THE GENESIS

GENEALOGIES

In 1650, James Ussher, Archbishop of Armagh and Primate of Ireland, devised a chronological system that worked backwards through the Old Testament and that led him to believe the date of creation to be the night preceding October 23,4004BC.  This date was 76 

years earlier than the date proposed by the Greek scholar, John Lightfoot, who was Vice Chancellor of the University of Cambridge. In 1644, Lightfoot concluded that creation began at 9am on September 17th, 3928BC.

On the face of it, calculating the age of the earth from the Bible appears to be a simple task.  First the date of Abraham’s birth must be determined.  Then by using the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11, it should be possible to calculate when Noah and then Adam lived.  Finally, a study of Genesis 1 to determine the length of the creation days and also to determine whether there is a chronological gap between verses 1 and 2, should make it possible to calculate the age of the earth.

There is no method of dating Abraham’s birth outside of using the Bible, because he is only known to us through biblical sources.  But we can work backwards starting with a date we are surer of.

It is widely accepted that the division of the kingdom of Israel at the death of Solomon occured in 931BC.  Using the time periods given in 1 Kings 6:1 (480 years after the sons of Israel came out of Egypt was Solomon’s fourth year as king) and Exodus 12:40 (sons of Israel in Egypt for 430 years), and knowing that Solomon reigned 40 years, we can calculate:

(931 + 36 + 480 + 430 = 1877)

So Jacob must have entered Egypt in 1877BC.  Since he was 130 years old at that time (Genesis 47:9), he must have been born in 2007BC.  As Isaac was 60 years old when Jacob was born, Isaac was born in 2067, and since Abraham was 100 years old when Isaac was born (Genesis 21:5), Abraham must have been born in 2167BC.

Assuming that the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11 are complete, and that there is a father-son relationship with those named in the genealogies, we can calculate Adam’s creation at 4115BC 

However, evangelical Bible scholars have presented strong evidence suggesting the Genesis 5 and 11 genealogies are incomplete, and that in consequence, the earth’s creation occurred earlier than the 4115BC date.

(1) The number of years is not totalled at the end of genealogies.  This may suggest that 

the list of names and ages of the patriarchs has not been given for the purpose of constructing a chronology.

(2) The name and years of Cainan (not to be confused with the earlier Cainan after Enos) are

omitted in Genesis 11:3 (between Arphaxed and Shelah), but included in Luke’s genealogy in Luke 3:36.  So at least one name is left out.

(3) Genealogies in ancient times were often listed in symmetrical arrangement to help them  

be memorised.  The symmetrical arrangements of the two Genesis lists suggests this was their purpose, rather than as numerical data for a chronology.

(4) Information is given concerning each patriarch that goes beyond the need for a

chronology.  Genesis 5:6-8 would be abbreviated to only v.6 if the list was designed for a chronology.  The additional facts indicate the genealogy’s purpose was to show how faithfully God guarded the Messianic line.
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(5) The Messianic links were seldom first born sons and the age given for the patriarch when

he “begat” the son named in the genealogy is not necessarily the age that patriarch was when that son was born.

(a) none of the Messianic ancestors in Genesis whose background is known in any 

detail was a first born son (Seth, Abram, Isaac, Jacob, Judah)

· Genesis 10;21 tells us Japheth was older than Shem (NASB see mg.), but Shem is named in the genealogy as the son through whom the Messianic line follows.

· Genesis 10:22 tells us Arphaxad was Shem’s third child, but Arphaxad is the son named in the Genesis 11 genealogy (11:10).
(b) the age given for the patriarch when he “begat” the son named in the genealogy is 

not necessarily the age that patriarch was when his son was born.

· Genesis 11:26 at face value could be saying that Terah fathered triplets (Abram,  Nahor and Haran) when he was 70 years old.  But what the verse is really telling us is that Terah was 70 years old when the first of his three sons was born, the most important of whom was Abram – not because of age, but because he became part of the Messianic line.

· Terah must have been at least 130 years old when Abram was born because when Abram was 75, he left Haran (Genesis 12:4) and this happened after his father died (Acts 7:4) at the age of 205 (Genesis 11:32) ie. 205 – 75 = 130.

· So in the case of Terah and Abram, Bishop Ussher would have calculated Terah to be 70 years old when Abram was born, whereas he was at least 130 years old, adding a minimum of 65 more years.

· This principle in the Genesis genealogies of noting the age of the father at the birth of the first-born son appears to be followed  throughout, though as already noted, the son from the genealogy was often a subsequent son to the first, and the time gap in years between the first born son and the son in the genealogy could have been consequential.

(6) The term “begat” sometimes refers to ancestral relationships.  In English, the term means a father–son relationship, but not so always in Hebrew.

(a) Matthew 1:8 “…and to Joram (was born) Uzziah”  implies Joram was Uzziah’s father,

but three generations are omitted. Joram was the father of Ahaziah, who was the father of Joash, who was the father of Amaziah, who was in fact the father of Uzziah.

(b) 1 Chronicles 26:24 says “Shebuel the son of Gershom, the son of Moses, was officer 

over the treasures.”  The generations between Shebuel and Gershom covered around 400 years.

       (c)  Exodus 6:20 leaves us thinking that Amram married Jochebed and their sons were       


Aaron and Moses.  But only a few verses earlier (v.16) Amram is a son of Kohath 


who is one of Levi’s sons.  The time gap between Amram’s lifetime and Jochebed’s 


is around 300 years.  So Amram appears to be a spiritual ancestor of Moses and 


Aaron, but not their father.

All of these reasons lead us to the conclusion that the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11 may not be complete and they do not have to be interpreted as a strict chronology.

There are twenty names in the patriarchal list from Adam to Abraham.  There is a definite father to son relationship between Adam and Seth (Genesis 5:3), Lamech and Noah (Genesis 5:28-30), Noah and Shem (Genesis 9:18), Shem and Arphaxad (Genesis 11:10) and Terah and Abraham (Genesis 11:26-32).  So there are a maximum of fourteen possible generation gaps in the genealogies.  
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It is obviously impossible to know how many years are represented by up to fourteen generation gaps. Some may actually be father-son relationships while for others there may be anything up to a thousand years gap. 
So while we can confidently say that both James Ussher and John Lightfoot have underestimated the years between creation and now, we cannot with equal confidence present an alternative estimation.
This study is a summary of “How Old Is the Earth?” by A.J.Monty White (Evangelical Press, 1991) pp.19-30

