
Before Darwin
Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Tell

Me, if you have understanding. (Job 38:4)

Evolution has a long history. Ideas of evolution predate Darwin by
millennia. It is not too much of an exaggeration to suggest that many
prevailing forms of opposition to biblical Christianity are

evolutionary in nature.
The worst sort of delusion is self-delusion. The oldest self-delusion

reported is that of the devil, who convinced himself that he could become
like God:

For you have said in your heart:
‘I will ascend into heaven,
I will exalt my throne above the stars of God;
I will also sit on the mount of the congregation
On the farthest sides of the north;
I will ascend above the heights of the clouds,
I will be like the Most High.’
(Isa. 14:13–14)

This verse is part of a passage about the king of Babylon (Isa. 14:3–21).
However, it is likely that a person other than a human king is also being
referred to. Babylon is, after all, used typically elsewhere in Scripture, and
this king is said to have ‘fallen from heaven’ (v. 12). A human king would
not have fallen from heaven, so he is being used as a type of the angelic
being known as Satan, even if it is a real human king who is being spoken
of. In other words, the reference to the king of Babylon could be both real
and symbolic. The being referred to in this passage is also named as
‘Lucifer’ (v. 12; some translations have ‘Day Star’). This is the only place in
the Bible where the word occurs, but traditionally it has been assumed that
Lucifer is simply another name for Satan.

If this is the case, then pride was the source of Satan’s sin. His desire was
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to become like God. But notice how he thought this equality with God
could be achieved: he intended it to happen by his ascending above the
heights of the clouds. He believed that he could become like God by his
own actions. We can therefore also presume that he thought that was how
God had achieved his current status. In other words, Satan did not believe
that God had always been God, but rather that he had evolved into that
position, and, therefore, that maybe he, Satan, could evolve similarly. It is
perhaps not too presumptuous to assume that this is the first example of
the theory of evolution.

Darwin’s ideas had a history
Everybody knows that Charles Darwin sailed around the world on HMS
Beagle. When the ship got to the Galápagos Islands, Darwin saw different
finches on different islands, with different-sized and different-shaped
beaks. They could not have been created this way—they must have
developed one from another. Therefore, he came to the conclusion that all
organisms had developed from other organisms by a process of gradual
evolution by natural selection. Everybody knows that Darwin formulated
his theory after seeing the irrefutable evidence on his world voyage.

Except that that is not how it happened. Darwin was already convinced
of evolution and deep time (long ages) before he even stepped foot on the
Beagle. Nor was he the first to formulate an evolutionary theory; we have
just suggested biblical evidence of evolutionary thinking. In fact, none of
Darwin’s ideas was even particularly original. As we shall see, he seemed
not to be above plagiarism—or, at the very least, reporting on other
people’s work without sufficient citation or reference.

In our studies of Darwin and the Bible, it will be worth our while
examining some of the antecedents of Darwinism and how Darwin’s ideas
were influenced by others and developed before his famous voyage on the
Beagle.

Darwin had a grandfather
Darwin actually had two famous grandfathers: Josiah Wedgwood, of
pottery fame, was a member of the scientific Lunar Society along with
James Watt, who radicalized the design of the steam engine, and Joseph
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Priestley, the famous chemist. Another member of this illustrious society
was Erasmus Darwin—Charles’s other grandfather.
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Erasmus Darwin lived from 1731 to 1802, dying seven years before his
famous grandson’s birth. He worked as a physician in the Midlands for over
fifty years. He wrote and studied widely, publishing works on botany and
carrying out experiments with electricity, inventions and rockets. Probably
his most important scientific work was Zoönomia, in which he anticipated
the later evolutionary ideas of Lamarck as well as those of his grandson.
Although Charles was born after Erasmus died, it is inconceivable that the
younger Darwin was not aware of his grandfather’s work.

Note how ‘Darwinian’ are the views of Erasmus Darwin in this extract
from Zoönomia:

Would it be too bold to imagine that, in the great length of time since the earth began to
exist, perhaps millions of ages before the commencement of the history of mankind,
would it be too bold to imagine that all warm-blooded animals have arisen from one
living filament, which the great First Cause endued with animality, with the power of
acquiring new parts, attended with new propensities, directed by irritations,
sensations, volitions and associations, and thus possessing the faculty of continuing to
improve by its own inherent activity, and of delivering down these improvements by
generation to its posterity, world without end!1

It will be noticed that the older Darwin believed in millions of years, or at
least, long ages. He also believed in common ancestry for warm-blooded
animals. He accepted an evolutionary concept of improvement—even
though it was more a Lamarckian improvement (see below) than a
Darwinian natural selection. He also believed in ages before the
(evolutionary) appearance of mankind.

Other Darwin antecedents
Charles Darwin was, therefore, not the originator of evolutionary ideas—
nor even of natural selection. Dr David Menton writes as follows:

In today’s public schools, history teachers teach how the universe evolved; earth
science teachers tell how the earth evolved; biology teachers relate how living things
evolved; and social studies teachers preach about how our values and religion
evolved—however, students are rarely instructed in how belief in evolutionism itself
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evolved. To be sure, it didn’t begin with Darwin, nor was it first proposed by scientists
working in the field or in the laboratory.2

Nor was Erasmus Darwin alone in his early evolutionism; he was much
influenced in his ideas by James Burnett, Lord Monboddo.

Monboddo (1714–1799) was a Scottish lawyer. His title was not
hereditary, being obtained when he became a member of the Judicial
Committee of the House of Lords. Monboddo clearly believed in
evolution—including a common ancestry for humans and apes.
Monboddo’s successor at the House of Lords, Charles Neaves, wrote a
disparaging poem about Charles Darwin’s ideas, claiming that they were
stolen from his friend Monboddo.3 Monboddo’s views were considerably
less Lamarckian than those of Erasmus Darwin and contained elements of
ideas about natural selection. It is also worth noting that Monboddo was a
man of some religious faith. He therefore attempted to harmonize
Scripture with his evolutionary and deep-time views by insisting that the
accounts in the early chapters of Genesis were just allegories. Such
compromises in the 18th century were remarkably similar to those of
today.

Reference has already been made to French biologist Jean-Baptiste
Lamarck (1744–1829). Lamarck is best known today for his evolutionary
ideas—most school science textbooks refer to his pre-Darwinian
evolutionism, but frequently they do so in a way which implies that he was
the only precursor to Darwin—which, as we have seen, is not the case.

Lamarck differed from other scientists in areas other than evolutionary
biology. For example, he disagreed with the chemistry of Priestley and
Lavoisier, maintaining a belief in the old theories of a four-element
universe (earth, water, air, and fire, or phlogiston).

Lamarckian evolution suggested that very simple plants and animals
arose by spontaneous generation, while subsequent organisms evolved
from these by being modified by circumstances. His idea was that new
behaviours, caused by their circumstances, would arise in animals. These
behaviours would then be passed on to the next generation.

It is popular for Lamarck’s ideas to be scoffed at today. Yet are his ideas
of environmental modifications really any less plausible than Darwin’s
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suggestions of natural selection coupled with mutations? Some UK school
textbooks even refer to Lamarck with the same sort of condescending
disparagement usually reserved for creationists, for example:

The word ‘biology’ was first invented by Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. He suggested a
theory of evolution of animals without backbones (invertebrates) before Charles
Darwin. However, his ideas were fundamentally flawed because he believed that
evolution occurred because characteristics that were developed during the lifetime of
an organism were inherited by its offspring. For example, if Lamarck had been correct,
children of well-developed trained weightlifters would always inherit strength and
large muscles.4

Lamarck’s theory is now discredited …5

In other areas of science, opposing theories are not treated with such
disdain. Yet, in the realm of evolutionary science, any view that diverges
from the accepted neo-Darwinian position is treated like a medieval
heresy. Note, for example, the put-downs used by arch-Darwinian
Richard Dawkins on fellow evolutionary biologist Stephen J. Gould,
developer of the alternative punctuated equilibrium view of evolution.
Dawkins described Gould’s work as being filled with ‘forced analogies
that obscure rather than illuminate’ and ‘bad scientific poetry’.6 If
Darwinians will use such strong language against fellow, but slightly
differing, evolutionists, it is small wonder that creationists feel the lash of
their tongues.

Hutton and uniformitarianism
James Hutton (1726–1797) formed ideas that were very important
antecedents of Darwinism. It was Hutton who developed the concepts of
deep time (millions of years of earth history, rather than just thousands)
and uniformitarianism (defined below).

The impact of Hutton’s ideas can be gauged from this anecdote. Some
time ago, one of the authors was travelling around the city of Edinburgh—
where Hutton lived and worked—on the open-top deck of a tour bus. As
the bus passed Salisbury Crags, the tour guide remarked that it was by
looking at these rocks that Hutton first proved the Bible to be wrong.
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Hutton was a bit of a polymath and also a perpetual student. He started his
working life as a lawyer, then trained in chemistry, then in medicine, and
finally founded a business producing sal ammoniac from coal dust.7
However, his passion outside of work was geology. When he observed
rock formations, such as those at Salisbury Crags, or at Siccar Point, a few
kilometres east of Edinburgh, he decided that he could explain the rock
formations as having occurred over vast periods of time. His observation
was that changes happen to rocks at a very slow rate. He dismissed the
alternative catastrophist views and assumed that these processes had
always occurred at this rate. Therefore, he surmised that the rock
structures were very old. This gave rise to the concept of deep time—
although Hutton did not believe that the earth was millions of years old. In
fact, he believed that the earth was of infinite age, and that these slow
processes had always been happening. His views gave rise to what is
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known as uniformitarianism: the belief that processes measured today
must have been proceeding at the same rate in the past. This concept was
summed up by Charles Lyell with the telling phrase ‘the present is the key
to the past’. It is not too much of an exaggeration to suggest that
uniformitarianism is mentioned in Scripture:

… knowing this first: that scoffers will come in the last days, walking according to their
own lusts, and saying, ‘Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell
asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation.’ For this they
willfully forget: that by the word of God the heavens were of old, and the earth
standing out of water and in the water, by which the world that then existed perished,
being flooded with water. (2 Peter 3:3–6)

The uniformitarianism is expressed by the scoffers’ comment ‘all things
continue as they were from the beginning of creation’. The refutation of
uniformitarianism is based on the fact that it ignores two huge events in
world history—the creation and the Flood. Once these are factored into
the equation, all results interpreted by uniformitarianism are open to re-
interpretation.

Hutton was not content to restrict his uniformitarianism to geology. He
began to apply these assumptions to biology as well. His views could
therefore be described as evolutionary, as seen in the following quote:

If an organized body is not in the situation and circumstances best adapted to its
sustenance and propagation, then, in conceiving an indefinite variety among the
individuals of that species, we must be assured, that, on the one hand, those which
depart most from the best adapted constitution, will be the most liable to perish, while,
on the other hand, those organized bodies, which most approach to the best
constitution for the present circumstances, will be best adapted to continue, in
preserving themselves and multiplying the individuals of their race.8

Hutton’s ideas were of great influence on Charles Lyell, and Lyell, as we
shall see later, had a great influence on Charles Darwin. All the ideas of the
above men—and of others who lived and worked during Darwin’s
lifetime—constitute a filter through which the emergence of Darwin’s
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evolutionary theory must be understood. Thus the myth that Darwin
began life as a Bible-believing Christian and suddenly understood
evolution while travelling on the Beagle is rather far from the truth.
Darwin’s ideas were already in embryo before he reached the Galápagos
Islands, and evolutionary and naturalistic influences were already in place
before the Beagle left Plymouth.
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