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Abstract

Many have noted that the worship practices of Israel share elements in common with nations around
WKHPLQFOXGLQJDVDFULÀFLDOV\VWHPDVDQFWXDU\DQGSULHVWVOHDGLQJVHFXODUVFKRODUVWRFRQFOXGHWKDW
the worship practices of ancient Israel arose as mere evolutionary developments from other Near
Eastern religions. In this essay, I will focus on one primary line of argumentation used to conclude that
Israel’s monotheistic worship evolved naturally from polytheism. I begin with an explanation of the
problems of similarity between the worship of Israel and its pagan neighbors. I then survey common
DQVZHUVWRWKHTXHVWLRQRIVLPLODULW\,FRQFOXGHE\DUJXLQJWKDWZRUOGYLHZELDVSOD\VDVLJQLÀFDQWUROH
in the conclusions drawn from the available data, and I observe that non-theists who discredit the
veracity of the biblical record by appealing to historical accuracy do so only on the basis of the biblical
worldview they repudiate.
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Challenges for the Biblical Origin
of Hebrew Worship
The Old Testament claims that Israel’s
monotheistic worship appeared at the outset of
their history as a direct result of revelation from
God. According to some scholars, “there is not a
shred of evidence outside the Bible to corroborate
these claims” (Greenberg 2008, 1). Further, they
argue that historical evidence actually contradicts
the biblical account and proves it is fallacious. They
draw attention to the multiple similarities between
Hebrew worship and that of their Canaanite
neighbors, leading to theories of the origin of Hebrew
worship that contradict the biblical account.
Similarities Between Pagan and Hebrew Worship
Secular scholars claim that similarities between
Israel’s worship, as described in the Old Testament,
and worship of other nations, as discovered through
DUFKDHRORJ\ SURYH WKDW ,VUDHO·V ZRUVKLS ÀQGV LWV
roots in the religion of its neighbors rather than
from divine revelation as the Bible asserts. One
RI WKH PRVW VLJQLÀFDQW DUFKDHRORJLFDO GLVFRYHULHV
concerns documents uncovered in 1929 from
the Syrian coastal town of Ugarit dating from
1300–1200 BC. Scholars believe this group of people
to be the biblical “Canaanites,” and thus study of
these discoveries provides a wealth of information
about Israel’s neighbors (Greenstein 2010, 48).

Documents discovered include literary, ritual, and
OLWXUJLFDOWH[WV *LEVRQ3DUGHH3DUNHU
 :\DWW   VHYHUDO RI ZKLFK QRQWKHLVWV
use to prove that Israel’s worship was essentially
Canaanite in origin.1
Comparison of the Bible’s descriptions of Israel’s
worship with that of the Ugarit people uncovers
UHPDUNDEOH VLPLODULWLHV ZKLFK IDOO LQWR VHYHUDO
categories. First, names for deity often overlap.
For example, Ugarit documents reveal that the
Canaanite name for the highest deity of the pantheon
ZDV(O &URVVGHO2OPR/HWH'ULYHU
 3DUGHH  6PLWK    D WLWOH XVHG
throughout the Pentateuch for Israel’s God as well.2
Indeed, even Israel’s name contains this reference
to deity (Smith 2003, 143), and in a particularly
poignant passage, God himself tells Moses, “I am the
/25' [‘Yahweh’]. I appeared to Abraham, to Isaac,
DQGWR-DFREDV*RG$OPLJKW\>¶(O6KDGGDL·@EXWE\
P\QDPHWKH/25'>¶<DKZHK·@,GLGQRWPDNHP\VHOI
NQRZQWRWKHPµ ([RGXV² 3
Second, some argue that internal evidence within
the Bible itself supports the claim that early Israel
was polytheistic. For example, citing Genesis 6:1–4,
ZKLFKUHIHUVWR´WKHVRQVRI*RGµ5ROOVWRQDUJXHVWKDW
the Hebrew term “is semantically and etymologically
cognate to the Ugaritic term bn ‘ilm, as well as to the
YDULRXVWHUPVLQ$NNDGLDQµ 5ROOVWRQ DQG
refers to Israel’s early belief in a pantheon of gods.

“The Baal cycle expresses the heart of the West Semitic religion from which Israelite religion largely developed” (Smith 1994,
xxvii).
2
6HH5RELQVRQ  IRUDIXOOH[SODQDWLRQRIWKH2OG7HVWDPHQW·VXVHRI(OLQUHIHUHQFHWR,VUDHO·V*RG
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Third, some claim that later Israelites understood
a hierarchy within the pantheon. The Canaanites
believed in an “Assembled Body” of gods who operated
XQGHU(O·VUXOH 3ULWFKDUG 5ROOVWRQXVHV
-RE  FI DOVR   WR DUJXH WKDW ,VUDHO OLNH LWV
neighbors, believed that Yahweh was the head of the
pantheon when it states, “Now there was a day when
the sons of God came to present themselves before
WKH/RUGµ 5ROOVWRQ 
Fourth, the worship systems of Israel and her
QHLJKERUV DUH UHPDUNDEO\ VLPLODU 7KH WHPSOHV RI
Israel and of other religions often had comparable
structure and purpose (Smith 2003, 136).4 Not only
did most nations share in common the practice of
VDFULÀFLDO ULWHV 'H%RHU   *UD\  
/HYLQH² &DQDDQLWHUHOLJLRQVKDUHGHYHQ
essentially identical rituals such as the “scapegoat”
/HYLWLFXV DQGRWKHUSXULÀFDWLRQULWXDOV :ULJKW
1987, 46).
Finally, some argue direct borrowing between
Israelite worship materials and their neighbors.
For example, Psalm 104 appears to evidence close
parallels with the Ugaritic Baal cycle (Craigie 1974).
(YHQPRUHVLJQLÀFDQWO\VRPHVFKRODUVKDYHDUJXHG
that Psalm 29 is actually directly borrowed from
8JDULWLF SRHWU\ &UDLJLH  &URVV  'DKRRG
)HQVKDP.ORRV 
Secular Theories of the Origin of Hebrew Worship
Based on similarities between Israel’s worship
and the worship of its neighbors, secular scholars
claim that the correspondences “point to a larger
religious tradition shared broadly by West Semitic
peoples, including the Israelites” (Smith 2003,
17). Therefore the worship of Israel—a nation that
emerged relatively late5—must have evolved from
the worship of these other older nations. To “claim
WKDWUHOLJLRQGXULQJWKHSHULRGRIWKHVWDWHRI-XGDK
LVDFFXUDWHO\UHÁHFWHGLQWKHÀQDOIRUPRIWKHWH[WFDQ
be dismissed as naïve” (Edelman 1996, 17–18).6 Most
secular (and even some Christian) Old Testament
scholars advocate a version of the documentary
K\SRWKHVLV SRSXODUL]HG LQ  E\ -XOLXV
Wellhausen, which argues that the Pentateuch was
composed in its present form by a group of editors
who compiled a diverse collection of writings, none
of which dates to earlier than 900 BC (Archer 2007,
95). They base their argument primarily on internal
4
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evidence demonstrating different names used to
describe Israel’s God, which they believe implies
multiple authorship, combined with the fact that no
earlier manuscripts for the Pentateuch have been
discovered. Furthermore, some believe that Moses
could not have written the Pentateuch, as the Bible
itself claims,7 since “the art of writing was virtually
XQNQRZQLQ,VUDHOSULRUWRWKHHVWDEOLVKPHQWRIWKH
'DYLGLF PRQDUFK\ WKHUHIRUH WKHUH FRXOG KDYH EHHQ
QRZULWWHQUHFRUGVJRLQJEDFNWRWKHWLPHRI0RVHVµ
(Archer 2007, 175). As Archer notes, this assertion
has no support.
This leads to a theory suggesting that a group of
Hebrew editors composed the Pentateuch after the
return of Israel from exile out of a desire to unify
the struggling nation around a common religious
heritage, most of which is fabricated from myths and
OHJHQGV'LDQD9LNDQGHU(GHOPDQVWDWHV
It is important to realize that the text of the Hebrew
Bible is the product of a long, editorial process. Its
ÀQDO VKDSHUV ZHUH PRQRWKHLVWLF DQG WKH\ ZDQWHG
WKHLQKHULWHGWUDGLWLRQVWRUHÁHFWWKHLURZQUHOLJLRXV
beliefs in a single creator deity, Yahweh, who had
at his command various lesser divine beings who
also populated heaven, the angels. (Edelman 1996,

16–17)
This reasoning leads to certain conclusions among
scholars who, with some variation, generally agree in
their chronology of the evolution of Hebrew worship.
Israel’s worship was initially polytheistic, although
once Israel is established in the land, “Yahweh is
FRQVLGHUHG WKH QDWLRQDO GHLW\µ 5ROOVWRQ   
/DWHU ´<DKZHK EHFRPHV WKH KHDG RI WKH ,VUDHOLWH
pantheon, but without a denial of the existence of
RWKHU GHLWLHVµ 5ROOVWRQ    ,VUDHO EHOLHYHG
WKDW´<DKZHKZDVNLQJRIDZKROHKHDYHQO\KRVWWKDW
included lesser deities who did his bidding, having
various degrees of autonomy depending upon their
status within the larger hierarchy” (Edelman 1996,
 ,WLVRQO\ODWHUWKDW´,VUDHOLWHUHOLJLRQDIÀUPVWKH
veracity of monotheism, with Yahweh as the sole
deity, and with explicit denials of the existence of
RWKHUGHLWLHVµ 5ROOVWRQ 
If Israel’s worship was not, as the biblical record
asserts, formed by direct revelation from the one true
and living God, but rather was the result of natural
religious evolution, then this is strong evidence that
the Old Testament God does not exist.

7KH\RIWHQHYHQSXUSRUWHGWRUHÁHFWDKHDYHQO\VDQFWXDU\ /XQGTXLVW 
This is true even by the Bible’s own account.
6
6HFXODUVFKRODUVDOPRVWXQDQLPRXVO\UHMHFWWKHVRFDOOHG´FRQTXHVWWKHRU\µRI,VUDHO·VRULJLQVLQIDYRURIWZRDOWHUQDWLYHVWKH
“peaceful settlement theory,” which suggests a gradual immigration of nomadic tribes into Canaan, or the “peasant revolt theory,”
which claims that the Israelites were Canaanite peasants who eventually overthrew a more powerful clan. See Bimson 1989.
7
6HH([RGXV1XPEHUV-RVKXD².LQJV.LQJV&KURQLFOHV(]UD1HKHPLDK
'DQLHO0DODFKL0DWWKHZ0DUN/XNH-RKQ$FWV5RPDQV
&RULQWKLDQV&RULQWKLDQV.
5
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Solutions to the Problem of the
Origin of Hebrew Worship
Bible scholars have attempted to solve the problem
of similarities between the worship of Israel and its
neighbors in at least one of four ways.8
The Answer from Higher Criticism
One of the earliest answers to the logic presented
above came from higher critics who attempted to
“demythologize” Scripture by extracting the biblical
“narrative” (Geschichte) from the historical “event”
(Historie). They accept a post-exilic date for the
composition of most of the Old Testament (Archer
II:HOOKDXVHQII FODLPWKDWWKH2OG
7HVWDPHQW·VKLVWRULFDOJHQUH´LVÀUPO\URRWHGLQWKH
worldview of its time” (Enns 2005, 27) and conclude
that biblical events are “culturally descriptive rather
than revealed truth” (Walton 2009, 19).
This attempt to explain similarities between
Israelite and Canaanite worship by separating
historical fact in Scripture from its spiritual
VLJQLÀFDQFH LV SUREOHPDWLF KRZHYHU VLQFH ´WKH
theology of the Bible is presented as though it is an
extrapolation from the experience of Israel and the
Church” (Oswalt 2009, 15). As I shall argue below,
the worship of Israel (and, later, Christianity) is
predicated upon the historical veracity of Scripture.
To deny that biblical events occurred exactly as
recorded is to question the very validity of biblical
religion.9
The Answer from Differences
One conservative explanation of similarities is
to identify differences between Israel’s worship and
that of other ancient Near East (ANE) nations and
argue that differences are far more fundamental
than surface-level similarities. This approach is
epitomized recently by Oswalt, who insists that
“the similarities between the Bible and the rest of
WKHOLWHUDWXUHRIWKH$1(DUHVXSHUÀFLDOZKLOHWKH
differences are essential” (Oswalt 2009, 47).
These differences are several. First, the Old
Testament’s conception of God and that of other
$1( UHOLJLRQV LV VWDUNO\ GLIIHUHQW :KLOH WKH 2OG
Testament God had no beginning (Psalm 90:2), “the
P\WKRORJ\ RI ERWK 0HVRSRWDPLD DQG (J\SW PDNHV
clear that the gods had origins” (Walton 2006, 87).
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Furthermore, the “gods were not omnipotent but
were restricted in power to the capacity of the
QDWXUDO HOHPHQWV WKH\ SHUVRQLÀHGµ &XUULG 
40). Pagan gods were part of the natural world, not
above it. They “were manifest in that element of the
cosmos with which they were associated, and had
VRPH MXULVGLFWLRQ WKHUHµ :DOWRQ    EXW QR
single deity exercised authority over all. In contrast,
“so great was [the God of Israel] that the Israelite
DFNQRZOHGJHGKLV/RUGVKLSRYHUHYHU\SKHQRPHQRQ
that his experience encountered” (Wright 1950, 22).
7KLVOHDGVWRDQRWKHUVLJQLÀFDQWGLIIHUHQFHZKLOH
the deities of other nations were manifested in nature
itself, the God of the Old Testament revealed himself
LQKLVZRUNV7KHUHIRUHDV:ULJKWQRWHV´WKHEDVLV
of the [biblical] literature was history, not nature,
EHFDXVHWKH*RGRI,VUDHOZDVÀUVWRIDOOWKH/RUGRI
history who used nature to accomplish his purposes
in history” (Wright 1950, 28). The record and study of
KLVWRU\LVIDUPRUHVLJQLÀFDQWIRU,VUDHOWKDQIRUDQ\
other ANE nation, because “if the human experience
is to be correctly understood, it is human behavior
in creation in relation to God that must be studied
and not the relations of the gods among themselves
in primeval time” (Oswalt 2009, 79).
Third, while pagan worship had no central moral
standard, Israel believed in moral absolutes rooted
LQ*RGDQGUHYHDOHGWRWKHPLQKLV/DZ,VUDHO·V*RG
in contrast to the “depraved, perverted manner”
(Currid 2013, 40) of pagan gods, is reliable and
trustworthy. Oswalt notes that “the word hesed, a
word not attested outside Hebrew, comes to be used
as the descriptor par excellence of God in the Old
Testament” (Oswalt 2009, 71).
)RXUWK ,VUDHO·V PRQRWKHLVP VWDQGV LQ VWDUN
contrast to the polytheism of other nations. Even if
one were to concede that monotheism emerged late
in Israel’s history, the fact of Israel’s monotheism
remains unprecedented. If monotheism were merely
the natural evolution of religion from its earlier
polytheism, one wonders why no other nation in the
ANE evolved into monotheism.10
Fifth, although Israel shares with its neighbors
similar worship places and rituals, each of these
functions in often radically different ways. For
H[DPSOH XQOLNH SDJDQ VDQFWXDULHV ,VUDHO·V WHPSOH
was “not God’s palace where his human servants

See Machinist 1991, 197–200.
Merrill notes, “Contrary to . . . scholars who bifurcate biblical history into ‘a critically assured minimum’ and ‘a theological
maximum,’ we maintain that one cannot seriously lay claim to a theological history of the Old Testament that does not draw upon
DFWXDOKLVWRULFDOHYHQWVWKDWWRRNSODFHSUHFLVHO\DVWKHELEOLFDOWH[WVGHVFULEHWKHPµ 0HUULOO 
10
Oswalt notes that this reality cannot be explained by insisting that Israel was somehow more developed or evolved than other
nations, for “the Israelites tell us that they were religiously retarded. Far from claiming to be unusually sensitive to religious truth,
WKH\WHOOXVDJDLQDQGDJDLQWKDWWKH\ZHUHVWXEERUQDQGVWLIIQHFNHGDSHRSOHDIÁLFWHGZLWKVHYHUHVSLULWXDOP\RSLD7KXVZH
DUHIRUFHGWRSD\VHULRXVDWWHQWLRQWRWKH+HEUHZV·FODLPVWRKDYHJRWWHQWKHLUYLHZVE\VSHFLDOUHYHODWLRQ1RRWKHUH[SODQDWLRQÀWV
the circumstances. Their view of God and of the world is unparalleled elsewhere. If they did not get it from the course they claim,
no other good candidates present themselves” (Oswalt 2009, 148).
8
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supplied his physical needs, but it was the bearer of
his name” (Geraty 1981, 59). Furthermore, pagan
worship was initiated by the worshiper who desired
to attract the god’s attention and earn favor, while
Israel’s God initiated the worship, and the worshipers
simply responded to what God has already done for
them.11
When comparing the psalms of Israel with those of
Ugarit people, important distinctions emerge as well.
According to Walton, “the category of declarative
praise is unique to Israel” (Walton 1994, 145).
Oswalt argues that although Psalm 29 may resemble
Ugarit references to Baal as god of thunderstorms,
“nowhere in the psalm is Yahweh LGHQWLÀHG ZLWK
the thunderstorm<DKZHK VLWV DERYH WKH ÁRRGµ
(Oswalt 2009, 105–06. Emphasis original).
Each of these differences reveals an even more
essential distinction between the worship of Israel
and that of other ANE nations, and that is one
of worldview. Oswalt thoroughly demonstrates
that the beliefs and practices of other nations are
rooted in a worldview of what he calls “continuity.”
5HOLJLRXVEHOLHIVRIWKH&DQDDQLWHVÁRZHGRXWRIWKH
principle that “all things that exist are physically and
spiritually part of one another” (Oswalt 2009, 49).
They believed that the gods themselves were created
out of eternal, preexisting matter, and thus the
gods are part of nature rather than above it. Israel’s
worldview, on the other hand, was characterized
by “transcendence,” the belief that “the Creator of
the universe is radically other than his creation”
(Oswalt 2009, 193). Israel’s God created all things
from nothing and remains above all things as the
VXSUHPH UXOHU $OO RI KXPDQNLQG·V H[LVWHQFH WKHQ
is interpreted in light of their relationship to the
Creator God.
Because of these different conceptions of deity
WKDWÁRZIURPIXQGDPHQWDOO\RSSRVLQJZRUOGYLHZV
the literary genre of historical record differed for
Israel than for other nations. Oswalt observes,
“whatever the biblical narratives are, they are
in a different category altogether” (Oswalt 2009,
15). Walton agrees, noting that “Historiography in
,VUDHOZDVGULYHQE\WKHFRYHQDQWQRWE\WKHNLQJ
In the rest of the ancient Near East historiography
had the function of promoting and legitimating the
NLQJµ :DOWRQ    :KLOH 2OG 7HVWDPHQW
DXWKRUVNQHZQRWKLQJRIWKH´MRXUQDOLVWLFµKLVWRULFDO
record of modern times, the Israelites gave much
more attention to their own history, “because that
LV ZKHUH *RG LV NQRZQ LQ WKH KXPDQKLVWRULFDO
ZRUOGRIHWKLFDOFKRLFHVµ 2VZDOW /LNHZLVH
Currid observes that even “the style of writing of the
cosmological texts from the ancient Near East is best
11
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described as ‘mythic narrative,’” while the biblical
UHFRUG´EHDUVDOOWKHPDUNLQJVRI+HEUHZKLVWRULFDO
narrative” (Currid 2013, 43).
This is an important reason that the biblical
record has no parallel in ANE literature and thus
cannot be interpreted by direct comparison with
pagan mythology. Biblical history and pagan myth
have very different purposes, functions, and literary
forms and therefore must not be interpreted in the
same manner.
The Answer from Similarities
A second way to defend the Old Testament’s claim
that Israel’s worship came by revelation from God
is to explain reasons for the similarities consistent
with the biblical record and actually argue for the
truth of Scripture from the similarities. This is the
method employed by Currid, who argues that “many
of the parallels between ancient Near Eastern
literature and the Old Testament . . . may be properly
and fully understood only through the right use of
polemical theology” (Currid 2013, 31). He shows that
HYHU\ VLJQLÀFDQW FRUUHVSRQGHQFH FDQ EH H[SODLQHG
as biblical authors “borrowing for the purpose of
taunting” (Currid 2013, 27). He cites such examples
as Yahweh’s “strong arm” in Exodus 3, use of the
idiom “Thus says” in Exodus 5, and the image of a
heavenly rider in Isaiah 19.
(YHQ PRUH VLJQLÀFDQWO\ XQTXHVWLRQDEOH
similarities between many primary characteristics
of Hebrew worship and other nations could be
evidence, not for the fact that Israel’s worship
evolved from other nations, but rather that the
worship of other nations evolved (or, better,
devolved) from elements of worship that existed
from Creation. If one posits the truthfulness of the
2OG 7HVWDPHQW WKHQ LW ZRXOG PDNH VHQVH IRU DOO
nations to share similar conceptions of deity and
of the way to approach deity in worship, including
VLPLODUODQJXDJH7KHNH\HOHPHQWVRIZRUVKLSWKDW
DSSHDULQPRVWUHOLJLRQVDUHLQVWLWXWHGLQWKHÀUVW
few chapters of Genesis. God places Adam and Eve
LQ KLV VDQFWXDU\ :HQKDP   DV SULHVWV 5RVV
2006, 105–06) who serve him and commune with
him. After they disobey him, God institutes the
LGHD RI VXEVWLWXWLRQDU\ VDFULÀFH DQG DWRQHPHQW
establishing a covenant with them. Each of these
elements characterizes the worship of all religions
since they are part of the religious heritage of all
FKLOGUHQ RI $GDP $V 5RGUtJXH] QRWHV ´WKRVH
religious expressions belong to the common human
H[SHULHQFH RI *RGµ 5RGUtJXH]    5RPDQV
²WHVWLÀHVWRWKLVZKHQLWVD\VWKDW*RGKDV
revealed himself to all people through “the things

$FODVVLFELEOLFDOLOOXVWUDWLRQRIWKLVLVWRFRPSDUHWKHSURSKHWVRI%DDOZLWK(OLMDKLQ.LQJV
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that have been made.” It is the pagans, then, who
already operate on the basis of God’s revelation, and
this is further proven by the fact that all religions of
WKHZRUOG³QRWMXVWWKRVHRIWKH$1(³VKDUHPDQ\
of the essential similarities discussed above (Meister
6WHLQKDUGW7XUQHU 
$V :DOWRQ VXPPDUL]HV ´WKLV UHÁHFWV WKH FRPPRQ
nature of humanity, not literary dependence”
(Walton 1994, 145). Thus similarities between
worship practices of various nations actually provide
proof for the God of Scripture.12
The Answer from Worldview Bias
$ ÀQDO SHUKDSV PRUH IXQGDPHQWDO GHIHQVH RI
biblical origins for Hebrew worship emerges from this
study, which reveals two distinct and contradictory
worldview biases implicit in the interpretation of
historical data by non-theists. When viewed this
way, the non-theist’s argument collapses under its
own weight.
Secular scholars argue that when the narratives
of the Old Testament are measured against
modern methods of historical analysis, they prove
to be factually unreliable. Yet no archaeological
discoveries or ancient texts explicitly state the
conclusions these scholars claim with authority.
Non-theists arrive at their conclusions because of
the naturalist and Darwinian presuppositions that
underlie their interpretation of the data. As Merrill
notes, “No fragment of information—literary or
RWKHUZLVH³LV VHOILQWHUSUHWLQJ LW DOZD\V FDOOV IRU
outside help to give it meaning” (Merrill 2009, 8).
Archaeology, for example, is hardly an exact science,
EXW LV ´IUDXJKW ZLWK PHWKRGRORJLFDO GLIÀFXOWLHV IRU
the silent archaeological evidence may always be
interpreted in more ways than one” (Mazar 1992,
281). Conservative Christians and non-theists
possess the same data, both biblical and extraELEOLFDO GLIIHUHQFHV LQ WKHLU LQWHUSUHWDWLRQ RI WKDW
data emerge from distinct starting presuppositions—
conservative Christians presuppose the existence
of God and the veracity of the biblical record, while
non-theists presuppose naturalist assumptions.
7KHUHIRUHHDFKRIWKHVLPLODULWLHVFLWHGDERYHÀQGV
the best rational explanation when one posits that
ZKDW WKH %LEOH UHFRUGV UHDOO\ GLG KDSSHQ MXVW DV LW
said.13
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But perhaps even more damaging to the nonWKHLVW·VDUJXPHQWLVWKHIDFWWKDWDSSHDOWRVFLHQWLÀF
accuracy and historical veracity is itself predicated
upon a transcendent—and, thus, biblical—
worldview. As Paul Davies asserts, “Science began
as an outgrowth of theology, and all scientists,
whether atheists or theists . . . accept an essentially
theological worldview” (Davies 1995, 138). Diligent
VWXG\RIWKHFRVPRVPDNHVQRVHQVHLQDZRUOGYLHZ
RIFRQWLQXLW\LWZDVPRWLYDWLRQWRXQGHUVWDQGZKDW
God had made that fueled the seventeenth-century
6FLHQWLÀF5HYROXWLRQ/LNHZLVHDGHVLUHWRGLVFRYHU
´ZKDWUHDOO\KDSSHQHGµKLVWRULFDOO\PDNHVVHQVHRQO\
within a worldview of transcendence. A consistent
naturalist has no reason to assume that human
choices are important or have consequences, nor does
he have any philosophical basis for insisting upon
VFLHQWLÀFDOO\ DFFXUDWH KLVWRULFDO UHFRUG ,W LV RQO\ D
worldview of transcendence (of which the biblical
worldview is the only one14), that has any cause for
interest in history. Observing that Augustine’s City of
GodLVDUJXDEO\´WKHÀUVWH[SUHVVLRQRIDSKLORVRSK\
of history to be found in the world,” Oswalt argues
that such an interest in history on a broad scale
was possible only in a civilization in which biblical
YDOXHVZHUHWDNLQJURRW :HVWHUQ&KULVWHQGRP +H
explains,
That human experience is moving toward a goal
WKURXJKDVHULHVRIOLQNHGFDXVHVDQGHIIHFWVLQWKH
visible world, that there is a linear progression to
new causes and effects, with measurable progress
toward a goal, and that there is real human choice
and concomitant human responsibility—these ideas
ÀQG WKHLU RULJLQ LQ WKH %LEOH DQG DUH EURXJKW WR
V\VWHPDWLFH[SUHVVLRQZLWKWKHDLGRI*UHHNWKRXJKW
Thus, the idea that the Bible is not ‘historical’ is
something of an oxymoron. (Oswalt 2009, 111–12)15

Thus, non-theists have no basis within their own
naturalist worldview to argue against the veracity of
6FULSWXUHRQVFLHQWLÀFRUKLVWRULFDOVWDQGDUGV
Conclusion
Conservative Christians can answer the
GLIÀFXOWLHV VXUURXQGLQJ WKH RULJLQ RI +HEUHZ
worship fairly simply. They can direct attention
to clear, fundamental differences between Israel’s
worship and that of her neighbors, they can explain

12
,QDVLPLODUZD\&6/HZLVFLWHVFRPPRQDOLW\EHWZHHQWKHPRUDOFRGHVRIYDULRXVFLYLOL]DWLRQVDVSURRIIRUWKH-XGHR&KULVWLDQ
*RGQRWHYLGHQFHDJDLQVWKLVH[LVWHQFH6HH/HZLV²
13
This is not, as some claim, circular reasoning, for “all chains of argumentation, especially over matters of ultimate personal
LPSRUWDQFHWUDFHEDFNWRDQGGHSHQGXSRQVWDUWLQJSRLQWVZKLFKDUHWDNHQWREHVHOIHYLGHQFLQJWKXVFLUFXODULW\LQGHEDWHZLOOEH
XQDYRLGDEOHµ %DKQVHQ.LQGOH(OHFWURQLF(GLWLRQ/RFDWLRQ² 7KHQRQWKHLVWLVQROHVVFLUFXODUVLQFHKHEHJLQVZLWK
a bias against the existence of God in his interpretation of the data. See Oliphint 2013.
14
2VZDOWGRHVDFNQRZOHGJHWKDWVLQFH,VODPDOVRÀQGVLWVURRWVLQWKH2OG7HVWDPHQWLWDOVRVKDUHVDWUDQVFHQGHQWZRUOGYLHZZLWK
&KULVWLDQLW\DQG-XGDLVP 2VZDOW 
15
Oswalt notes later, “Until recently, the enterprise of history writing has been almost entirely a modern Western phenomenon”
(Oswalt 2009, 116).
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the similarities in terms of theological polemics, and
they can demonstrate that similarities result from a
more basic form of borrowing, that is, pagan nations
UHÁHFWLQJDQRULJLQDOXQGHUVWDQGLQJ DOEHLWGLVWRUWHG 
from God’s reality. The secular (and higher critical)
views over-emphasize the similarities between
biblical worship and that of the ANE while ignoring
WKHRYHUZKHOPLQJGLIIHUHQFHV0RVWO\VWDUNO\WKHVH
views fail to recognize the fundamental contrast
between the worldview of ancient Israel and that
of other nations. Positing the historical accuracy of
WKH2OG7HVWDPHQWDQG*RGDV&UHDWRUDQG5HYHDOHU
provides the most satisfying explanation for the
evidence. All nations had a common ancestry in
Adam, and God’s self-revelation was part of their
heritage, thus accounting for any similarities in
worship practice that exist.
But the most potent defense against charges that
the Old Testament’s record of God revealing himself
to Israel is historically inaccurate is to expose the
naturalist presuppositions that lie beneath nontheist interpretation of archaeological and historical
data and reveal the biblical foundation upon which
any appeal to historical accuracy must be made in
WKH ÀUVW SODFH 2QO\ D ZRUOGYLHZ RI WUDQVFHQGHQFH
can account for interest in history, and thus the
Bible’s historical veracity concerning the origin of
Hebrew worship is self-authenticating.
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