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A History of Interpretation of Genesis up to 1800

Joong Ho Chong, Ph. D.
Professor, Department of Christian Studies

Keimyung University

The purpose of this study is to launch a Korean history of
interpretation of the Old Testament, beginning in the late 16th century,
not in the 20th century. In this study the focus is placed on the stories
of the Creation and the Fall, which were the most well-known Old
Testament stories in the early Christianity in Korea. These stories were
essential in order to introduce the Almighty God the Creator.

Among the catechisms written in Hanja (Chinese characters),
Chunjoo-sillok (K £ §%), Gyoyo-seoron (304 [ 3), and Jindo-
jajung(iE5H H 7%), were compared to the Old Testament and were
analyzed. Emphasis was on the scholars of the Chosun era, since they

were literate in Hanja. The story of Creation was explained in order
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to introduce the Almighty God the Creator, and was interpreted in an
oriental way by use of the concept Gi(5&). The seriousness of the Fall
was presented with an emphasis on the concept of the original sin. The
heaven was described, using the astronomical knowledge of time, as the
nine-fold skies, which contains gods and evils.

The contents of Genesis, including the story of Creation, were
transmitted through the scientific manuals such as Jikbang-woegi(ifitk
77 5140), Gigi-doseol (7 % [El ), and Manmul-jinwon (B 47 15 Jii0), all
of which were written in Hanja by Catholic priests. Because Koreans
were thirsty for the western philosophy, these kind of scietific and
technological books enabled the contents of the Genesis to be accepted
without much resistance.

The Seonggyo-yoji(% 2% &) and the Joogyo-yoiji( L Z % &) were
also analyzed.Stories of Cain and Abel and the Flood narrative are
appeared in the Seonggyo-yoji. Since it was written in Hangeul(Korean
alphabet), the book Joogyo-yoji was widely read. By summarizing the
catechism of the 18" century and utilizing the popular Korean materials
and experiences, the book led Koreans to the understanding of Genesis.
In addition, the book was more faithful to the contents of the Old
Testament than any other catechisms were.

The contents of Genesis were communicated even through the books
that were mainly critical of Catholic doctrines. Examples of such books
were Ojoo-yeonmoon-jangjeon-sango(FLIM AT L= 8 HFH), Byukwee-
pyun(F f###), and Cheonhak-moondap (R[] Z).
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