
In several critical cases, the ancients who received, wrote, carried, and conveyed the 

Bible to the world had different ways of thinking of things than we think of those things 

today. And those differences can change the Bible’s meaning or, if not its outright 

meaning, at least its connotation or import. The ancients were living in an experiential, 

phenomenological world, not a modern materialist world that in several fundamentals 

turned the ancient world inside out. We just think differently today about air, wind, 

water, light, matter, and energy than the ancients thought of those same subjects. We 

also think differently about space, not the outer-space kind of space, although that too, 

but the space that we occupy right here on earth.  

To us, the space we occupy here on earth, even locally 

in our home or within reach of our hand, is simply a tiny 

corner of a vast space extending uniformly to the 

greatest reach of our imagination, informed by the latest 

astronomical calculation or space telescope. Space is 

just space, from here within our touch to as far as the 

eye can see into the great blackness. We’ve known since 

Copernicus or Galileo that we’re on a spinning blue ball hurtling through that blackness. 

How could space be anything different than our puny local reference points within that 

great blackness?  

The ancients had no such conception of space, and not just because they lacked 

Copernicus, Galileo, or telescopes. To the ancients, space was a temporary habitation 

God formed by dividing and holding back the waters. God didn’t snap his great fingers 

so that space spread out uniformly across the universe for humankind’s perpetual 

habitation. Instead, God divided the waters while expecting humankind to devote that 

elastic space to God’s honor. Where humankind failed in that devotion, God might allow 

the waters to reflood the space. Space is thus impermanent, in constant competition with 

time over human habitation.  

God parting the waters in Genesis, dividing the Red Sea in exodus, stopping the Jordan 

River in Joshua, coming up out of the water in baptism, and walking on Galilee’s Sea 

all reveal and affirm God’s will that we occupy space in recognition of his grace. In the 

biblical conception, we aren’t smug heirs entitled to a vast permanent space from which 

God has entirely withdrawn. We are instead humble tenants glad that God sustains a 

sacred space his grace allows us to call home.  


