
This sermon is printed and distributed as part of the ongoing ministry of Immanuel Baptist Church 

© 2007 Nathaniel R. Carter 

From The Pulpit Of 
 

 
 

Presuppositions 

No. 1  

Series: Genesis Genesis 1:1 September 2, 2007 

  Nathan Carter 

 

Text 
In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 

 

Introduction 
 Ancient writings often took their titles from the first word of the book.  Thus the 

Hebrews referred to this book as Bereshith – which means “in the beginning.”  The Greek 

rendering of that word is genesis and that has been how people have referred to this book 

for about 2,000 years.  This is the book of beginnings.  It answers one of the most 

fundamental human questions – Where did we come from?  It’s a great place for us to 

start as we’re kicking off a new school year in a new place! 

 But actually, this is more than just starting the book of Genesis.  This is the start 

of something that we expect will take us about 10 years to complete.  You see Genesis 

isn’t a stand alone book.  In one sense no book of the Bible is a stand alone book; all 66 

books are designed by God to fit together perfectly and tell one story of redemption.  But 

Genesis especially is not a stand alone book because it’s technically 1/5 of a book.  It’s 

volume 1 of a larger work that’s referred to as the Pentateuch (pente = five; teukos = 

cases/scrolls) or Torah (which means law in Hebrew) or simply the Book of Moses (more 

on that in a bit).  The Pentateuch or Torah or Book of Moses is composed of Genesis, 

Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 

 So as an OT scholar named John Sailhamer has written, “In a real sense the book 

of Genesis is [the Pentateuch’s] prologue.”
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  This collection of five scrolls was intended 

to be read as a whole, as one book, with Genesis functioning as a sort of introduction, 

albeit a lengthy one.  All that to say, we can’t just go through Genesis!  That would be 

like leaving the movie after the previews.  We’ve got to go through the whole Pentateuch.  

You don’t get the whole story if you just watch The Fellowship of the Ring without 

watching The Two Towers and The Return of the King. 

And so today we embark on a 10 year journey through Genesis, Exodus, 

Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy punctuated with NT books that somehow 

correspond and then (this is the really cool part) capped off with Paul’s magnificent and 

magisterial masterpiece – the Epistle to the Romans; what Martin Luther called the “most 

important piece in the New Testament.  It is purest Gospel.”  And as we saw last week, 

the gospel – the good news of what God has done in Jesus Christ – is the centerpiece of 
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the Christian faith.  But the gospel is biblical and so in order to understand the gospel one 

must understand the Pentateuch; because it’s the very foundation of the Bible. 

 Today, as we begin our study together of Genesis, which is the prologue to the 

Pentateuch, which is the foundation of the whole Bible, which is the witness to the 

gospel, which is the centerpiece of Christianity… I just want to go over some 

presuppositions that if we’re aware of will help us make more sense out of Genesis.  

Communication can be a funny thing.  If you’re trying to understand what someone is 

saying, you’ve got to try to figure out what presuppositions they have.  What’s a 

presupposition?  A presupposition is an assumption about the world whose truth is taken 

for granted in communication.  We do it all the time.  I’m presupposing that everyone 

here understands English.  When we announce that there’s a Bears game here next 

Sunday, the presupposition is that everyone knows the Bears are a football team; there 

won’t be animals here playing. 

Communication can be a funny thing.  Let me give you one more illustration that 

I hope will help as we’re trying to understand what Genesis is trying to communicate.  

When I was a youngster (although probably old enough to know better) we were out in 

public at a fish fry.  And there was this guy who was an acquaintance of my parents and I 

was a fidgety little boy with a bunch of energy and so the guy commented, “You must 

have ants in your pants.”  The adults laughed and continued their conversation, but a few 

minutes later, to my parent’s great embarrassment, I had taken off my pants to look for 

the ants.  You see, there was a presupposition that I didn’t know about, namely that “You 

must have ants in your pants” is what we call a figure of speech and that the man saying 

it really means, “You can’t sit still.” 

Communication can be a funny thing.  Especially when we’re tying to figure out 

what a book is saying that was written some 3,500 years ago, in a different language, to a 

completely different culture.  What the writer intended to say and what was intuitively 

understood by his audience may not be immediately obvious for us today.  So we have to 

ask, “What are the presuppositions of Genesis?”  That’s what we’re going to ask today.  

First, in order to do that we’ll need to determine who it is that’s writing this book and 

who is he writing it to?  Then we can begin to uncover some of his and their 

presuppositions.  And then we can begin to understand Genesis. 

 

But first, let’s pray… 

 

Moses Pre-Supposes… 
I guess the first presupposition we’ve already mentioned – that Genesis is part of 

a larger whole.  So Genesis presupposes you’ll go on to read Exodus, Leviticus, 

Numbers, and Deuteronomy and understand them all together.  “These five books of the 

Torah,” states Raymond Dillard and Tremper Longman, “share a unity of history, plot, 

and theme that draws them together, as does their traditional ascription to a single author 

– Moses.”
2
  From as early as we can tell, the Pentateuch was attributed to a guy named 

Moses, who actually becomes a main character in the story, but we’re not introduced to 

him until volume 2.  Most significantly Jesus and the authors of the NT believed that 

Moses was the writer of the Pentateuch.  For example, in John 5:46 Jesus says, “If you 

believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me,” talking about the Law, 

the Torah.  So tradition, and most impressively Jesus, attributed the Pentateuch to Moses. 
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In the last couple hundred years many people have objected to that position, 

saying that the Pentateuch was pieced together much later from multiple sources, kind of 

like a really badly plagiarized term paper where the student cut and pasted from his 

roommate’s paper from last year and a Wikipedia article.  But the evidence just doesn’t 

support that.  These five books flow together so nicely and are crafted with such 

intentionality that it begs for a single author who knew what he was doing.  We’ll see this 

as we go through, but let me just give you a couple examples: 

 

It is widely accepted that chapters 1-11 cover primeval history (the early 

history of Planet Earth) and chapters 12-50 patriarchal history (the history 

of Israel’s founding fathers).  The famous Hebrew term toledoth, literally 

translated “generations of,” occurs ten times in Genesis.  Five refer to 

primeval history and five to patriarchal history.  Closer examination 

reveals that five of them variously introduce narratives, and five introduce 

genealogies.  Genesis is finely crafted…. 

 

The first eleven chapters, which give us the primeval history (universal 

history) of the world, do so by relating five stories that all have the same 

structure.  The stories are of the fall, Cain, the sons of God marrying the 

daughters of man, the flood, and the tower of Babel.  All five stories 

follow this fourfold pattern: a) Sin: the sin is described; b) Speech: there is 

a speech by God announcing the penalty; c) Grace: God brings grace to 

the situation to ease the misery due to sin; and d) Punishment: God 

punishes the sin.
3
 

 

Certainly, someone else put the final touches on this book after Moses died 

because the last chapter tells of Moses’ death.  How did he write that?  And sure, Moses 

drew from oral tradition and other written documents (cf. Nu. 21:14).  But internal and 

external evidence points clearly to the fact that Moses was the primary author of the 

Pentateuch, and thus Genesis.  So this book we’re trying to understand was written by a 

guy named Moses. 

What do we know about Moses?  Moses, we know from the book of Exodus, was 

a Hebrew that was raised from childhood in Pharaoh’s household.  So he was an educated 

man.  But he left the palace of power and associated with his oppressed people who were 

serving as slaves in Egypt.  And God appeared to Moses and told him to lead his people 

to freedom.  Through many mighty acts of deliverance Moses and the Hebrew people 

were delivered from slavery in Egypt and set on a course for the Promised Land, the land 

of Israel, a land that would be their own.  But in the process they rebelled against God 

and as a result God made them wander in the desert for 40 years.  It was during this time 

that Moses started writing Genesis in order to explain to his people why they were where 

they were – Who was this God who rescued them from Egypt?  Where did they come 

from?  Where were they going? 

So Moses was the author.  The Hebrew people – delivered from Egypt but 

wandering in the wilderness – are the audience.  What was Moses trying to communicate 

to those people at that time in that context?  That is what we’re after as we look at 

Genesis.  All the meticulous crafting, the purposeful selection of detail, the movement of 
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the story… what was Moses trying to communicate to these wandering Hebrews in the 

mid 2
nd

 millennium B.C.?  When we say that the Bible is inspired and infallible and 

inerrant we’re talking about what the original author intended to communicate to his 

original audience.  That’s where the authority of the Bible rests. 

I say this because people so quickly forget it when dealing with Genesis.  We 

expect Genesis to answer questions that its original audience would have never asked.  

We want it to tell us things that Moses and the Hebrew people were never concerned with 

and it can’t do that; it wasn’t intended for that.  What we want to do is try (as best as our 

finite, fallen minds can) to understand what Moses was intending to communicate to the 

Hebrews in writing Genesis as an introduction to the Pentateuch.  What was he asserting?  

Whatever that is we believe it is without error and entirely truthful. 

If you’re here and you’re skeptical towards the Bible, maybe it’s because you’ve 

heard that the Bible says things that it actually doesn’t.  Give it a chance.  Try to listen to 

what it’s really saying, and you may still decide you don’t like it or you can’t buy it – 

that’s okay, but don’t assume it’s saying something it’s not and dismiss it on those 

grounds.  Is everyone with me so far?  So, what were some of the presuppositions at that 

time? 

 

Pre-Modern 
First of all, Moses pre-supposes a pre-modern worldview.  The modern era 

starting roughly in the 1700s and thanks to people like Francis Bacon and others, was 

heavily concerned with science.  The scientific method was developed to empirically test 

hypotheses.  A closed system of cause and effect was assumed for experiments to work.  

Eventually the modern worldview had no room at all for the supernatural.  It was only 

interested in what could be tested and reproduced.  This is still the way most of us think, 

unconsciously – what is true is only that which can be proven or verified by science. 

Moses, on the other hand, didn’t see things that way.  He lived in a different 

world.  People didn’t think that way back then.  Therefore, when he set down to write 

Genesis he wasn’t sitting down to write a modern scientific text book that explained the 

origins of the universe in a way that Stephen Hawking would understand.  That wasn’t in 

his purview.  It just wasn’t what people did back then.  He wasn’t trying to give an 

account of the Big Bang.  How could he have?  Modern physics hadn’t been invented yet.  

He wasn’t trying to talk about dinosaurs or the ice ages or the formation of planets in the 

First Three Minutes.  He was writing a document that would have made sense to a bunch 

of freed slaves living in 1500 B.C.  Moses pre-supposes a pre-modern worldview. 

You see, our post-Enlightenment mode of thinking demands answers to questions 

that Moses and the Hebrew people were never concerned with.  Therefore, some people 

look at the book of Genesis and think it’s all laughable, because they’re reading it as a 

modern science text-book and it appears to be silly.  Others, and I’m talking about some 

Christians here, also try to make it a modern-scientific text book and read scientific 

theories or a scientific worldview back into the text and they come up with all kinds of 

crazy theories that would have been the last things on Moses’ mind when he was writing 

this book.  But it’s absurd to try to glean scientific data from Genesis because a scientific 

worldview wasn’t one of the presuppositions of Moses or the Hebrew people.  He’s not 

trying to explain things scientifically. 
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So is the Bible anti-science?  No, not at all.  There are two books.  God has 

revealed truth in two books.  Let’s turn to Ps. 19.  One book is the book of special 

revelation – the Bible.  Everything it intends to communicate is 100% true.  The second 

book is the book of general revelation – the sun, the stars, the orbit of planets, the natural 

world.  It too communicates truth.  We see this in Ps. 19. 

Can someone read vv. 1-6?  What do you notice here?  God = Elohim = general 

name for God.  The natural world “pours forth speech,” “displays knowledge” that 

transcends language.  God has revealed truth through the natural world. 

Can someone read vv. 7-14?  What do you notice here?  There’s a shift, right?  

How is God referred to?  Lord = Yahweh = personal name.  The law, statutes, precepts, 

commands, ordinances – the written down revelation of the Lord is perfect.  It’s superior 

because it reveals how we can be in a right relationship with this majestic creator God. 

God has revealed himself in two books – the world and the Word.  The world – 

from quarks to quasars – reveals certain truths.  But ultimately it’s the Word of God, the 

Bible, that reveals the personal Lord who made the world and who offers a relationship 

with us. 

Science is concerned with reading and interpreting the book of general revelation.  

It’s a good thing.  It honors God to use your minds to study his creation and learn more of 

its intricacies.  We can use this for great good (I’m thinking of vaccines and the like) and 

ultimately it can lead us to deeper worship.  The Bible is not anti-science.  In fact, it 

dishonors the Lord to ignore this book.  We should try to understand it as best as we can 

as a revelation of God. 

And as such, it can never ultimately contradict the Bible.  Charles Hodge, one of 

the great Princetonian theologians in the 19
th

 century who did a lot to defend the 

inerrancy of the Bible, said this, “Nature is as truly a revelation of God as the Bible; and 

we only interpret the Word of God by the Word of God when we interpret the Bible by 

science.”
4
  When there appear to be contradictions, either we’ve got our science wrong or 

we’re mis-reading the Bible; we’re trying to make it say something it was never intended 

to say.
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  Galileo put it well when he said, “The Bible tells us how to go to heaven, not 

how the heavens go.” 

So keep studying science and don’t worry that it may cause you to lose faith in the 

Bible.  We have a lot of people here who are either science teachers or in the medical 

field.  Maybe there are some students who are thinking about majoring in chemistry or 

biology because they really like it.  Keep studying science because in the words of the 

poet Gerard Manley Hopkins, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God.”  But 

realize that our scientific conclusions will always be incomplete and science can only 

take us so far.  So keep studying the Bible for what it actually says in order to find out 

what nature can never tell you – how to know this God that’s responsible for everything 

that exists.  There are two books. 

Now some of you may be thinking, “I don’t get it.  Is he saying that evolution is 

true?”  No.  Why not?  Because evolutionary theory is not science.  It’s a philosophy.  It’s 

based on naturalism which pre-supposes that miracles cannot exist and the universe is 

purely the result of time and chance.  That’s something the Bible clearly repudiates.  The 

Bible asserts the supernatural.  It intends to communicate that the Red Sea actually 

parted, an axe head floated on water, and most importantly that Jesus literally and bodily 
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rose from the dead.  Naturalistic macro-evolution simply can’t be true.  The Bible 

precludes it and science can’t prove it. 

Moses pre-supposes a pre-modern worldview, which means he’s not writing a 

science text book.  But he’s also not anti-science, even though he does assert something 

that blatantly contradicts what often times passes for science today, namely naturalistic 

macro-evolution. 

 

Counter-Cultural 

 Which leads me to the second presupposition: Moses presupposes a familiarity 

with other culture’s explanations and purposefully counters them in the way he tells 

God’s explanation.  Genesis is counter-cultural. 

 There were other creation stories out there at the time Moses was writing Genesis.  

He pre-supposed that his readers would have been at least vaguely familiar with these 

stories.  The problem is, most readers today are not familiar with these stories.  And those 

that are have maybe heard that Moses just copied from other culture’s stories.  But closer 

examination shows that Moses was intentionally countering these rival accounts of how 

the world came to be. 

 We see accounts of a flood much like what happens in Gen. 6 in ancient works 

like The Atrahasis Epic and The Epic of Gilgamesh.  A work entitled Enuma Elish has a 

creation account that bears many similarities to Moses’ account in Genesis 1 and 2.  But 

as one scholar writes, “[Moses] shows that he was aware of other cosmologies, and that 

he wrote not in dependence on them so much as in deliberate rejection of them.”
6
  In 

Mesopotamian literature there are many gods.  In Genesis there is conspicuously only one 

God.  In Enuma Elish the cosmos is constructed out of the corpse and guts of a god 

named Tiamat that Marduk killed and people are made out of the blood of Kingu, another 

god.  In Genesis, the creation is utterly distinct from deity.  In ancient Near Eastern 

mythologies the sun and moon and stars and sea are gods.  In Genesis they are merely 

creations of the one God.  In these other stories humans are created to provide food for 

the gods.  In Genesis, humans are made with dignity in God’s image and God provides 

food for them.  And we could go on and on. 

 There were other creation stories out there, but this one is unique.  All the others 

were twisted distortions.  Moses was writing Genesis to confront the false ideas of his 

day.  Genesis is a counter-cultural work.  It confronts the worldviews of its day as well as 

those of our day – be they the modern myth of evolution or the postmodern denial of all 

metanarrative.  We must keep in mind Moses’ counter-cultural presupposition as we go 

through Genesis.  He is confronting false ideas. 

 

GOD 
 Presuppositions are inherent to communication.  The more presuppositions behind 

Genesis we can identify, the easier it will be for us to understand its intended meaning.  

Moses pre-supposes a pre-modern worldview and a familiarity with other culture’s 

cosmologies which he then counters.  But I want to end with the most basic 

presupposition that Genesis makes and that is God.  “In the beginning God…” (v. 1).  

Moses pre-supposes God’s existence.  He doesn’t argue for it or try to prove it.  He 

simply assumes it.  “It is no accident that God is the subject of the first sentence in the 

Bible,” writes Derek Kidner, “for this word dominates the whole chapter and catches the 
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eye at every point of the page.”
7
  God is all over this story.  And God is the most basic 

presupposition. 

The Bible says that everyone knows deep down that there is a God.  Everyone.  

Romans 1:19-20 says that “what may be known about God is plain to [people], because 

God has made it plain to them.  For since the creation of the world God’s invisible 

qualities – his eternal power and divine nature – have been clearly seen, being understood 

from what has been made, so that men are without excuse.”  We have no excuses.  We 

know God is there.  We know all this world with its irreducible complexity and beauty 

couldn’t have just come from nowhere.  We know there’s an infinite and eternal God that 

was there in the beginning and who made everything that is.  We know we’re responsible 

to a higher authority that we’ll have to answer to some day.  We know there’s something 

bigger than ourselves.  We know all this. 

You don’t have to convince people that God exists.  You don’t have to teach a kid 

that there’s a God.  [Jeronne’s drawing]  Why can’t they make a sci-fi show that doesn’t 

at some point deal with God?  Because everyone knows he’s there.  We can’t shake it. 

No one is completely ignorant of God.  We may deny him, defy him, or try to 

rival him, but we all know deep down that he’s there.  That’s the common human 

presupposition.  Atheists deny God, pretending he’s not there, but their adamant denial 

shows that they’re trying hard to ignore the elephant that’s in the room.  Many people just 

plain outright defy God.  They live their own way and resent his claim on their lives.  But 

most people try to rival him.  They wouldn’t deny God’s existence or shake their fist at 

him.  In fact, they would think they’re honoring him, but what they’re really doing is 

trying to be his peer.  But God has no equals.  To try through your own knowledge or 

good deeds or religious devotion to impress God and manipulate him into letting you sit 

at the God-table is the epitome of pride and the ultimate affront to God.  This is the 

mistake that we’ll see the first humans made.  They wanted to be like God (cf. 3:5). 

 God made us to have a relationship with him.  We know he’s there, but we’re all 

in some way at odds with God – we deny him, we defy him, or we try to rival him – and 

therefore God is at odds with us.  But the Bible tells us that God in his mercy became a 

human in the person of Jesus to come and reconcile the broken relationship between 

himself and us by dying on the cross for our sins.  If you simply trust by faith that Jesus 

died for you, you can be at peace with God and have a relationship with the One who 

made you and who all your life you’ve known is there and there’s been a rift. 

 

The Lord’s Table 
 

Benediction 
May you enjoy living in a relationship with the God who made you. 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, September 2, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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