaho creation myth grew up independently, yet there are similarities with the
biblical account.
Consider the strikingly similar creation myth from the Chelen native Americans:

This story was told by the Chelan Indians, who used to live beside a long lake in the central
part of the state of Washington. The lake is still called Lake Chelan (pronounced sha-lan),
meaning “Beautiful Water.”

Long, long ago, the Creator, the Great Chief Above, made the world. Then he made the
animals and the birds and gave them their names— Coyote, Grizzly Bear, Deer, Fox, Eagle,
the four Wolf Brothers, Magpie, Bluejay, Hummingbird, and all the others.

When he had finished his work, the Creator called the animal people to him. “I am going
to leave you,” he said. “But I will come back. When I come again, I will make human beings.
They will be in charge of you.”

The Great Chief returned to his home in the sky, and the animal people scattered to all parts
of the world.*

These and many other creation stories by peoples over the world have similarities with the
biblical account, yet their myths grew up independently. Similarities of design do not necessarily
mean identity of origin.

Nash’s 9™ question is,

9. Even when we discover prior to, or contemporaneous with, early Christianity a significant
parallel to an essential Christian belief, there is one final question to ask: Does the fact that
the biblical writer knew of a Mesopotamian belief or event prove that what he knew had
a formative or genetic influence on his own essential beliefs?*°

Heiser’s attitude comes through that those who reject his arguments are “uneducated and
untrained” in these matters and therefore should just all bow to his expertise, without dispute. Heiser
seems to think he is doing historical study and biblical study, but what he is actually doing is bad
philosophy and bad hermeneutics.

Heiser is also adept at constructing straw-man arguments. In another place he declares,

The denial that other elohim exist insults the sincerity of biblical writers and the glory of God.
How is it coherent to say that verses extolling the superiority of Yahweh above all elohim
(Psa 97:9) are really telling us Yahweh is greater than beings that don’t exist? Where is God’s
glory in passages calling other elim to worship Yahweh (Psa 29:1— 2) when the writers don’t

* David Adams Leeming with Margaret Adams Leeming, Encyclopedia of Creation Myths (Santa Barbara,
California: ABC-CLIO, 1994), s.v. “Arapaho Creation.”

4 Margot Edmonds and Ella E. Clark, Voices of the Winds: Native American Legends (New York: Castle
Books, 2003), 4.

¥ Nash, Christianity & the Hellenistic World, 268.
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believe those beings are real? Were the writers inspired to lie or hoodwink us? To give us
theological gibberish?”'

Of course Heiser completely misrepresents the argument. There is no denial that the text
refers to elohim. The argument is that the elohim are not what he says they are. It is a straw-man to
present the argument as if what opponents are saying is that e/lohim do not exist. This is, frankly, not
honest. The biblical text certainly affirms the existence of elohim, but they are not gods. They are
false gods. The people of Israel often believed that the idols were representations of actual gods. This
was the case as asserted in Isaiah: “They will be turned back and be utterly put to shame, who trust
in idols, who say to molten images, ‘You are our gods’” (Isa. 42:17).”> The Babylonians believed that
their idols represented actually existing beings. God is declaring to His people that He is greater than
the idols precisely because they are not gods.

Anu was the sovereign god, the father and founder of the divine dynasty. The following is
an address or prayer to Anu. A portion of this has been given above.

1 You are the one who holds the royal regalia.
Prince of the gods!
Your word is authoritative
In the council of the greatest gods!
5 O Lord of the shining Tiara.
Charged with a marvelous radiance,
You who ride the great Cyclones,
Princely standing on the noble royal Dais!
10 The heavenly gods listen
To Your sovereign words
And all the infernal gods
Only approach You with trembling!
At Your voice, all the gods bow
Like reeds in the storm!
15 If your word carries everything like the wind,
It also makes pastures and aquades prosper!
In Your voice, even when angry.
The gods return to their homes!
Let all the gods come towards you
Of Heaven and Earth,
20 With Their gifts. Their offerings!
R.1 May all kings bring you their heavy tributes!
Than all people.

St Unseen Realm, 35.
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Standing, every day, before You,
5 They offer their oblations to you,
Their adorations, their prayers™

Anu (or An) was believed to be an actually existing being who could be praised and
petitioned for help.

Enlil was one of the most important gods of the Mesopotamian pantheon: “According to one
Sumerian poem, the other gods might not even look upon his splendour. Sometimes he is said to be
the offspring of An, and brother of the goddess Aruru. He is also described as a descendant of Enki
and Ninki (‘Lord and Lady Earth’), not connected with the god Enki.”** Mesopotamian religion
depicted these idols as actually existing, living beings. The fact is, according to the living God, they
were noting but wood and stone.

According to the Britannica,

Berosus (flourished ¢. 290 BC) was a Chaldean priest of Bel in Babylon who wrote a work
in three books (in Greek) on the history and culture of Babylonia dedicated to Antiochus I (c.
324-261 BC). It was widely used by later Greek compilers, whose versions in turn were quoted

33 Jean Bottéro, La plus vieille religion En Mésopotamie (Paris: Gallimard, 1998), 76-77.
1 C’est Toi qui détiens les insignes royaux.
Prince des dieux!
Ta parole fait autorité
Dans le concile des plus grands dieux!
5 O Seigneur a la Tiare brillante.
Chargée d’un éclat merveilleux,
Toi qui chevauches les grands Cyclones,
Princiéerement debout sur la noble Estrade royale!
10 Les dieux célestes prétent l’oreille
A Tes paroles souveraines
Et tous les dieux infernaux
N'approchent de Toi qu’en tremblant!
A Ta voix, tous les dieux se courbent
Comme roseaux sous la tempéte!
15 Si Ta parole emporte tout, comme le Vent,
Elle fait aussi prospérer pacages et aiguades!
A Ta voix, méme courroucés.
Les dieux regagnent Leur demeure!
Que s ’avancent vers Toi tous les dieux
Du Ciel et de la Terre,
20 Avec Leurs présents. Leurs offrandes!
R.1 Que tous les rois Tapportent leurs lourds tributs!
Que tous les peuples.
Debout, chaque jour, devant Toi,
5 T’offrent leurs oblations,
Leurs adorations, leurs priéeres
* Black, Gods, Demons and Symbols, 76.
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by religious historians such as Eusebius of Caeserea and Josephus. Thus Berosus, though his
work survives only in fragmentary citations, is remembered for his passing on knowledge of
the origins of Babylon to the ancient Greeks.”

The following portion from the surviving fragments of Babylonica by Berossus shows that
the Babylonians believed that Enlil and the “other gods” were actually existing beings:

THIS is the history which Berossus has transmitted to us. He tells us that the first king was
Alorus of Babylon, a Chaldaan; he reigned ten sari: and afterwards Alaparus, and Amelon
who came from Pantibiblon: then Ammenon the Chaldean, in whose time appeared the
Musarus Oannes the Annedotus from the Erythrean sea. (But Alexander Polyhistor
anticipating the event, has said that he appeared in the first year; but Apollodorus says that it
was after forty sari; Abydenus, however, makes the second Annedotus appear after twenty-six
sari.) Then succeeded Megalarus from the city of Pantibiblon; and he reigned eighteen sari:
and after him Daonus the shepherd from Pantibiblon reigned ten sari; in his time (he says)
appeared again from the Erythreean sea a fourth Annedotus, having the same form with those
above, the shape of a fish blended with that of a man. Then reigned Euedoreschus from
Pantibiblon, for the term of eighteen sari; in his days there appeared another personage from
the Erythraean sea like the former, having the same complicated form between a fish and a
man, whose name was Odacon. (All these, says Apollodorus, related particularly and
circumstantially whatever Oannes had informed them of: concerning these Abydenus has made
no mention.) Then reigned Amempsinus, a Chaldeean from Larancha; and he being the eighth
in order reigned ten sari. Then reigned Otiartes, a Chaldean, from Laranche; and he reigned
eight sari. And upon the death of Otiartes, his son Xisuthrus reigned eighteen sari: in his time
happened the great deluge. So that the sum of all the kings is ten ; and the term which they
collectively reigned an hundred and twenty sari.”

53 “Berosus,” Britannica. https://www.britannica.com/biography/Berosus. Accessed 7/21/2024.

6 1. P. Cory, “Berossus: From Apollodorus. Of the Chaldean Kings,” in The Ancient Fragments: Containing
What Remains of the Writings of Sanchoniatho, Berossus, Abydenus, Megasthenes, and Manetho (London: William
Pickering, 1828), 19-20. Towwta, pev o Bnpwoocog 1otopnoe. Tlpwtov yevecBot Baoctiear Armpov ek BaBuviwvog
XoAdaov. Baoidevoor 3¢ copouvg deka. kot kKabegng Alomopov kot Auniwva tov ek TovtiBirwv. eito
Appevovo, tov XoAdoov, €d ov (¢not) dovnvor tov pucsopov Qavvny tov Avvndwtov ek tng EpvBpoc. (omep
ANeEovdpog TPoroPrV EIPTKE GOVNVOIL TW TPOTW ETEL. OVTOG OE UETO COPOVG TECCUPUKOVTA. 0 d€ ABuvdivog
Tov dgvutepov AvvndmTov HETOL oopovg elkoot €€.) etor Meyodopov ex TToviiBiBlwy morewc. Baoiievoot de
OVTOV COPOVG OKTWKOLSEK . Ko LeTo TOVTOV Acwvov Ttoteva ek TTavtiBifrov Bocilevoat copovg dekol. KoTo
ToVToV TOALY (dnot) dovnvorn ek tng EpvBpoc AvvndwTov TETOPTOV TNV 0TIV TOLS OV EXOVTO. S10BEGLY, Kol
mv 1&Bvog mpoc ovBpwmovg uiEv. ertor npéot Evedwpeoyov ex Tlaviifrov, ko Baocidevcor copoovg
OKTKOLdeka. €L TOVTOL (PMolv) oAAov dovnvol €k e EpuBpoc Oolocong OHotov Koto TNy 1x0voc Tpog
avBpwnov v, o ovouo Odokwv. (Tovtoug 88 GNoL TOVTOG TOL VIO QOVVOU KEGUAOLMI®ME PNOEVTOL KOO LLEPOG
eEnynoocOot. mept TovtwV ABvdivog ovdev eimev.) sito opEon Apepyivov Xoddonov ek Aapayywv. Bocsiievoor
de ovtov 0Yydoov capoug deka. ertol apfot Qriopv XoAdowov ek Aopyywv. Baotdevoor de copouvg n.
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The people of Israel sometimes believed that their idols represented actually existing beings.
Elijah challenged the prophets of Baal: “Then they [the prophets of Baal] took the ox which was
given them and they prepared it and called on the name of Baal from morning until noon saying, ‘O
Baal, answer us.” But there was no voice and no one answered. And they leaped about the altar
which they made” (1 Kgs. 18:26).”” The people believed that Baal was an actually existing being who
could act on their behalf.

Niehaus gives an interesting example and proposal. Although the quote is long, it is
important to include the whole:

For example, we are told that David gave Solomon “the plans of all that the Spirit had put
in his mind for the courts of the temple of the LORD and all the surrounding rooms, for the
treasuries of the temple of God and for the treasuries for the dedicated things” (1 Chron.
28:12). Those plans included the weight of gold and silver for the lamp stands and their lamps
and for the tables and the weight of gold for the forks, sprinkling bowls, pitchers, and dishes,
as well as for the altar of incense (1 Chron. 28:14—18). ““All this,” David said, T have in
writing from the hand of the LORD upon me, and he gave me understanding in all the details
of the plan’” (1 Chron. 28:19).

Thutmose III (1490-1436 B.C.) erected a holy of holies for Amon and received divine
guidance, not only for the temple construction, but also for fashioning the temple’s liturgical
equipment:

... a great vase of electrum . . . [. . .] silver, gold, bronze, and copper . . . the Two
Lands were flooded with their brightness, like the stars in the body of Nut [i.e., the sky
goddess], while my statue followed. Offering tables of electrum . . . [ made it for him
out of the conceptions of my heart, by the guidance of the god himself.

When a pagan king makes the same claim that a biblical king does, and when that claim is
a spiritual one and involves divine guidance, an evaluation that says the biblical king is just
understanding these things the way any ancient Near Eastern monarch would understand them
does not do justice to the data. David either got guidance from God by “the hand of the LORD”
upon him, or he did not. If he did not, then his statement to the contrary makes him either a
liar or adeceived, and perhaps a self-deceived man. Since nothing elsewhere in the Bible gives
us any reason to think that David’s statement was in error, we can only conclude that it was
true. If it was true, then David’s experience of inspiration, or divine guidance, was a genuine
experience that produced the results that God wanted. But how are we then to understand the
similar claims of divine guidance made by Thutmose III? It would be most bizarre if an
Egyptian who predated David by centuries made an almost identical claim to divine guidance
for making temple furnishings for his god and made that claim by coincidence. Or, to put it

7 TR P 2027 ThK? DITETI WRRTR SYaT oYl WIRN Wy o7 105K I9TIK TR
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another way, the true God just happened to do to David what Thutmose claimed his god did
for him a few centuries earlier.”®

There is an enormous difference between following similar practices, such as the ones
described by Niehaus, and claiming that biblical authors had the same worldview as may be evident
in ANE literature. Heiser assumes that the biblical authors had the same worldview, and he assumes
this because of similarities between the biblical accounts and various texts from ANE literature.
Actually, there is no evidence that there was an “ANE worldview” that was generally held by all
Mesopotamians, nor was there one identifiable culture for all Mesopotamians. Heiser has not only
misrepresented any possible relation between the OT and ANE literature, but he has also
misrepresented the nature of Mesopotamian culture as if it was composed of one identifiable
worldview.

A Divine Council?

Heiser holds that these elohim constitute a divine council. Heiser addresses the question,
“What does God Need with a Council?” He is certainly right that, “God doesn’t need a council.”’
However, Heiser doesn’t go on to address the next obvious question: “If God does not need a
council, then why does He have one?” Heiser claims that the fact that God does not need a council
is not an argument against God having one. But why isn’t it? In fact, that God does not need a
council may not be a decisive argument, but it is an argument against the existence of a divine
council.

Heiser retorts, “God does not need people. But, he uses them.”®® And the entire Bible shows
how God uses human beings and for what and why He uses them. According to Heiser, the members
of the council *“. . carry out his will in that realm [the unseen realm], acting as his representatives.
They are his heavenly council in the unseen world.”" Are we to think that God created a group of
beings who have no function other than carrying out God’s will and acting as His representatives?
And, aren’t those beings angels? If the function of the council is simply to administrate the nations,
then this hardly seems to rise to the level of a ‘council.” According to OED, a council is, “An
advisory or consultative meeting; an assembly held for the purpose of consultation or deliberation.”*
God uses human beings to administrate the affairs of nations, but humans are not thereby part of
some council. Daniel presents a behind-the-scenes view of angels, both good and evil, who are
involved in the administration of nations, but Heiser does not include angels in God’s council. Heiser
has avoided the question. If the members of this council are supposed to carry out God’s will and
be His representatives, and since angels and humans do that job, angels in the unseen realm and
humans in the earthly realm, why does God have a council?

8 Niehaus, Ancient Near Eastern Themes, 178-79.
%9 Unseen Realm, 32. Emphasis in original.

8 Unseen Realm, 32. Emphasis in original.

1 Unseen Realm, 43.

%2 OED, s.v. “council.”
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The question still remains. Why does God have a council if He does not need one? Of course
the answer to this question must come from Heiser’s appeal ANE mythology. For example, Heiser
describes the Ugaritic myth about the divine council of El. Heiser claims that God’s divine council
has a structure like that of Ugarit: “The Old Testament has a three-tiered council structure like that
at Ugarit.”® Of course, there is nowhere in Scripture that teaches that there is a “three-tiered council.
According to Heiser, these elohim are God’s . . . heavenly council in the unseen world.”** This
council is supposedly involved in counseling God in the decision making process: “There are other
glimpses of this kind of divine decision making, where God’s decree and genuine participation on
the part of his council are both evident.”®

Walton describes the nature of a council in the ancient world:

In the ancient world, major decisions among the gods were made in the community of the
gods. Most likely a perception modeled after human government of an early period, this view
understood the gods as deliberating and governing as an assembly. The divine council is
evidenced in many of the Ugaritic texts as well as in a wide variety of texts from
Mesopotamia. Egypt, on the other hand, understands its gods as operating in much more
individualistic ways. There is little to suggest assembly rule, though there is a concept of a
king of the gods as well as a hierarchical structure among the gods.

The assembly in Mesopotamia was made up of the great gods, whose number, when
designated, was fifty; among them were seven who determined destinies. This assembly
carried the highest authority since it represented the collective community of deities.*

According to Heiser, in the ancient world that is the context in which the biblical authors
taught that God has a “divine council,” the council was an advisory and decision making body.
Walton lists several functions of the council:

1. Inthe disputation Two Insects, the assembly creates heaven and earth and the various types
of animals and assigns them their roles.

2. The assembly is called together to decide either human or divine court cases.

3. In the Gilgamesh Epic the decision to send the flood is made in the council. In Atrahasis
both that decision and the earlier attempts at limiting human population came from discussions
in the assembly. Thus the fate of humankind is seen as the business of the assembly.

4. The assembly grants kingship both in the divine realm and the human realm, where cities
are granted kingship as well as individuals.

5. Inasimilar way the decision to remove kingship and decree the fate of cities is the decision
of the council in the city laments.

8 Unseen Realm, 46.
% Unseen Realm, 43.
8 Unseen Realm, 53.
% Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 54-55.
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Hence the council can be seen in the role of decreeing destinies in general, both in the divine
and human realm, and making ad hoc decisions that arise in the process of governing the
world.”

If the “divine council” as Heiser depicts it is patterned after the council in Ugarit, there is a
serious theological and philosophical problem with the notion that God is involved in a decision
making process. A decision making process is by definition a process, and a process necessarily
involves a temporal progression. If God is involved in a decision making process, then God is
involved in a temporal progression. What Heiser is implying, then, is that God is temporal. But God
cannot be temporal. Some argue that God is infinite. But, as we have shown above, God cannot be
infinite if by ‘infinite’ we mean God exists in an infinite series or an infinite progression. This would
necessarily involve the existence of an actual infinite. But there cannot be an actual infinite series,
as William Lane Craig has conclusively demonstrated.®® J. P. Moreland schematizes the argument
this way:

1. It is impossible to traverse (cross over) an actual infinite by successive addition.
2. The temporal series of past events has been formed by successive addition.

3. Therefore, it cannot be actually infinite.

4. But, since it is not infinite, it must be finite (i.e., it must have a first term).

5. And that is what we mean by saying the universe had a beginning.®”’

Figure 16: Infinite Regress
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This argument is illustrated in the graphic in Figure 16. In order to arrive at the present, the
past has been formed by a finite progression of successive moments. However, by adding together
finite moments, one can never arrive at an infinite number of moments. Regardless of how many
moments have been added, an additional moment can always be added to increase the number of
moments in the whole. But, an infinite number of moments is a number to which another moment
cannot be added. Since an infinite number of moments separates the past from the present, and since
by adding successive finite moments to the past one cannot reach an infinite, one could never arrive

7 Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought, 55.

% See William Lane Craig, The Existence of God and the Beginning of the Universe (San Bernardino,
California: Here’s Life Publishers 1979), and The Kalam Cosmological Argument (London: The Macmillan Press, 1979).

8 J. P. Moreland, Scaling the Secular City (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1987), 28.
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at the present from an infinite past. But, the present has certainly arrived, therefore, the past must not
be infinite. But, if the past is not infinite, it must be finite, and as a finite past, it must have had a
beginning. It necessarily follows that if God is involved in a progression, even a decision making
progression, then God must be temporal. And if God is temporal, He must have had a beginning.
And if God had a beginning, there must have been a Beginner to cause God to begin to be. Of course
this is precisely what one finds in ANE mythology. Even Marduck was born.”

Additionally, about what would a council counsel God? Would they suggest courses of action
that God has not considered? Would they evaluate God’s decisions or God’s plans? Would they
recommend actions that God should take? God does not need a council because God is omnipotent,
omniscient, omnipresent, eternal, immutable, impassible, and all of the other orthodox classical
attributes. Isaiah declares that there are no counselors or advisers whom God consulted or from
whom He received counsel:

2Who has measured the waters in the hollow of His hand, and marked off the heavens by the
span, and calculated the dust of the earth by the measure, and weighed the mountains in a
balance and the hills in a pair of scales? > Who has directed the Spirit of YHWH, or as His
counselor has informed Him? '*With whom did He consult and who gave Him understanding?
And who taught Him in the path of justice and taught Him knowledge and informed Him of
the way of understanding? (Isa. 40:12—-14).™

It is perhaps revealing that Heiser does not deal with this passage anywhere that I can find
among his writings. He does make reference to Isaiah 40 in one place: “These sorts of denial
statements constitute the heart of the idea that, by the time of Deutero-Isaiah, in whose material (Isa
40-55) such denials are frequently found, Israelite religion had dispensed with the belief that other
D'77T9X existed.””” Rather than actually dealing with these verses, Heiser simply sweeps them under
the carpet of Higher Criticism. The problem is, Higher Criticism is a failed approach, and simply
appealing to the speculations of Higher Criticism does not address the issue.

I could not find any reference to these verses in his dissertation in which the focus is upon
a “divine council” and “other gods.” Of course an author is free to include and exclude what he
chooses in his own writings. But it is not unreasonable to expect him at least to say something about
these verses since they specifically deal with the notion of counselors or advisers. Heiser does refer
to Isa. 40:3—6: “A conversation ensues within the council in Isaiah 40:3—-6, wherein the prophet

70 «g1. Within, the Apséi Marduk was born; 82. Within the holy Apsii [Marduk] was born.” Eniéima Elish, in
Heidel, The Babylonian Genesis, Tablet 1.21.
" [DIIRGD NI 07 0792 DpYY 1ONT 19Y Whwa 021120 n7ia o o g Tmn
0T T TTRDY) vRgn MIRD W WA 1Y RN AT N 0N M s e
(Isa. 40:12-14) 122777 Dinan
> Michael S. Heiser, “Does Divine Plurality in the Hebrew Bible Demonstrate an Evolution From Polytheism
to Monotheism in Israelite Religion?”” Journal for the Evangelical Study of the Old Testament 1.1 (2012), 6.
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becomes a participant (reading ‘and I said’ with the Dead Sea Scrolls text of the passage at v. 6).”"

It is important to include the text to see if Heiser’s assertion is accurate:

? A voice is calling, “Clear the way for YHWH in the wilderness; Make smooth in the desert
a highway for our God. * Let every valley be lifted up, and every mountain and hill be made
low; And let the rough ground become a plain, and the rugged terrain a broad valley; ° Then
the glory of YHWH will be revealed, and all flesh will see it together; For the mouth of
YHWH has spoken.” ® A voice says, “Call out.” Then he answered, “What shall I call out?”
All flesh is grass, and all its loveliness is like the flower of the field. " The grass withers, the
flower fades, when the breath of YHWH blows upon it; Surely the people are grass. *The grass
withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever (Isa. 40:3-8).

A voice saying something and an answer being given hardly constitutes a conversation. And
the text says absolutely nothing about a council. In fact, the text does not even identify the voice or
the one who answered. John the Baptist identifies himself as the voice crying in the wilderness: “He
said, ‘I am a voice of one crying in the wilderness, “make straight the way of the Lord,” as Isaiah the
prophet said”” (Jn. 1:23).” This has nothing to do with some “divine council.” Heiser simply reads
into the text what he wants it to say. According to verses 12—14, the supposed function of a council
is the very thing that Isaiah says cannot be done. God not only does not need a council, He does not
have one because such a council could not provide any council to the all-knowing, all-powerful God
of the Bible.

We have briefly looked at 1 Kgs. 22:21-22. Heiser attempts to present this as an instance of
God’s council:

Micaiah said, “Therefore, hear the word of YHWH. I saw YHWH sitting on His throne, and
all the host of heaven standing by Him on His right and on His left. ** YHWH said, ‘Who will
entice Ahab to go up and fall at Ramoth-gilead?’ And one said this while another said that.
*!'Then a spirit came forward and stood before YHWH and said, ‘I will entice him.” > YHWH
said to him, ‘How?’ And he said, ‘I will go out and be a deceiving spirit in the mouth of all
his prophets.” Then He said, “You are to entice him and also prevail. Go and do so.” % Now
therefore, behold, YHWH has put a deceiving spirit in the mouth of all these your prophets;
and YHWH has proclaimed disaster against you” (1 Kgs. 22:19-23).7

” Angels,41.
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That this passage is an extended metaphor is evident in the statement, “I saw YHWH sitting
on His throne.” Since God cannot be circumscribed to a location, God does not literally sit on a
throne. Also, there is no sense of a council here. God is enlisting representatives to carry out His
plan. There is no debate. One says one thing, another says another, and God gives the task M7
(haruah). There is no “counseling” going on in this text. As Donald Wiseman points out, “The ‘host
of heaven’ are not astral deities or a heavenly court such as is reflected in Ugaritic myths, but God’s
servants doing his bidding.””’

Heiser simply imposes his paradigm of ANE mythology on the text and interprets it
accordingly. No doubt someone will respond that [ have imposed my own paradigm on the text and
interpreted it accordingly, and this is certainly the case. But again, this is the point. It is not simply
a matter of reading the text at “face value” as Heiser wants his readers to think. For Heiser to present
his case as if it is simply the “face value” and therefore must be correct, is, frankly, not honest.

Why Does It Matter?

“When one is looking for something — influence, for example — one fails to find it only if
one is lacking in ingenuity. But that same ingenuity is ingenious enough to construct the object of
its search, and to take that construction for a discovery.”” Neither Heiser nor any other author has
demonstrated that the biblical authors borrowed, adopted, adapted, or were influenced by ANE
literature. What has been shown is that there are similarities. Heiser seeks to capitalize on the
similarities, but he either ignores or rejects the differences. As we have said several times already,
similarity of design does not necessarily indicate identify of origin.

According to Walton,

If we do not bring the information from the ancient cognitive environment to bear on the text,
we will automatically impose the parameters of our modern worldview, thus risking serious
distortion of meaning. Consequently the objective of this book is to improve the exegetical
analysis of the Old Testament based on information derived from the ancient world. We will
therefore not take an apologetic approach.”

And what guarantee does one have that an interpreter will not impose the parameters of his
modern worldview on the study of ancient cognitive environment? And in fact, what is the problem
with one’s modern worldview? Were the people of ancient cultures so radically different from
modern people that there is no common worldview ground? Is not Walton using an aspect of his
“modern worldview” to argue that we must bring the information from the ancient cognitive

(1 Kgs. 22:19-23) 1277021 KY
" Donald J. Wiseman, I and 2 Kings: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 9, Tyndale Old Testament
Commentaries (Downers Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 1993), 199.
"8 Patrick Riley, The General Will Before Rousseau: The Transformation of the Divine into the Civic (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1986), x.
" Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, 30.
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environment to bear on the text? In fact, there is a sense in which historical awareness is a product
of modern culture. As Patricia Osmond and Marianne Pade report,

From the early fourteenth century onward, little-known texts of Latin writers, or missing
portions of their work, were beginning to surface. The humanist movement encouraged a
return to the sources, and Renaissance manuscript hunters added substantially to the corpus
of all Latin historians. Works that had not been independently transmitted also because the
focus of scholarly attention. . . . The growing knowledge of ancient historians and interest in
antiquarian and philological studies induced scholars to take a more critical view of evidence
and to compare literary accounts with non-literary sources (such as codes of law, coins,
inscriptions, and archaeological remains), as well as with each other.*

With the Renaissance cry, ad fontes (“to the sources”), the European world of scholarship
began to develop an historical awareness. Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola (1463—1494), an Italian
Renaissance nobleman and philosopher, expressed the spirit of Renaissance humanism in De
Hominis Dignitate (On the Dignity of Man):

In fact, those who follow any philosophical school, of St. Thomas for example or of Duns
Scotus, who are now the most widely accepted, try their doctrine in the discussion of a few
questions. I, on the other hand, set out not to swear by anyone’s word, to attend all the
philosophy masters, to examine all the positions, to know all the schools. Therefore, since I
have to say of all philosophers in order not to seem defender of a determined thesis if I neglect
others, the questions proposed could not fail to be limited as a whole, even if those referred
to each were few. Neither blame me if [ come as a guest wherever events take me. In fact, this
principle was observed by all the ancients, that by examining each author they should not
possibly neglect any writings. And this principle observed in particular Aristotle whom Plato
called avoryvwotng [reader] precisely for this reason; and undoubtedly it is a narrow-minded
one to close oneself in the Portico or the Academy.®'

% Patricia Osmond and Marianne Pade, “Historiography, Classical,” in Encyclopedia of the Renaissance, ed.
Paul F. Grendler (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1999), 3.155-56.

8! Giovanni Pico Della Mirandola, De Hominis Dignitate, 1, Edizione Nazionale Dei Classici Del Pensiero
Italiano (Firenze: Vallecchi Editore 1942), 139—41. “Quelli infatti che seguono una qualunque scuola filosofica, di San
Tommaso per esempio o di Duns Scoto, che ora sono i piu largamente accolti, cimentano la loro dottrina nella
discussione di poche questioni. lo, invece, mi sono proposto di non giurare sulla parola di nessuno, di frequentare tutti
i maestri di filosofia, di esaminare tutte le posizioni, di conoscere tutte le scuole. Percid, dovendo io dire di tutti i filosofi
per non sembrare difensore di una tesi determinata qualora ne trascurassi altre, le questioni proposte non poterono non
essere moite nel loro insieme, anche se erano poche quelle riferite per ognuno. N¢é mi si biasimi se giungo ospite
dovunque mi portano le vicende. Da tutti gli antichi, infatti, fu osservato questo principio, che esaminando ogni autore
non trascurassero possibilmente nessuno scritto. E tale principio osservo in particolare Aristotele che appunto percio
Platone chiamava lettore; e senza dubbio ¢ proprio di una mentalita ristretta chiudersi nel Portico o nell’Accademia.”
“Qui enim se cuipiam ex philosophorum familiis addixerunt, Thomae videlicet aut Scoto, qui nunc plurimum in manibus,
faventes, possunt illi quidem vel in paucarum quaestionum discussione suae doctrinae periculum facere. At ego ita me

230



The Unseemly Realm Ancient Near Eastern Mythology 231

The Renaissance had provided the Reformers with the tools needed to challenge the
institutional organization of the Roman Catholic Church. At least since Augustine, the Roman
Catholic Church had used the Latin Vulgate as the Bible from which theology and piety were
extricated and systematized.

Jerry Bentley characterizes the relation of Renaissance humanism to biblical studies:

Humanist scholars of the Renaissance . . . explored and charted virgin territory in New
Testament scholarship: they studied the original Greek text of the New Testament instead of
the Latin translations used by western scholars during the Middle Ages; they based their
analyses on philological and historical criteria instead of the theological considerations that
governed medieval study of the New Testament; they opened the door on a new era of
scholarship by developing the methods, principles, and insights employed by students of the
New Testament all the way up to the present day; they prepared and published editions of the
New Testament that scholars relied upon until the late nineteenth century. These humanists
may therefore be recognized as the founders of modern philological scholarship on the New
Testament.*

During the Middle Ages, biblical studies were designed to use the text in such a manner as
to provide insights on the present. There was no sense of the historical context or the historical
situatedness of biblical passages or biblical books. The historical awakening of the Renaissance
forced early modern scholars to view the Bible as a book composed in an ancient historical setting
that must be studied in its own right in order to be able properly to interpret the text.

As true as the cautions may be, Walton’s fear of imposing a modern worldview on ancient
texts and Heiser’s claim that “We need to get the worldview of the ancient world, shared by the
biblical writers, into our heads™’ are each an aspect of their modern worldview about worldviews.
Walton also asserts, “The aid of comparative study might sometimes be needed to help with a minor
detail.”®* By contrast, Heiser’s imposition of his modern worldview upon the study of ancient texts,
and his imposition of his own interpretation of ANE literature upon the biblical text is the real
danger to orthodox Christian theology and hermeneutics.

institui, ut in nullius verba iuratus, me per omnes philosophiae magistros funderem, omnes schedas excuterem, omnes
familias agnoscerem. Quare, cum mihi de illis omnibus esset dicendum, ne, si privati dogmatis defensor reliqua
posthabuissem, illi viderer obstrictus, non potuerunt, etiamsi pauca de singulis proponerentur, non esse plurima quae
simul de omnibus afferebantur. Nec id in me quispiam damnet, quod me quocunque ferat tempestas deferar hospes. Fuit
enim cum ab antiquis omnibus hoc observatum, ut omne scriptorum genus evolventes, nullas quas possent
commentationes illectas praeterirent, turn maxime ab Aristotele, qui eam ob causam ovaryveotng, idest lector, a Platorie
nuncupabatur, et profecto angustae est mentis intra unam se Porticum aut Academiam continuisse.”

82 Jerry H. Bentley, Humanists and Holy Writ: New Testament Scholarship in the Renaissance (Princeton, New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), 3.

8 Unfiltered, 13.

% Unfiltered, 13.
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CHAPTER 13

PHILOSOPHY

Introduction

An excellent example of the kind of reasoning that has become a required perspective in
biblical and theological scholarship is expressed by Bob Becking, Chair of Wetenschap van het Oude
Testament (“Science of the Old Testament), at Utrecht University: “A text never equals the reality
to which it refers. A text may present a version of reality by describing a selection of features from
the real world. This selection is organized in a specific way and presented from the perspective of
the narrator.”" First of all, it must be pointed out that this is a philosophical statement, not a biblical
one. Secondly, is impossible not to take note of the self-referential problem in Becking’s statement.
If a text never equals the reality to which it refers, then Becking’s own text does not equal the reality
to which it refers. So, either Becking’s text is from his own perspective, in which case it is not
universally true of all texts since it does not equal the reality to which it refers, or it does equal the
reality to which it refers, in which case Becking’s statement falsifies itself. If Becking’s statement
is true, then he is presenting only a version of reality, not the whole story, and his entire article
amounts only to his own perspective, and it does not equal the reality to which he is referring. Yet
he presents his statement as if it equals the reality to which he is referring. Becking’s statement is
self-defeating. This is the kind of philosophical reasoning all too rampant in biblical studies.

Of course, it must be asked, “How could Becking even know that a text does not equal the
reality to which it refers?” In order for Becking to know that a text does not equal the reality to which
it refers he would have to know the reality to which a text refers. Since his material has to do with
ancient texts, his access to the reality to which these texts refer is the ancient texts themselves or to
reality itself. Since, according to Becking, these texts do not equal the reality to which they refer,
then from where does Becking get the knowledge of reality by which to judge that these texts do not
equal the reality to which they refer? Becking must supply that knowledge of reality and then use it
to judge these ancient texts. The questions then is, “Is Becking’s view of reality accurate?”

Becking expresses an aspect of the “reality” that he brings to these texts: “To me, the Bible
is not a trustworthy report on events from times long passed by, it is a book in which people witness
their religious view on reality. In other words: The Hebrew Bible informs us on religious views in

' Bob Becking, “Only One God: on Possible Implications for Biblical Theology,” in Only One God?
Monotheism in Ancient Israel and the Veneration of the Goddess Asherah, ed. Bob Becking, Meindert Dijkstra, Marjo
C. A. Korpel, and Karel J. H. Vriezen (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2001), 195.
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Ancient Israel, but from a specific perspective.”” This confession indicates the “perspective” by
which Becking evaluates the trustworthiness of the OT. He comes to the text with his always-
already-present belief about reality, and he employs this as the measure by which he measures
whether the ancient texts equal the reality to which they refer. In other words, Becking imposes his
own notion of reality upon the ancient texts and concludes that the Bible is untrustworthy.
Apparently, Becking believes that his text equals the reality to which it refers.

Why does this matter, and what does it have to do with the work of Heiser? What this
demonstrates is how bad philosophy molds faulty reasoning and leads to false conclusions. Not much
has been said so far about Heiser’s philosophical assumptions, so we must deal with some of these.
Theological and exegetical methods are not philosophically neutral. However, Heiser wants to head
off any philosophical analysis of his claims:

In my judgment, describing what Israel believed about Yahweh need not involve the kind of
high philosophical speculation that most modern scholarship wants to deny the ancient
Israelite. Several simple ideas have been communicated to the reader by the canonical authors
thatallow a description that demonstrates a firm, uncompromising beliefin Yahweh’s “species
uniqueness’ among the other gods assumed to exist. Israel did not believe the other gods were
species-equal with Yahweh and essentially interchangeable. Israel did not believe that Yahweh
should be viewed as the supreme god only because of his deeds on behalf of Israel. The
canonical authors considered Yahweh to be in a class by himself. He was “species-unique.”™

By contrast, in the conclusion to his paper on Monotheism, Heiser claims, “The approach to
divine plurality and the matter of monotheism offered here is theologically and philosophically
sound, while giving primacy of place to the data of the Hebrew Bible.™ It is disingenuous for Heiser
to claim that he does not need to involve high philosophical speculation, and then to claim that his
approach is “philosophically sound.” In fact, his approach is emphatically not philosophically sound.

It is understandable that Heiser does not want to get involved in “high philosophical
speculation.” But philosophy is unavoidable, and not wanting to get involved in it simply means that
Heiser does not want his philosophical speculations to be discussed even though, like everyone else,
he cannot avoid his own philosophical assumptions. Heiser’s own concluding statement testifies to
the fact that one cannot simply set aside the philosophical issues. In the above quote, Heiser claims,
“Several simple ideas have been communicated to the reader by the canonical authors that allow a
description that demonstrates a firm, uncompromising belief in Yahweh’s ‘species uniqueness’
among the other gods assumed to exist.” But to claim that God is “species unique” is a philosophical
designation, and the philosophical issues related to this designation cannot simply be swept aside
as if they do not exist, or ignored as ‘“‘high philosophical speculation.”

2 Becking, “Only One God,” 196.
? Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 29.
* Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 30.
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Species Uniqueness

Heiser claims that God is “species-unique’:

Taking the idea of Yahweh’s uniqueness even further, it could perhaps be argued that
assertions of incomparability amount to the affirmation that other gods were ontologically
inferior to a “species-unique” being. Yahweh is distinguished as the creator of all other gods,
the pre-existent One, making him ontologically distinct. By virtue of ontological superiority,
Yahweh alone is sovereign and thus deserving of worship. One could object that the idea of
“species uniqueness” is unintelligible with respect to divine beings, perhaps by analogy to the
human world. I am human, yet no other human is me, but all humans share the same species
status. Hence one can be unique in properties, which reflects the view of Rowley and others,
but species uniqueness is a fallacy. The analogy with humankind is flawed, however, since no
such claim as pre-existence before all humans is seriously offered.’

A species necessarily requires that there
be a genus into which something or someone
belongs. The genus is the group into which
various species belong. So, humans, according
to popular classification, are in the genus
“animal” along with other animate beings. The
species within a genus are distinguished by
difference. The species “man” is different from
the species “horse” because man is a rational
animal whereas a horse is not (Figure 17), yet
they both belong in the same genus.

According to Heiser’s argument,
YHWH and the “other gods” belong in the
genus D7X. Heiser asserts this when he says,
“In view of the fact that Yahweh is credited
with creating and commanding everything in
heaven and earth— the ‘universe’ in Israelite

Figure 17: Genus Species Chart
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-------- > Chushan-Rishathaim Bob

thought—it is plausible that Israelites believed that Yahweh is indeed an ’elohim, but no other
’elohim —whom Yahweh created—are Yahweh.”® So, YHWH and the “other gods” belong to a
genus, but YHWH is a unique species in this genus. Now, in order for God to differ from the “other
gods,” there must be some way by which He is different since a species is constituted of a genus and
difference. Heiser states that YHWH is ontologically superior to the other ’elohim. YHWH is
ontologically superior to the other ’elohim because He is the “creator of all other gods, the pre-

5 Heiser, Divine Council, 16.
¢ Heiser, Divine Council, 16.
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existent One.””” In a footnote, Heiser claims that being species unique is the basis of God’s distinction
or difference from “other gods™:

Interestingly, species uniqueness is the basis for God’s distinction from the other gods in later
Jewish writers. For example, 2 (Slavonic) Enoch (J) 2:2 affirms that while other gods are
feckless, they exist and are temporary: “And do not turn away from the Lord, and worship vain
gods, gods who did not create the heaven and the earth or any created thing; for they will
perish, and so will those who worship them.” The same book later has God inform Enoch that,
“There is no adviser and no successor to my creation. [ am self-eternal and not made by hands”
(33:4). Sibylline Oracles confess that “God is alone, unique, and supreme” since he is
“self-generated [and] unbegotten” Yet in the same text one reads that, “if gods beget and yet
remain immortal, there would have been more gods born than men.” See John J. Collins,
“Sibylline Oracles, Fragments,” OTP 1:470 (the citations are from Fragment 1:16; Fragment
2:1; Fragment 3:4).*

However, if YHWH is in a species by Himself, then the “other gods,” as a group, are in a

species by themselves. So, the species of “other gods” is “species unique.” What is it that makes
YHWH belong in a unique species? According to Heiser, that God’s is the preexistent One, the
Creator of all is what makes YHWH species unique.

Heiser attempts to explain YHWH’s species uniqueness:

In briefest terms, the statements in the canonical text (poetic or otherwise) inform the reader
that, for the biblical writer, Yahweh was an 077X, but no other 2"79X was Yahweh—and
never was nor could be. This notion allows for the existence of other OT7% and is more
precise than the terms “polytheism” and “henotheism.” It is also more accurate than
“monotheism,” though it preserves the element of that conception that is most important to
traditional Judaism and Christianity: Yahweh’s solitary “otherness” with respect to all that is,
in heaven and in earth.’

The problem is, this does not explain Figure 18: Species Uniqueness

anything. If YHWH is an 0K, and the “other . 17
' ; . . Genus vt > Dﬂ N
gods” are D’U'?;g, then what is the difference (genus) R
between them (see Figure 18)? According to
Heiser, the difference is that YHWH is an | Difference - > Uncreated ~ Created
; « v (differentia)

uncreated 017X, whereas the “other gods™ are
created O7TPX. Heiser gives a quote from the Species - > YHWH Other
Sibylline Oracles: “God is alone, unique, supreme.” (species) oo SGOG"S

. ecies eclies
But, since the “other gods” are not unbegotten, Unvque to Unique to
then, as a group, they are also unique — they are in Y Other gode

" Heiser, Divine Council, 16.

8 Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 29.n.62.
? Heiser, “Monotheism, Polytheism, Monolatry, or Henotheism?” 29.
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a unique group of created 2'777X, and yet YHWH and the “other gods” are still part of the genus
079K, which means that YHWH happens to be a unique 2°772% but still one of them. So, Heiser’s
argument does not set YHWH apart as ultimately distinct, but only as a unique one of the group.

Now, YHWH cannot differ from the “other gods™ in being an 017X, since that is the very
way in which they are supposed to be the same. So Heiser wants to make them different by claiming
that YHWH is an 079, but the other 2779% are not YHWH. But this is to make a distinction
without a difference. Basically, Heiser is claiming that the others are not A because they are ~A,
where the ~ means “non-.” He is saying, “A cat is not a dog because it is a non-dog.” Heiser is
making a distinction by non-being. However, they cannot differ by non-being, since non-being is
nothing, and to differ by non-being is to differ by nothing, and to differ by nothing is not to differ.
To claim that one is not the other does not explain how they differ. Why is one not the other? It may
indicate that they are different, but it does not explain in what way they are different.

It does not work to claim that species uniqueness is “the basis for God’s distinction from the
other gods.” If God is species unique in His own species, then the “other gods” are either species
unique in their own species as a group, or each one of the “other gods” is species unique in his own
species. Since they are all species unique in their own species, then they do not differ by being
species unique. By claiming that YHWH is species unique, Heiser has failed to identify what makes
YHWH species unique from the other 27X who are species unique in their own species. Heiser
has simply made a distinction that makes no difference.

If they cannot differ by being, and they cannot differ by non-being, then they must differ by
some aspect(s), characteristic(s), attribute(s), or part(s). In order for YHWH to differ from the “other
gods” by some aspect, characteristic, attribute, or part, YHWH and the “other gods” must be
composed of these aspects, characteristics, attributes, or parts. But, as has been demonstrated above,
anything that is composed cannot compose itself, since it would have to be composed and not
composed in the same sense, which is contradictory. So, YHWH and the “other gods” must have
been composed by some composer. This composer that composed YHWH and the “other gods”
cannotitself be composed else it leads to the same contradiction and to an infinite regress. Ultimately
there must be some uncomposed composer. So, what or who composed YHWH and the “other
gods”? Was this composer also an D’Tf'?g, and, if so, how did he differ from the other D’Tf‘?;f?

Species uniqueness is something that sounds like it has a definite meaning, but it ultimately
is meaningless. Heiser does not know what it means for YHWH to be species unique. In fact, such
a category is inapplicable to YHWH since it requires that YHWH be in a genus. As has been
demonstrated above, YHWH cannot belong in a genus as a species of that genus. Berkhof asserts,
“In order to give a logical definition of God, we would have to begin by going in search of some
higher concept, under which God could be co-ordinated with other concepts; and would then have
to point out the characteristics that would be applicable to God only. Such a genetic-synthetic
definition cannot be given of God, since God is not one of several species of gods, which can be
subsumed under a single genus.”"

Aquinas has demonstrated that God cannot be contained in a genus. The quote is long, but
it is necessary to include the whole in order to grasp the argument:

1 Berkhof, Systematic Theology, 41.
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Whether God is Contained in a Genus

On the contrary, In the mind, genus is prior to what it contains. But nothing is prior to God
either really or mentally. Therefore God is not in any genus.

I answer that, A thing can be in a genus in two ways; either absolutely and properly, as a
species contained under a genus; or as being reducible to it, as principles and privations. For
example, a point and unity are reduced to the genus of quantity, as its principles; while
blindness and all other privations are reduced to the genus of habit. But in neither way is God
in a genus.

That He cannot be a species of any genus may be shown in three ways. First, because a
species is constituted of genus and difference. Now that from which the difference constituting
the species is derived, is always related to that from which the genus is derived, as actuality
is related to potentiality. For animal is derived from sensitive nature, by concretion as it were,
for that is animal, which has a sensitive nature. Rational being, on the other hand, is derived
from intellectual nature, because that is rational, which has an intellectual nature, and
intelligence is compared to sense, as actuality is to potentiality. The same argument holds good
in other things. Hence since in God actuality is not added to potentiality, it is impossible that
He should be in any genus as a species.

Secondly, since the existence of God is His essence, if God were in any genus, He would
be in the genus ‘being,” because, since genus is predicated as an essential it refers to the
essence of a thing. But the Philosopher has shown (III. Metaph.) that being cannot be a genus,
for every genus has differences distinct from its generic essence. Now no difference can exist
distinct from being; for non-being cannot be a difference. It follows then that God is not in a
genus.

Thirdly, because all in one genus agree in the quiddity or essence of the genus which is
predicated of them as an essential, but they differ in their existence. For the existence of man
and of horse is not the same; as also of this man and that man : thus in every member of a
genus, existence and quiddity — i.e., essence — must differ. But in God they do not differ, as
shown in the preceding article. Therefore it is plain that God is not in a genus as if He were
a species.

From this it is also plain that He has no genus nor difference, nor can there be any definition
of Him; nor, save through His effects, a demonstration of Him: for a definition is from genus
and difference; and the mean of a demonstration is a definition.

That God is not in a genus, as reducible to it as its principle, is clear from this, that a
principle reducible to any genus does not extend beyond that genus; as, a point is the principle
of continuous quantity alone; and unity, of discontinuous quantity. But God is the principle
of all being. Therefore He is not contained in any genus as its principle. "'

! Aquinatis, Pars Prima Summae Theologiae,1a.3.5.43—44. “UTRUM DEUS SIT IN GENERE ALIQUO: Sed Contra,
genus est prius, secundum intellectum, eo quod in genere continetur. Sed nihil est prius Deo, nec secundum rem, nec
secundum intellectum. Ergo Deus non est in aliquo genere.

RESPONDEO DICENDUM quod aliquid est in genere dupliciter. Uno modo, simpliciter et proprie; sicut species,
quae sub genere continentur. Alio modo, per reductionem, sicut principia et privationes: sicut punctus et unitas
reducuntur ad genus quantitatis, sicut principia; caecitas autem, et omnis privatio, reducitur ad genus sui habitus. Neutro
autem modo Deus est in genere.
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William Ames (1576—-1633), an English Puritan theologian and philosopher, also asserted
that God is not in a genus:

41. Under the notion of quantity it is said, 1. One, 2. Infinite. First, internally, since He is
immense: secondly, externally, in so far as He is incomprehensible. 3. He is called eternal. But
such perfections as are signified by negative nouns, such as infinite, immensity, &c. they
always include in their material signification not only the negation of imperfection, but also
the affirmation of the greatest perfection: for which reason they are properly called attributes.

42. One is not called a genus, but that most perfect unity which is usually called numerical
and individual in creatures.'

It does not help to claim that God is distinct from the “other gods” because He is the “pre-
existent One, making him ontologically distinct.” It is significant that Heiser fails to explain what
he means by “ontologically distinct.” In the modern context, ontology has become distinct from the
classical metaphysics of Aristotle and the Scholastic philosopher/theologians of the Middle Ages in
that ontology is the study of things that exist; of beings. Classical metaphysics, however, was the
study of being in so far as it is being, or being qua being. The term ‘being,” which in English can be

Quod enim non possit esse species alicuius generis, tripliciter ostendi potest. Primo quidem, quia species
constituitur ex genere et differentia. Semper autem id a quo sumitur differentia constituens speciem, se habet ad illud
unde sumitur genus, sicut actus ad potentiam. Animal enim sumitur a natura sensitiva per modum concretitionis; hoc enim
dicitur animal, quod naturam sensitivam habet: rationale vero sumitur a natura intellectiva, quia rationale est quod
naturam intellectivam habet: intellectivum autem comparatur ad sensitivum, sicut actus ad potentiam. Et similiter
manifestum est in aliis. Unde, cum in Deo non adiungatur potentia actui, impossibile est quod sit in genere tanquam
species.

Secundo, quia, cum esse Dei sit eius essentia, ut ostensum est, si Deus esset in aliquo genere, oporteret quod
genus eius esset ens: nam genus significat essentiam rei, cum praedicetur in eo quod quid est. Ostendit autem Philosophus
in Il Metaphys., quod ens non potest esse genus alicuius: omne enim genus habet differentias quae sunt extra essentiam
generis; nulla autem differentia posset inveniri, quae esset extra ens; qui non ens non postest esse differentia. Unde
relinquitur quod Deus non sit in genere.

Tertio, quia omnia quae sunt in genere uno, communicant in quidditate vel essentia generis, quod praedicatur
de eis in eo quod quid est, est esse hominis et equi, nec huius hominis et illius hominis. Et sic oportet quod quaecumque
sunt in genere, differant in eis esse et quod quid est, idest essentia. In Deo autem non differt, ut ostensum est. Unde
manifestum est quod Deus non est in genere sicut species.

Et ex hoc patet quod non habet genus, neque differentias; neque est definitio ipsius; neque demonstratio, nisi
per effectum: quia definitio est ex genere et differentia, demonstrationis autem medium est definitio.

Quod autem Deus non sit in genere per reductionem ut principium, manifestum est ex eo quod principium quod
reducitur in aliquod genus, non se extendit ultra genus illud: sicut punctum non est principium nisi quantitatis continuae,
et unitas quantitatis discretae. Deus autem est principium totius esse, ut infra ostendetur. Unde non continetur in aliquod
genus, non se extendit ultra genus illud: sicut punctum non est principium nisi quantitatis continuae, et unitas quantitatis
discretae. Deus autem est principium totius ese, ut infra ostendetur. Unde non continetur in aliquo gener sicut
principium.”

2" Guiliel Amesii, Medulla Theologica (Amstelodami : Apud Ioannem Iansonium, 1656), Liber
Primus.IV.41-41.13. “41. Sub notione quantitatis dicitur, 1. Unus, 2. Infinitus. Primo interné, quoniam est immensus:
Secundo externe, quatenus incomprehensibilis. 3. Dicitur &ternus. Istiusmodi autem perfectiones, quae Significantur per
nomina negativa, ut infinitas, immensitas, &c. includunt semper in significatio suo materiali, non tantum negationem
imperfectionis, sed etiam perfectionis maxime affirmationem: qua etiam ratione sunt propri¢ dicta attributa.

42. Unus dicitur non genere, sed unitate illa perfectissima, qua in creaturis numerica & individualis solet appellari.”
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a noun corresponding to the Latin ens, refers to an entity, a being. A horse is an entity, a being. A
man is an entity, a being, and in some sense they are ontologically distinct. The English term ‘being’
can also be a participle, corresponding to the Latin infinitive esse, meaning “to be,” from sum (“I
am”). As a participle, the English term ‘being,” as Henry Koren points out, “implies the actual
exercise by a subject of the action indicated by the verb ‘to be,” just as the participle ‘walking’
implies the actual exercise by a subject of the action indicated by the verb ‘to walk.” Hence when the
term ‘being’ is used as a participle in the real order, it can be attributed only to things which actually
exist, or are considered to exist here and now in the order of reality.”"* Koren goes on to explain the
crucial distinction between ontology and classical metaphysics:

All sciences are concerned with beings, but they do not consider all beings, but only a
particular type of being, such as plants, minerals, or quantified being. Metaphysics differs from
all other human sciences because of the extension of its material object. It embraces everything
that is or can be, whether it be material or immaterial, limited or unlimited.

With respect to the formal object, no other science considers beings precisely insofar as
beings, as metaphysics does. Hence metaphysics differs from all other sciences because of its
formal object, which is being itself.

By taking the material and the formal object together, we obtain the definition of
metaphysics as the science of being as being."

Ultimately, ontology is the study of beings, not being. To claim that God is “ontologically
distinct” amounts to saying that God is a being that happens to be unique among all beings. As we
have pointed out above, God is not @ being. God is being (esse). Whereas created entities zave being,
that is, they have existence, the existence of created beings is really distinct from their essence. As
Aquinas put it, “Now, every essence or quiddity [its ‘whatness’] can be understood without knowing
anything about its ‘to be’ [esse]. I can know, for instance, what a man or a phoenix is and still be
ignorant whether it has being in reality. From this it is clear that being [esse] is other than essence
or quiddity, unless perhaps there is a reality whose quiddity is its being [esse].”"* God’s essence is
His existence. God is being. God does not fall into a class, or category, of “being.” Claiming that
God is ontologically distinct is a category mistake. God is metaphysically distinct, because God is
being while all created entities have being.

To claim that God is “species unique” is insufficient to distinguish God from “other gods.”
Heiser has managed to make God into a being like other beings, only He happens to be a unique one.
This is polytheistic thinking. Now we see why Heiser does not want to get involved in ‘“high

" Henry J. Koren, An Introduction to the Science of Metaphysics (Saint Louis, Missouri: B. Herder Book
Company, 1955), 20.

14 Koren, An Introduction to the Science of Metaphysics, 7.

13 S. Thomae Aquinatis, De Ente et Essentia (Taurini, Italia: Marietti, 1932), 4.6. “Quicquid enim non est de
intellectu essentiae vel quiditatis, hoc est adveniens extra et faciens compositionem cum essentia, quia nulla essentia sine
his, quae sunt partes essentiae, intelligi potest. Omnis autem essentia vel quiditas potest intelligi sine hoc quod aliquid
intelligatur de esse suo; possum enim intelligere quid est homo vel Phoenix et tamen ignorare an esse habeat in rerum
natura. Ergo patet quod esse est aliud ab essentia vel quiditate, nisi forte sit aliqua res, cuius quiditas sit ipsum suum
esse;”
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philosophical speculation.” His efforts are irrational, but it does not take “high philosophical
speculation” to see that.

Univocal Predication

Another serious flaw in Heiser’s methodology is his use of univocal predication. In univocal
predication, the characteristic by which the relation is identified as a characteristic is properly
attributed to each as an attribute or property that is formally contained in each. The concept has the
same meaning when predicated of each. For example, when someone says that an Oak is a tree, and
an Elm is a tree, the word ‘tree’ has precisely the same meaning with reference to both the Oak and
the Elm because the predication is making an identification that names the essence of each. Univocal
predication does not have to name the essence of things. It can name an accident that is properly
contained in each, having precisely the same meaning and precisely the same application to the
things that are being compared. For example, when someone says that both Bob and Mary have short
legs, the reference is to an attribute that each possesses, and the meaning is the same when predicated
of each. This attribute is called an “accident” because it is accidental that these two have short legs.
It is part of the nature of human beings to have legs, but it is not part of the nature of being human
that one’s legs be short. If that were the case, then any person who does not have short legs would
not be human.

In the Summa Contra Gentiles, Thomas Aquinas posed the following arguments against
univocal predication. Again the quote is long, but it is necessary to include the whole so as to grasp
the argument:

[2] An effect that does not receive a form specifically the same as that through which the
agent acts cannot receive according to a univocal predication the name arising from that form.
Thus, the heat generated by the sun and the sun itself are not called univocally hot. Now, the
forms of the things God has made do not measure up to a specific likeness of the divine power;
for the things that God has made receive in a divided and particular way that which in Him is
found in a simple and universal way. It is evident, then, that nothing can be said univocally of
God and other things.

[3] If, furthermore, an effect should measure up to the species of its cause, it will not
receive the univocal predication of the name unless it receives the same specific form
according to the same mode of being. For the house that is in the art of the maker is not
univocally the same house that is in matter, for the form of the house does not have the same
being in the two locations. Now, even if the rest of things were to receive a form that is
absolutely the same as it is in God, yet they do not receive it according to the same mode of
being. For, as is clear from what we have said, there is nothing in God that is not the divine
being itself, which is not the case with other things. Nothing, therefore, can be predicated of
God and other things univocally.

[4] Moreover, whatever is predicated of many things univocally is either a genus, a species,
a difference, an accident, or a property. But, as we have shown, nothing is predicated of God
as a genus or a difference; and thus neither is anything predicated as a definition, nor likewise
as a species, which is constituted of genus and difference. Nor, as we have shown, can there
be any accident in God, and therefore nothing is predicated of Him either as an accident or a
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property, since property belongs to the genus of accidents. It remains, then, that nothing is
predicated univocally of God and other things.

[5] Again, what is predicated of many things univocally is simpler than both of them, at
least in concept. Now, there can be nothing simpler than God either in reality or in concept.
Nothing, therefore, is predicated univocally of God and other things.

[6] Everything, likewise, that is predicated univocally of many things belongs through
participation to each of the things of which it is predicated; for the species is said to participate
in the genus and the individual in the species.

But nothing is said of God by participation, since whatever is participated is determined to
the mode of that which is participated and is thus possessed in a partial way and not according
to every mode of perfection. Nothing, therefore, can be predicated univocally of God and other
things.

[7] Then, too, what is predicated of some things according to priority and posteriority is
certainly not predicated univocally. For the prior is included in the definition of the posterior,
as substance is included in the definition of accident according as an accident is a being. If,
then, being were said univocally of substance and accident, substance would have to be
included in the definition of being in so far as being is predicated of substance. But this is
clearly impossible. Now nothing is predicated of God and creatures as though they were in the
same order, but, rather, according to priority and posteriority. For all things are predicated of
God essentially. For God is called being as being entity itself, and He is called good as being
goodness itself. But in other beings predications are made by participation, as Socrates is said
to be a man, not because he is humanity itself, but because he possesses humanity. It is
impossible, therefore, that anything be predicated univocally of God and other things.'®

'S Thome Aquinatis, Summa Contra Gentiles (Taurini, Italia: Marietti, 1935), 1.32. “[2] Nam effectus qui non recipit
formam secundum speciem similem ei per quam agens agit, nomen ab illa forma sumptum secundum univocam
praedicationem recipere non potest: non enim univoce dicitur calidus ignis a sole generatus, et sol. Rerum quarum Deus
est causa, formae ad speciem divinae virtutis non perveniunt: cum divisim et particulariter recipiant quod in Deo
simpliciter et universaliter invenitur. Patet igitur quod de Deo et rebus aliis nihil univoce dici potest.

[3] Amplius. Si aliquis effectus ad speciem causae pertingat, praedicationem nominis univoce non consequetur
nisi secundum eundem essendi modum eandem specie formam suscipiat: non enim univoce dicitur domus quae est in
arte, et in materia, propter hoc quod forma domus habet esse dissimile utrobique. Res autem aliae, etiam si omnino
similem formam consequerentur, non tamen consequuntur secundum eundem modum essendi: nam nihil est in Deo quod
non sit ipsum esse divinum, ut ex dictis patet, quod in aliis rebus non accidit. Impossibile est igitur aliquid univoce de
Deo et rebus aliis praedicari.

[4] Adhuc. Omne quod de pluribus univoce praedicatur, vel est genus, vel species, vel differentia, vel accidens
aut proprium. De Deo autem nihil praedicatur ut genus nec ut differentia, ut supra ostensum est; et sic nec ut definitio,
nec etiam ut species, quae ex genere et differentia constituitur. Nec aliquid ei accidere potest, ut supra demonstratum est:
et ita nihil de eo praedicatur neque ut accidens neque ut proprium; nam proprium de genere accidentium est. Relinquitur
igitur nihil de Deo et rebus aliis univoce praedicari.

[5] Ttem. Quod univoce de pluribus praedicatur, utroque illorum ad minus secundum intellectum simplicius est.
Deo autem neque secundum rem neque secundum intellectum potest esse aliquid simplicius. Nihil igitur univoce de Deo
et rebus aliis praedicatur.

[6] Amplius. Omne quod de pluribus praedicatur univoce, secundum participationem cuilibet eorum convenit
de quo praedicatur: nam species participare dicitur genus, et individuum speciem. De Deo autem nihil dicitur per
participationem: nam omne quod participatur determinatur ad modum participati, et sic partialiter habetur et non
secundum omnem perfectionis modum. Oportet igitur nihil de Deo et rebus aliis univoce praedicari.
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Because God is eternal being, and man has finite being, there is an infinite distance between
God and man. Univocal predication on the part of man necessarily assumes univocal being. To
predicate univocally of God, then, would make God finite and rob God of His transcendence. Some
refer to God’s holiness as His moral purity. The problem with this statement is, against what
standard of morality would one judge that God is morally pure? There is no standard of morality
outside of or above God’s nature by which He can be judged. So, when we talk about morality, we
cannot mean precisely the same thing with reference to God and to humans. Human morality is
judged against God’s nature, but God is not judged against anything outside Himself. Human
morality is analogous to God’s nature, but it is not the univocal to God’s nature.

Byunivocal predication, Heiser attributes to God the characteristics derived from ANE myth.
According to Heiser’s methodology, God’s attributes are the same as those of His creatures; God is
a divine being, and there are “other divine beings.” In Heiser’s predication, the term ‘divine’ means
the same thing when predicated of the created elohim and of God, who happens to be an uncreated
elohim. This is univocal predication. Employing ANE myth as the paradigm for interpreting the
biblical text as Heiser does necessarily issues in univocal predication of the characteristics of ANE
mythological entities. Heiser’s god is simply an ANE mythological being writ large.

No doubt it will be argued that I am interpreting the data according to my metaphysical
assumptions, and this is most certainly true. But so is Heiser. In fact, so does everyone. It is not
possible to interpret without doing so with one’s metaphysical assumptions, whether the interpreter
is aware of these or not. An example may help to make this clearer. In John 10, Jesus said, “I am the
door; if anyone enters through Me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find pasture”
(Jn. 10:9)."” Now, is Jesus literally a door? Of course not. How do we know? Because it is the nature
of a door to be an inanimate object, but it is the nature of a person to be animate. So, we know that
Jesus is not literally a door in the physical sense because Jesus is a Person. However, when you are
talking about the natures of things, you are engaging in metaphysical thinking. When you stop at a
stop sign, and a large truck is speeding toward you, you do not pull out in front of the truck lest you
get struck by the truck and perhaps injured or killed. Y ou do not pull out in front of the truck because
you believe that the truck is a real, physical object that has momentum, weight, solidity, etc. But
belief in the existence of the truck is a metaphysical belief.

As Francesco Olgiati pointed out,

Whether the term “being” signifies the thing, the res, essentia, quidditas that is endowed
with existence, or whether it means existence itself, — actus essendi, the act of existing, —

[7]1 Adhuc. Quod praedicatur de aliquibus secundum prius et posterius, certum est univoce non praedicari: nam
prius in definitione posterioris includitur: sicut substantia in definitione accidentis secundum quod est ens. Si igitur
diceretur univoce ens de substantia et accidente, oporteret quod substantia etiam poneretur in definitione entis secundum
quod de substantia praedicatur. Quod patet esse impossibile. Nihil autem de Deo et rebus aliis praedicatur eodem ordine,
sed secundum prius et posterius: cum de Deo omnia praedicentur essentialiter, dicitur enim ens quasi ipsa essentia, et
bonus quasi ipsa bonitas; de aliis autem praedicationes fiunt per participationem, sicut Socrates dicitur homo non quia
sit ipsa humanitas, sed humanitatem habens. Impossibile est igitur aliquid de Deo et rebus aliis univoce dici.”

Teyo) el M BUpor SU ELOD €0V TIG ELGELOT GWONGETOL KO ELGEAEVGETON KO EEEAEVGETON KOL VOUTV
gvpnoet (Jn. 10:9).
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to speak of being in metaphysics is always tantamount to speaking of reality, that is, of that
which exists or can exist.

The science of being, then, having gained the first principles of all being, is applied to every
other branch of knowledge concerned with real being, actual or possible. Wherever reality
exists, there metaphysics asserts its sway. It reaches out to all beings, and not even Natural
Theology is possible outside of it, because God, too, is being, — indeed, He is the Supreme
Being. It dominates all the sciences and mocks him who would pretend to repudiate it. In his
commentary on the fourth book of Aristotle’s Metaphysics, St. Thomas calls attention to the
fact that metaphysics is a branch of knowledge indispensable even for those who would ignore
or actually despise it. Unwittingly all men are constrained to occupy themselves with
metaphysics. For metaphysics treats of reality and the fundamental principles of reality, that
is, of being. Hence he who wished to withdraw from its influence, would commit a sort of
intellectual suicide. He would have to say: “I am speaking, but I am not concerned with reality;
I am merely amusing myself with chimeras.” No one can be interested in the real and prescind
from metaphysics, which investigates the supreme laws of the real.'

Heiser has his metaphysical assumptions that allow him to talk about God in univocal terms.
But to present this as if it is simply a matter of reading the text at “face value” is, frankly, not honest.

Heiser has a bad hermeneutical methodology because he has a bad hermeneutic philosophy.
This bad philosophy has led him to wrong conclusions. There have always been Christians who have
tried to come up with some unique, novel, and revolutionary interpretations. Geisler gave two points
of advice that are relevant here:

1. Avoid the Desire to Become a Famous Scholar. There seems to be an almost irresistible
temptation among many scholars, particularly younger ones, to “make a name for themselves.”

2. Avoid the Temptation to Be Unique. My second piece of advice is closely associated with
the first. It is this: Avoid the desire to be unique. The temptation to this form of pride seems
to be endemic to the higher academic process."”

Although Heiser attempts to put a novel spin on the concept, he is not the first to come up
with the notion that God had a council of “divine beings.” Similar concepts can be seen in
Gnosticism, and Marcionism, and in other adaptations of basic Christian doctrines.

Why Does It Matter?

Philosophy is not something into which someone can simply choose not to engage. In their
massive tome, Moreland and Craig assert, “Since philosophy is foundational to every discipline of

'8 Francesco Olgiati, The Key to the Study of St. Thomas, trans. John S. Zybura (London: B. Herder Book
Company, 1925), 27-28.

' Norman L. Geisler, “Beware of Philosophy: A Warning to Biblical Scholars,” Journal of the Evangelical
Theological Society, Vol. 42, No. 1 (March 1999), 15.
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the university, philosophy is the most strategic discipline to be influenced for Christ.”*” Even Heiser
warns his readers against bad philosophy: “In my experience, Christians who get warm, fuzzy
feelings about Marxism have a genuine concern for the poor, but then they filter the New Testament
through a very skewed understanding of both the Bible and the philosophy of Karl Marx.”*! He has
a short chapter in Unfiltered about the dangers of Marxist philosophy. It is painfully clear that Heiser
did not actually understand Marxism, but he was certainly right to warn against it.

Marxism is not primarily a political theory or economic theory. In fact, it is a social and
theological theory. Marx employed his dissertations on politics and economics as the means of
expressing his social and theological theory. That Marxism is both a social and theological system
is well expressed by Reinhold Niebuhr:

I have said that these writings of Marx and Engels on religion reveal the passion for empirical
observation and analysis, shared by them with many moderns; moreover, here too are clues
to that remarkable development of which many students have been made aware: of an
irreligion transmuted into a new political religion, canonized precisely in the writings of Marx
(and the later Lenin) as sacred scripture, and preached in notoriously practical and opportune
ways as the principles for a revolutionary reformation of the social order according to an
immutable dogma.*

Marxism is not a by-gone or outdated philosophy. It is alive and well among evangelicals.
It is alive and well because Christians have been taught that philosophy is to be avoided. Avoiding
philosophy is a sure fire way to be seduced by bad philosophy. C. S. Lewis said, “Good philosophy
must exist, if for no other reason, because bad philosophy needs to be answered.

It is also painfully obvious that Heiser is not familiar with philosophy. His arguments about
the species uniqueness of God shows his lack of knowledge of ontology and metaphysics. Claiming
that God is ontologically distinct is the same as claiming that a cat is ontologically distinct from a
dog. However, the cat and the dog are both in the category of animate beings. This is what Heiser
is claiming about God. God is ontologically distinct from the “other gods,” but they are all in the
category of supernatural beings. Claiming that God is distinct because He is uncreated does not help
his case since in ANE literature makes similar claim about the gods.

20 J. P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Downers
Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press, 2003), 2.

2 Unfiltered, 43.

22 Reinhold Niebuhr, “Introduction,” in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels On Religion (New York: Schocken
Books, 1964), viii.

2 C. S. Lewis, “Learning in War-Time,” in The Weight of Glory: And Other Addresses (New York The
Macmillan Company, 1949), 50.



CHAPTER 14

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Hermeneutics

Heiser presents his interpretations as being “straightforward,” “face value,” and “unfiltered.”
Rather than “unfiltered,” Heiser’s interpretations are filtered through his own worldview and the lens
of ANE mythology. Heiser assumes without justification that his interpretation of ANE mythology
must be correct. For example, even though scholars have demonstrated that there is no single
cosmological view among ANE literature, and that there simply is no definitive evidence that any
ANE culture held to the cosmology as Heiser depicts it, Heiser continues to argue as if there was one
cosmological meta-narrative in ANE literature.

Heiser employs various tactics to make the biblical text say what he needs it to say to support
his always-already-present worldview. This is evident in the many logical fallacies he commits in
his interpretations: the red herring fallacy, the fallacy of division, the intentional fallacy, the fallacy
of poisoning the well, the fallacy of selective reporting, the fallacy of illegitimate totality transfer,
to name a few. He frequently employs eisegesis to make the text say what he needs it to say. He
misrepresents the text of the Bible and other sources.

Repeatedly Heiser claims to believe certain orthodox doctrines, but by his interpretations of
the biblical text he modifies or denies the doctrine, either explicitly or implicitly. Another reviewer
has put it succinctly: “The Unseen Realm, while offering some interesting theories, rests on a weak
foundation: faulty exegesis, especially of Psalm 82 and related texts, speculation and connecting
intertextual dots that are conjectural and unprovable, and interpretation of Scripture through the lens
of ANE literature and mythology.”"

Theology

Heiser has misunderstood the notion of a worldview. Although a worldview is that with
which we view the world, it is not like a pair of glasses through which we view everything. There
are many aspects of a worldview that are the same for everyone, in all places, in all cultures
throughout all history. These include the self-evident, undeniable first principles of thought and
being. There are other aspects of a worldview that a mutable. Heiser has argued that God did not
demand that His chosen authors change their worldviews, but in fact He did. God commanded

! Gary E. Gilley, The Unseen Realm, A Critique (Volume 25, Issue 4, July/August 2019) https://tottministries
.org/the-unseen-realm-a-critique/?print=print.
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Abram to leave his country, his relatives, and his father’s house, and to serve YHWH rather than
other gods. In fact, God commands all humans to change their worldviews and to believe that He is
and that He is the rewarder of those who seek Him.

Heiser misunderstood the nature of culture. Culture includes a group’s shared practices,
values, and beliefs. Heiser seems to think that a culture is something that a member cannot alter, or
something that someone need not alter in order to serve God. But this is simply false. A person
cannot continue in the beliefs, values, and practices of pagan culture in order to serve God. Paul
taught that we are to put off the former way of life and put on the new man:

'7So 1 say this, and insist in the Lord, that you no longer live as the Gentiles do, in the futility
of their thinking. '® They are darkened in their understanding, being alienated from the life of
God because of the ignorance that is in them due to the hardness of their hearts. '*Because they
are callous, they have given themselves over to indecency for the practice of every kind of
impurity with greediness. *° But you did not learn about Christ like this, *' if indeed you heard
about him and were taught in him, just as the truth is in Jesus. ** You were taught with
reference to your former way of life to lay aside the old man who is being corrupted in
accordance with deceitful desires, * to be renewed in the spirit of your mind, ** and to put on
the new man who has been created in God’s image—in righteousness and holiness that comes
from truth (Eph. 4:17-24).2

It could not have been different for OT saints as for those to whom Paul is addressing. This
would be especially the case for those whom God chose to be His instruments of revelation. As Paul
declared, “For there is one God, and one mediator also between God and men, the man Christ Jesus”
(1 Tim. 2:5).> A person cannot see the kingdom of God without believing this.

By setting the Bible in the context of his own interpretation of the ANE mythology, Heiser
was inevitably led to the position that God is a temporal being who employs a council in His decision
making process. By depicting God as changing His mind and employing discursive reasoning, Heiser
denies God’s immutability. By depicting God’s plans as having failed, been derailed, and changed
due to God’s reaction to earthly events, Heiser denies God’s sovereignty and providence. In spite of
his protests to the contrary, Heiser’s god is the god of ANE myth; not the God of orthodox Christian
theology.

Heiser gives lip service to the doctrine of inerrancy, yet he convicts the biblical authors of
error. Heiser refers to a statement made by Paul: “'* Does not even nature itself teach you that if a
man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him, "*but if a woman has long hair, it is a glory to her? For her

17
2 Tovt0 ouv Xeyw Ko uocpwpouou v Kupm) umcsn VUOC TEPLMOLTELY, Koceu)g KOl TOL sevn nspmona

gv ]J.OL’C(XIO’CWCL ron voog owm)v EGKO‘C(JJLLSVOL m 810cv01(x OVTEC, omnMorpm)usvm e {ong 100 Bg0D Sto mv
ayvoloy Tnv ovoOV £V owrmg Sta MV TOPWOLV tng KocpSuxg adtov, onwsg owm?wnKorsg eomroug
TOPESWICOLY tn occskystoc slg spyocctocv oucoceocpm(xg TOONG €V n?»uove&_,wc 20 VUELC 68 oux 0VTWC EUCOETE TOV
XplG‘COV A El ye omtov nKoucsoc‘cs Ko ev (xm:w ed18axON1E, K(xewg £0TLV OATBELOL EV 0 "Incov, 2 dnoeéoem
VUOC KOLTOL TNV nporspocv ocvocctpom]v OV nockouov ocvep(mtov 0V q)Gmpousvov KO(TOL T0G smeuuwcg me omonng
Z GvoveodoBon 8t o) nvsvuom 700 voog VUOV * ko £v8Vo0o00L TOV KOUVOV OVOPWTOV TOV KOTO. BEOV
Knoesvw ev SLKouocsuvn Ko octornn me akneaocg (Eph. 4:17-24).
€L yop Be0c, €1 Ko Hesitng Be0D Kol ovOpwTmv dvOpwroc Xptotog Incovg (1 Tim. 2:5).
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hair is given to her for a covering” (1 Cor. 11:14-15).”* Heiser argues that Paul is in error: “His
statement is scientifically false. . . Paul is clearly in error in terms of his understanding of nature on
this point (he’s a pre-scientific man).” It never seems to occur to Heiser that he simply does not
understand Paul. Heiser is imposing upon the text his modern notion of what the word ‘nature’
means. Paul is not talking about “nature” in terms of Heiser’s modern, scientific view. Rather, Paul
is talking about the nature of the case. Paul is saying that a man should not present his appearance
in such a manner as to obscure the distinction between male and female. Because Heiser reads into
the text his own point of view, he denies the inerrancy of the text.

By charging the biblical authors with error, Heiser is either claiming that the text is not the
Word of God, or that God made an error. It is evident that Heiser believes the latter. To avoid such
a conclusion, Heiser attempts to redefine the doctrine of inerrancy, which is a quite popular tactic
among some Evangelicals today.

Heiser’s bad philosophy has also led him to make irrational assertions about the nature of
God. He denies that God is immutable. He claims that God had to alter his plans, or change
direction, or have a do-over. He presents God as having to react to the events and actions of others
or being resisted causing God’s plains to fail. Heiser makes univocal predications of God by making
God in the image of ANE gods. By putting God in the genus of elohim he depicts God as simply one
god among the “other gods.” By depicting God as being involved in a decision making process, he
has denied God’s eternality. Heiser’s claim that God is “species unique” violates the basic principles
of metaphysics.

By thinking of God as one of the elohim, he has attempted to make it reasonable to be a
polytheist. His focus on a “divine council” that advises God and participates in God’s decisions
makes God simply the head of a pantheon of finite gods.

By charging Paul with error, or claiming that the biblical authors believed in a flat earth,
Heiser has denied the doctrine of inerrancy. He attempts to redefine critical theological terms in
order to present his beliefs as if they are still orthodox. Ultimately, Heiser’s entire presentation is,
frankly, “not honest.” I would add only, in an adaptation of another’s words; Heiser’s body of work
fills a much needed void. A summary conclusion of Heiser’s theology might best be captured in
God’s statement to Job’s companions: “for you have not spoken of Me what is right, as My servant
Job has” (Job 42:8).° This is why it matters.

M o08E N OUOLS TN SISACKEL VUAC OTL GNP UEV 0V KOUG, GTUior 0DT® E0TLY,  yuVR & £0v KOUL,
300, VT E0TLY; OTL M KOUN avTL TepBoiaiov dedoton (1 Cor. 11:14-15).
5 Michael S. Heiser, “Pre-Scientific Worldview ‘Problem’ and Inerrancy.” Jun 20, 2008. https://drmsh.com/
pre-scientific-worldview-problem-and-inerrancy/. Accessed 6/27/2024.
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