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Session 5: Human Identity (Part 2) 
 

Introduction 
 
Watch again Bill Gates’ video, “What does it mean to be human?” for the Big History Project. 
 
 

The Creation of Humanity in Theistic Evolution 
 
As a review, a simple definition of natural selection is “the process by which forms of life having 
traits that better enable them to adapt to specific environmental pressures, as predators, changes in 
climate, or competition for food or mates, will tend to survive and reproduce in greater numbers 
than others of their kind, thus ensuring the perpetuation of those favorable traits in succeeding 
generations.”1  In theistic evolution, exactly how humanity was created by God through an 
evolutionary process of natural selection is debated.  In simple terms, two basic positions are dualism 
and monism.  In general, the former will take biblical inspiration more seriously, the latter less 
seriously. 
 

Key Terms 

Dualism  A belief that humans possess a body and a soul  
Monism A belief that humans only possess a body 

 
Simple Summary: 
 

1. In a dualistic view, animals slowly evolved through natural selection.  At a certain point, God 
gave these animals a soul and other abilities, either through an evolutionary or miraculous 
process.  This is the creation of humanity in God’s image. 

2. In a monistic view, hominins evolved into human beings through an evolutionary process 
without God’s intervention.  There is no such thing as a soul or spirit distinct from the body.  
The image of God is viewed as the higher traits that have evolved in human beings. 

 
Below, John Collins is an example of dualism and Warren Brown an example of monism. 

  

 

1 http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/natural+selection 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/which
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/will


Supporters of Theistic Evolution: John Collins  
 
John Collins is a professor of Old Testament at Covenant Seminary in St. Louis, the denominational 
seminary of the Presbyterian Church of America (PCA), which holds itself to the Westminster 
Confession of Faith.  The historic Reformed confessions have strongly upheld the doctrine of 
creation.  Collins has written commentaries on the early chapters of Genesis, and his research 
focuses especially on science and the Christian faith.  The following summarizes his book Did Adam 
and Eve Really Exist: Who They Were and Why You Should Care? 
 
Collins describes the issues he had to work through in coming to his conclusion about the origin of 
humankind. Collins attempts to retain Scripture’s teaching that God created a perfect world 
corrupted by an “alien invader”2 from the outside. There must have been a time when humankind fell 
into sin, and God’s promise of forgiveness and restoration for all people can be understood only if 
we are descendants of a common ancestor. So we must care whether Adam and Eve existed.  
Collins wants to reconcile what we learn from the human fossil evidence with the origin of human 
beings according to Scripture: “to explore how the traditional position [regarding Adam and Eve] 
might relate to questions of paleoanthropology.”3 What follows is how Collins accomplishes this goal. 
 
Collins says that not all the details of Scripture’s account of the origin of humankind need to be taken 
literally. Scripture is more concerned with a “world view” than a “world picture.” By this he means 
that Scripture is more interested in creating the stance we must take to properly understand 
ourselves and our world rather than in relating the facts of history.4 According to Collins, the purpose 
of Scripture is to reveal a world view that we can all identify with, namely, our sense of frustration 
with the condition of the present world and our feeling that we have lost something. Genesis 1–3 
“provides the best explanation for our lives now and for our hunger for things to be better.”5  His view 
is that the author of Genesis “was talking about what he thought were actual events, using rhetorical 
and literary techniques to shape the readers’ attitudes toward those events.”6 His discussion of the 
New Testament authors follows suit: “Hence it is fair to say that the Gospel writers portray Jesus as 
someone who believed both that Adam and Eve were actual people, and that their disobedience 
changed things for us their descendants.”7  
 
Collins next discusses the human soul. Collins admits that Scripture speaks about a “body-soul 
dualism” but not the kind in which there is an “easy separability of these two elements.”8 Scripture’s 
teaching on the origin of humankind is described like this: “The Bible’s treatment of these subjects 
takes for granted some kind of common origin of all human beings in Adam.”9 The phrase “some kind 
of common origin” is general enough to help fit the account of Adam and Eve with an evolutionary 
process.  For Collins, Scripture does not provide enough information to answer exactly how Adam 
and Eve fit into the evolution of humankind. For example, it does not tell us when Adam and Eve 
might have lived or what might have been their relation to the hominins living around them. Collins  

 

2 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 134. 
3 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 14. 
4 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 134. 
5 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 104. 
6 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 16 (emphasis added). 
7 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 78 (emphasis added). 
8 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 95. 
9 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 93. 



turns to evolutionary science for help in determining the answers to those questions. Collins wants 
to fit Adam and Eve into current scientific views about humankind’s evolution. Before he gives his 
conclusion, he analyzes a number of scenarios suggested by others, which give us an overview for 
the variety of scenarios found among theistic evolutionists.  
 

• Adam and Eve were the first members of the genus Homo. In evolutionary classification, the 
genus Homo includes a number of species that are now extinct. The only remaining species is 
Homo sapiens, which is the name given to modern humans. But since the first Homo is dated 
at two million years ago, this pushes Adam and Eve too far back in the human evolution. It 
“leaves a very long time without any specific cultural remains in the paleontological record.”10 

• The first human beings did not come from pre-existing hominins. God created Adam and Eve 
as unique individuals between 70,000 and 50,000 years ago. From them came all human 
population groups presently existing throughout the world.11 

• Around 45,000 B.C., God chose two existing hominins. He gave one new genetic information 
and then imparted it to another hominin by using the rib of the first. The human race 
descended from these two. This position separates Adam and Eve from the animal hominins 
and creates a scenario where the biblical fall into sin can take place.12  

• The Adam of Genesis 2–4 was a Neolithic farmer living in the Near East about 10,000 B.C. He, 
along with the hominins around him, had taken on additional qualities that raised them to 
the status of Homo divinus, using a term coined by another theistic evolutionist. Yet it is 
difficult to say when the pre-Adamic Homo sapiens took on these additional qualities.13 

• God created an initial pair in his image and gave them headship over the other human beings 
then in existence (to whom he had also imparted his image). By doing this, he separated 
human beings from the animals. He established a solidarity between the first pair and the 
other hominins to whom he had also imparted his image. Because of this solidarity, when 
Adam fell into sin, all fell into sin with him and were disinherited by God.14 

• There was never a time when God made a change in the hominin population. God merely 
chose a pair of people, or perhaps a group of people, out of a Neolithic farming community 
and graciously revealed himself to them. They were the first to have a relationship with God. 
While they should have shared this knowledge with others, they chose to sin and influence 
others around them to sin.15 

• Over long periods of time God perfected the animal form that would become human beings. 
When these beings were ready, God gave them spiritual blessings—self-consciousness, the 
knowledge of God, the ability to make determinations about truth and beauty. But these 
beings rebelled against God.16 

 

 

10 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?,122. Collins attributes this observation, not the view itself, to some 
young-earth creationists and some old-earth creationists. 
11 This is the view of the group Reasons to Believe.  
12 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 123. Collins refers to the position of Australian theologian Gavin Basil 
McGrath. 
13 This position is that of British theologian John Stott.  
14 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 124-125. This is British Old Testament scholar and commentary author 
Derek Kidner’s suggestion. Kidner himself finds problems with this position. 
15 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 125-28. Here Collins describes Denis Alexander’s position. Alexander is 
a British scientist and writer of religious books on evolution. 
16 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 128-30. This is the scenario suggested by C. S. Lewis. 



Collins then gives his own position: “Nothing requires us to abandon monogenesis altogether for some 
form of polygenesis; rather, a modified monogenesis, which keeps Adam and Eve, can do the job.”17 In 
other words, Scripture’s teaching about the origin of humankind, the fall into sin, and Jesus’ work of 
redeeming us from sin can be upheld if we confess that Adam and Eve were the first humans, or 
even if humankind started as a small group. In another place Collins says, “I find it easier to believe 
that Adam was a fresh creation rather than an upgrade of an existing model.”18  
 
Collins speaks in these terms: “Even so, we must decide whether we accept the authority of Jesus; and 
that includes his right to have people like Moses, Paul, and John as his authorized messengers, who 
show us how to interpret the redemptive story.” If the Christian message is to remain intact, “it seems 
to me that Adam and Eve at the headwaters of the human family, and their fall, are not only what Jesus 
believed but also an irremovable part of that whole story.”19    
 

Evaluate: “The Bible writers considered Adam and Eve to be historical people, but they did 
not have access to modern science we have today.   To gain a full view of history, we need to 
consider Adam and Eve historical people but use modern science to supplement what 
Genesis does not answer.” 
 

 
Agree/disagree: “Scholars like Collins are upholding the doctrine of inspiration and its key 
role in interpreting the Bible.” 

 
 
 

Supporters of Theistic Evolution: Warren Brown 
 
Warren Brown is a professor of psychology at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena.  Fuller is 
generally considered to be an Evangelical school with a wider spectrum of Christian beliefs.  Brown 
focuses his research on the intersection of neuroscience, philosophy, and the Christian faith. 
 
Here is Brown’s technical description of how human beings came into existence and what it means 
to be human:  
 

Humans become souls not by the presence of a unique additional substance (an immaterial 
soul) but primarily by a relationship with God. . . . Thus, higher human cognitive capacities 
(such as language, a theory of mind, episodic memory, self-consciousness, imagination of the 
future, creativity, and complex problem-solving) emerge out of an evolutionarily expanding 
neurobiological system interacting with a developing human culture. Personal relatedness is 
an emergent property of the interaction of these critical human cognitive capacities as they 
are used interpersonally. Finally, soulishness is a quality of being that emerges from the 
deepest experiences of personal relatedness (most particularly, a relationship with God).20  

 

 

17 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 130.  
18 Collins, Science and Faith? (Wheaton: Crossway, 2003), Kindle edition, 269. 
19 Collins, Did Adam and Eve Really Exist?, 135. 
20 Warren Brown, “Evolution, Cognitive Neuroscience, and the Soul,” in Perspectives on an Evolving Creation, ed. 
Keith B. Miller, 512-513. 



In more simple terms, Brown believes that as the human brain evolved, humans developed qualities 
and abilities that enabled them to become more capable of interpersonal relationships and especially 
a relationship with God. The sum total of these qualities and abilities is the soul, which Christians 
have traditionally thought of as something separate from the body. Brown, however, teaches that 
human beings are nothing more than matter, which during the process of evolution and the 
development of culture has taken on a quality that he calls “soulishness.” We are purely physical 
bodies that have evolved to act on a deeper and much more complex level.  
 
In his book Mapping the Origins Debate, Gerald Rau says that this view is the popular one today, 
“Awareness of God and sinfulness could have arisen slowly in a group of primates over many 
generations, as there was no single point in time at which pre-humans became human. This 
interpretation, in accord with Darwinian gradualism and the idea of non-intervention, is the one 
espoused by most proponents of evolutionary creation at the present time.”21  Monism is also 
becoming more popular in Roman Catholic academic circles.22  
 
  
 What are the pros and cons of speaking about a “relationship with God”? 
  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
Contrast theistic evolution’s answer to Bill Gates’ question, “What does it mean to be human?” with 
our answer from last week. 
 
 

 

21 Gerald Rau, Mapping the Origins Debate, 145. 
22 See https://www.faith.org.uk/article/march-april-2008-body-and-soul-renewing-catholic-orthodoxy.  “Over 
recent decades the overwhelmingly dominant view in Catholic academic and educational circles has been 
heavily weighted against the traditional account of body and soul. In fact any form of ‘dualism’ with regard to 
the constitution of human nature has frequently been sneered at as philosophically dated and theologically 
distasteful.” 

https://www.faith.org.uk/article/march-april-2008-body-and-soul-renewing-catholic-orthodoxy

