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Has Science Solved More Ancient Mysteries of the Bible?  
Popular Mechanics made another huge mistake  

Don Ruhl • Savage Street, Grants Pass, Oregon • February 12, In the year of our Lord, 2017  
Scripture Reader and Reading: Tim Braden – First Peter 3.13–17  

Song Leader and Song Suggestions: Phil Joseph – Faith  

Prelude:  

I. As Popular Mechanics magazine closed out its 99th year,  

A. it took a swipe at the Bible.  

1. The magazine had done this in December 1996,  

2. which I reviewed last Lord’s Day.  

B. In December 2001, the magazine did it again.  

1. The cover says,  
 
“Science Solves More Ancient Mysteries of the Bible”  

2. The subtitle says,  
 
“More startling revelations about the most impossible tales from the an-
cient Scriptures”  

C. Mike Fillon, who wrote the article in 1996 wrote the followup article.  

1. In the first paragraph of the new article, he said,  
 
“When we tackled this issue in our December 1996 cover story, ‘Science 
Solves The Ancient Mysteries Of The Bible,’ we received an unprecedent-
ed reader response. Some criticized our arrogance for examining so sa-
cred a subject. Many others were intrigued and asked to see if science 
would solve other mysteries of the Bible. Here is what we found.”  

2. Undoubtedly some offered critiques, but  

3. he did not allude to them.  

D. First, he begins by saying,  
 
“The International Medical Committee for the shrine at Lourdes, France, 
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has not approved a miracle since 1989. The reason is simple, says Roger Pi-
lon, the head of the committee. ‘As science, medicine and psychology un-
cover logical explanations for the unexplainable it becomes increasingly dif-
ficult to name something a miracle.’ Could the same hold true about the 
stories in the Bible?”  

1. Many people are confused on what constitutes a miracle.  

2. Miracles were amazing and wonderful displays of God’s power, but  

a) not every thing amazing and wonderful is a miracle.  

b) The conception, development, and birth of a child  

(1) is amazing and wonderful, but  

(2) is not a miracle.  

(a) A miracle by definition defies the laws of nature, and  

(b) childbirth is perfectly natural.  

i) It is God working, but  

ii) not miraculously.  

Persuasion:  

I. Jonah and the Whale  

A. Mr. Fillon makes an insightful comment at the beginning,  
 
“While it’s true large sea creatures don’t roam the Mediterranean, not much 
is known about the migratory patterns of sea creatures thousands of years 
ago. Also, as we witness today, whales often stray in search of food.”  

1. Actually, large sea creatures such as whales do roam the Mediterranean.  

2. Do an Internet search.  

B. On Jonah’s ability to survive in a whale, Mr. Fillon said,  
 
“For Jonah to have survived being swallowed by a whale, four things had to 
happen. A large enough creature had to be involved. Jonah had to pass over 
the animal’s teeth sufficiently unmolested to survive. He had to avoid the 
acidity of digestive juices. And, he had to have enough oxygen to survive for 
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three days.”  

1. That seems reasonable enough.  

2. However, we do not know that it was a whale.  

a) The Old King James Version translated the Hebrew as “whale,” but  

b) all new translations do not,  

(1) recognizing that the writer  

(2) did not necessarily mean “whale.”  

C. Mr. Fillon acknowledges that sperm whales can swallow something big,  
 
“A large sperm whale, which can easily swallow lumps of food 8 ft. in diam-
eter, could swallow a man in a gush of water without chewing him. If the 
whale in the story of Jonah was sick or died, it just might be that Jonah 
could have survived inside until he was washed out of the whale’s mouth or 
regurgitated. There are two historic accounts that suggest this is possible. 
James Bartley was reportedly swallowed by a sperm whale off the Falkland 
Islands in 1891 and recovered alive 36 hours later. Searches of records by 
scholars, however, have failed to substantiate this story. The verdict remains 
out on a similar account involving a shark. In 1758, it was reported that a 
sailor fell overboard from a boat in the Mediterranean and was swallowed 
by a 40-ft.-long great white shark. The captain of the vessel ordered a can-
non on the deck to be fired at the fish, which vomited up the sailor, alive 
and unharmed, after it was struck.”  

1. By the way, sperm whales do roam the Mediterranean.  

2. I have also seen the reports of these incidents and others.  

3. Mr. Fillon concludes,  
 
“The ability of a whale to swallow a man whole is well within the realm 
of physical possibilities.”  

D. The article included artwork,  

1. depicting a whale swallowing Jonah and  
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2. this biblical quotation,  
 
“…the Lord provided a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was inside 
the fish three days and three nights.” Jonah I:15–17, 2:10.  

3. Here is the full quotation from the New King James Version,  
 
15 So they picked up Jonah and threw him into the sea, and the sea 
ceased from its raging. 16 Then the men feared the LORD exceedingly, 
and offered a sacrifice to the LORD and took vows. 17 Now the LORD 
had prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah. And Jonah was in the belly 
of the fish three days and three nights (Jon 1.15–17).  
 
10 So the LORD spoke to the fish, and it vomited Jonah onto dry land 
(Jon 2.10).  

4. Jonah 1.17 reveals all that we need to know.  

a) The Lord prepared a great fish to swallow Jonah.  

(1) Either the Lord used a great fish that was already available and  

(a) commanded it to carry out this job, or  

(2) the Lord created a special sea creature to carry out this work.  

b) If the biblical record merely stated that this creature swallowed Jonah,  

(1) then to see if such a thing is possible  

(2) we could examine sea creatures known today as Mr. Fillon has.  

(a) However, the Bible does make the significant statement  

(b) that the Lord prepared this great sea creature.  

i) Therefore, a believer accepts that this is what happened.  

ii) It is not a matter of blind faith, but  

(1) knowing that He who created nature  

(2) can also manipulate nature.  

iii) Even if large whales and sharks could not swallow a man,  
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(1) that bears no relevance here, because  

(2) He who created all living things  

(a) could create this scenario also.  

II. Manna from Heaven  

A. You thought the manna came from heaven, but  

1. Mr. Fillon will reveal otherwise,  
 
“Many botanists believe ‘manna’ was nothing more than a secretion ex-
uded by tamarisk trees and bushes. Another explanation is that it could 
have been a seed—something like coriander seed—which tastes a bit like 
honey and often falls from the trees.”  

2. Is this true because many botanists believe it?  

3. Do we reverence scientists enough  

a) that we have blind faith  

b) in accepting whatever they say?  

(1) Then again, if as Mr. Fillon argues, Moses could not tell  

(2) that the fire was actually behind the bush,  

(a) then the people following Moses  

(b) could not tell that the manna came from trees, not heaven!  

4. Why do we want to bother with a book  

a) that used a writer who could not tell a fire was behind a bush instead 
of in it, and  

b) that shows a people who cannot differentiate bread falling from heav-
en or trees?  

(1) If they cannot be sure about things that we can see,  

(2) why trust them about things we cannot see?  

B. The bread only seemed miraculous because they had not eaten it before,  
 
“According to the book of Exodus, when the Israelites saw the food they ex-
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claimed, ‘Manna,’ the Hebrew term for ‘What is it?’ Since they weren’t from 
the region, it makes sense that they wouldn’t have been familiar with it or 
how to harvest it. To them, the sudden appearance of the food would have 
seemed ‘miraculous.’”  

1. When Mr. Fillon quotes from Exodus:  
 
“Then the Lord said to Moses, ‘Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for 
you’” (Exo 16.4, 13),  

2. he implies that actually the Lord did not know or  

3. He deceived His people,  

a) using a perfectly natural occurrence  

b) to make it look like He provided for them miraculously.  

III. The Dial of Ahaz  

A. First, Mr. Fillon casts doubt on the meaning of the biblical text,  
 
“No one knows what the ‘dial of Ahaz’ was, or what was meant by ‘ten 
steps’—whether it was degrees on the dial, representing hours or minutes, 
upon which a shadow was cast, or simply a distance measured in footsteps.”  

1. If true, why does he attempt to explain what happened?  

2. When he does offer an explanation how can we know it is right?  

B. Apparently it was just a cloudy day,  
 
“What is known is that a reading can be changed on a sundial by cloud 
covering. In the 19th century, Benjamin Scott, a fellow of The Royal Astro-
nomical Society, provided a simple explanation: In a clear sky, the sun is the 
brightest object. Obscured by a cloud, the bright spot, and shadows, shift.”  

1. This can happen, as I verified in an experiment.  

a) In our last house in Klamath Falls in our laundry room  

b) we had a bare light bulb.  
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(1) Almost directly below I put together a place to hang clothes.  

(2) Next to that was our washer.  

(a) I took two squares of tissue paper, held them close to the light,  

(b) moved them so that the light was  

i) fully exposed,  

ii) partially exposed, then  

(1) hidden by the paper.  

(2) Sure enough the shadow moved.  

2. The article included a drawing that shows this happening with a sundial,  

a) with a quote from Isaiah 38.8.  

b) Again he assumed that people back then  

(1) did not have the intelligence  

(2) to see that a passing cloud caused the movement of the shadow.  

c) However, the verse says the sun did these things,  

(1) it was all by the creative power of God.  

(2) Since Mr. Fillon is a partial Bible-believer,  

(a) he should read the whole text as carefully  

(b) as he thinks he is with the science of the text.  

C. Listen to the whole verse,  
 
8 “Behold, I will bring the shadow on the sundial, which has gone down 
with the sun on the sundial of Ahaz, ten degrees backward.” So the sun re-
turned ten degrees on the dial by which it had gone down (Isa 38.8).  

1. Second Kings 20 provides further insight on what happened.  

a) You will discover that a weather phenomenon did not cause this,  

b) nor did Isaiah simply take the weather and use it to his advantage.  

2. No, King Hezekiah had been ill.  



Has Science Solved More Ancient Mysteries of the Bible?; 04014; Page   of  8 11

a) The Lord through Isaiah promised Hezekiah that he would recover and  

b) live another 15 years.  

(1) The king then asked for verification that he would recover,  
 
8 And Hezekiah said to Isaiah, “What is the sign that the LORD 
will heal me, and that I shall go up to the house of the LORD the 
third day?” 9 Then Isaiah said, “This is the sign to you from the 
LORD, that the LORD will do the thing which He has spoken: 
shall the shadow go forward ten degrees or go backward ten de-
grees?” 10 And Hezekiah answered, “It is an easy thing for the 
shadow to go down ten degrees; no, but let the shadow go back-
ward ten degrees.” 11 So Isaiah the prophet cried out to the 
LORD, and He brought the shadow ten degrees backward, by 
which it had gone down on the sundial of Ahaz (2Ki 20.8–11).  

(2) Hezekiah asked for the sign.  

(3) In wisdom, he saw that speeding up the shadow  

(a) was not nearly as difficult  

(b) as making it go backward.  

IV. Jericho Falls 

A. Mr. Fillon dismisses the falling of the walls of Jericho as Israel marched,  
 
“There is evidence that the walls of Jericho have collapsed several times 
over the past 10,000 years. Professor Amos Nur of the Department of Geo-
physics at Stanford University believes this could have been due to earth-
quakes.”  

B. The professor noticed something unique about Jericho,  
 
“When Nur visited several ruined Bronze Age cities in Greece and Israel a 
few years ago, he noticed that dozens of structures and walls appear to 
have collapsed simultaneously, entombing people and gold artifacts. ‘We 
don’t bury our dead under rubble,’ Nur says. Besides, he adds, invaders 
would never have left precious metals behind.”  

1. This admission tells more than Nur and Fillon intended.  
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2. True, invading armies do not leave the treasure.  

a) However, do you remember the name Achan?  

b) He took some treasure from the city of Jericho.  

(1) Is that not what invading armies do?  

(2) Yes, unless the army acted under orders of Someone  

(a) who had forbidden that they take any treasure.  

(b) Achan did, and paid the price.  

3. In Joshua 6, as Joshua prepared the army for the invasion of Jericho,  
 
 17 “Now the city shall be doomed by the LORD to destruction, it and 
all who are in it. Only Rahab the harlot shall live, she and all who are 
with her in the house, because she hid the messengers that we sent. 18 
And you, by all means abstain from the accursed things, lest you become 
accursed when you take of the accursed things, and make the camp of 
Israel a curse, and trouble it. 19 But all the silver and gold, and vessels of 
bronze and iron, are consecrated to the LORD; they shall come into the 
treasury of the LORD” (Jos 6.17–19).  

a) The Lord forbid Israel from taking treasure.  

b) That is why the professor found treasure.  

(1) He did not discredit the Bible,  

(2) as he intended to do, but  

(a) he verified the account of the Book of Joshua, because  

(b) Israel may have left some behind under the rubble.  

C. Why they think an earthquake destroyed Jericho,  
 
“Since the destruction looked more like the results of earthquakes, Nur ex-
amined the region’s seismic history. He plotted the epicenters of all earth-
quakes greater than magnitude 6.5 that have struck the Eastern Mediter-
ranean region since 1910. When he plotted the sites of the city ruins, he 
found that nearly all the cities lay in highly active earthquake zones of the 
20th century, suggesting that violent quakes could have reduced the cities 



Has Science Solved More Ancient Mysteries of the Bible?; 04014; Page   of  10 11

to rubble.”  

1. The Bible refers to earthquakes in Palestine.  

a) Amos 1.1 speaks of “the earthquake.”  

b) Bible writers had nothing to fear or to lose by writing of earthquakes.  

2. The writer of The Book of Joshua would have noted an earthquake.  

a) However, how could the Israelites have timed  

b) marching around the city once each day for six days,  

(1) seven times on the seventh day,  

(2) blowing trumpets, and  

(3) shouting at the right time  

(a) that an earthquake would come and  

(b) wreak havoc on the walls?  

i) Why does Mr. Fillon accept some of the biblical account?  

ii) Why does he reject other parts?  

V. Miracle of the Fish  

A. Apparently the experienced fishermen of Galilee were not very intelligent,  
 
“In the New Testament, some of the disciples fished from a boat all night 
and caught nothing. Jesus spoke from the beach and told them to cast their 
net from the right side of the boat. They then netted 153 fish. About six 
years ago, Ami Nisri of the Lake Kinneret Research Laboratory reported that 
the Sea of Galilee, also known as Lake Kinneret, is slightly salty because 
some saline springs punch through the sea floor. Studies of aquatic life near 
power plants show that fish tend to cluster around hot water outflows. Nisri 
says that the saline spring is warmer than water in Lake Kinneret. He specu-
lates that someone who was aware of the springs would have known the 
best place to fish. It’s possible, he says, that Jesus knew about the fish gath-
ering at certain spots and directed the disciples to such a location.”  

1. A carpenter/teacher knew better than experienced fishermen?  
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2. Will fish only-adapted to fresh water seek salt water?  

a) Whether the Lord worked a miracle or  

b) knew where the fish were is irrelevant.  

3. He could help them either way.  

Exhortation:  

I. This demonstrates why belief in the first two chapters of Genesis is crucial.  

A. If those chapters reveal what happened,  

B. then believing the rest of the Bible falls into place easily.  

II. We cannot accept the Scriptures as both historical and fanciful.  

III. A simple reading of the Scriptures solves many controversies.  

A. This man has embarrassed himself.  

B. If he had only read the full biblical text,  

1. noting everything that Scripture says,   

2. he would not have reached his biblical-denying assertions.  

IV. Why do people take this approach to the Scriptures?  

A. They like some things about the Bible.  

B. Perhaps its wisdom or teachings of peace and justice, but  

1. they find miracles hard to accept.  

2. Thus, believing that ancient people were ignorant and illiterate,  

a) Mr. Fillon and others seek to make up  

b) for the Bible’s alleged shorting comings. 


