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The Book of Beliefs and Opinions Section VII, 1 (Sa‘adyah Gaon)

And so I declare, first of all, that it is a well known fact that every statement found in the Bible is to be
understood in its literal sense except for those that cannot be so construed for one of the following four
reasons. It may, for example, be rejected by the observation of the senses, such as the statement, “And the
man called his wife’s name Eve; because she was the mother of all living” (Gen. 3:20), whereas we see that
the ox and the lion are not the offspring of womankind. Hence we must conclude that the implication of the
statement embraces human descendants only.

Or else the literal sense may be neglected by reason such as that of the statement, “For the Lord thy God is a
devouring fire, a jealous God” (Deut. 4:24). Now fire is something created and defective, for it is subject to
extinction. Hence it is logically inadmissible that God resemble it. We must, therefore, impute to this
statement the meaning that God’s punishment is like a consuming fire, in accordance with the remark made
elsewhere in Scripture, “For all the earth shall be devoured with the fire of My jealousy (Zeph. 3:8)

Again, [the literal meaning of a Biblical statement may be rendered impossible] by an explicit text of a
contradictory nature, in which case it would become necessary the first statement in a non-literal sense ...
Finally, any Biblical statement to the meaning of which Rabbinic tradition has attached a certain reservation
is to be interpreted by us in keeping with this authentic tradition ... There exist, then, only four possible
reasons for a non-literal interpretation of the verses of Sacred Writ, there being no fifth ...

Translation: S. Rosenblatt)
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Guide to the Perplexed, I1:25 (Maimondes)

WE do not reject the Eternity of the Universe, because certain passages in Scripture confirm the Creation; for
such passages are not more numerous than those in which God is represented as a corporeal being; nor is it
impossible or difficult to find for them a suitable interpretation. We might have explained them in the same
manner as we did in respect to the Incorporeality of God. We should perhaps have had an easier task in
showing that the Scriptural passages referred to are in harmony with the theory of the Eternity of the
Universe if we accepted the latter, than we had in explaining the anthropomorphisms in the Bible when we
rejected the idea that God is corporeal. For two reasons, however, we have not done so, and have not
accepted the Eternity of the Universe. First, the Incorporeality of God has been demonstrated by proof: those
passages in the Bible, which in their literal sense contain statements that can be refuted by proof, must and
can be interpreted otherwise. But the Eternity of the Universe has not been proved; a mere argument in
favour of a certain theory is not sufficient reason for rejecting the literal meaning of a Biblical text, and
explaining it figuratively, when the opposite theory can be supported by an equally good argument.

Secondly, our belief in the Incorporeality of God is not contrary to any of the fundamental principles of our
religion: it is not contrary to the words of any prophet. Only ignorant people believe that it is contrary to the
teaching of Scripture: but we have shown that this is not the case: on the contrary, Scripture teaches the
Incorporeality of God. If we were to accept the Eternity of the Universe as taught by Aristotle, that
everything in the Universe is the result of fixed laws, that Nature does not change, and that there is nothing
supernatural, we should necessarily be in opposition to the foundation of our religion, we should disbelieve
all miracles and signs, and certainly reject all hopes and fears derived from Scripture, unless the miracles are
also explained figuratively. The Allegorists amongst the Mohammedans have done this, and have thereby
arrived at absurd conclusions. If, however, we accepted the Eternity of the Universe in accordance with the
second of the theories which we have expounded above (ch. xxiii.), and assumed, with Plato, that the
heavens are likewise transient, we should not be in opposition to the fundamental principles of our religion:
this theory would not imply the rejection of miracles, but, on the contrary, would admit them as possible.
The Scriptural text might have been explained accordingly, and many expressions might have been found in
the Bible and in other writings that would confirm and support this theory. But there is no necessity for this
expedient, so long as the theory has not been proved. As there is no proof sufficient to convince us, this
theory need not be taken into consideration, nor the other one: we take the text of the Bible literally, and say
that it teaches us a truth which we cannot prove: and the miracles are evidence for the correctness of our
view. (Translation: M. Friedlander)
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