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The age of the earth and the antiquity of man are of no particular theological im­
port in and of themselves, though theologians have become interested in the sub­
ject because of the purported discrepancy between the biblical view of these peri­
ods and that now held by most modern scientists. Is this conflict real or imagined ?

One way of approaching the question is to take a careful look at what the Bible 
does or does not say about the period of man’s existence on the earth.

For generations, simple Christians have supposed that the Bible allowed only 
a 6,000-year period for the duration of human history. There was nothing illog­
ical about that supposition. As long as there was no evidence to the contrary, a 
6,000-year history for man based largely on the prima-facie impressions of the 
Genesis genealogies was eminently reasonable. And this belief was not restricted 
to the simple. No less a thinker than Sir Isaac Newton accepted it implicitly 
when in his study of ancient chronology he took the Egyptians to task for their 
claims that made the pharaohs go back "some thousands of years older than the 
world.”2

It is not surprising, then, that this supposition became fixed in formal chrono­
logical schemes, some of which have become so traditional as to be given a place 
in the margins of our Bibles since 1679. The most influential of these schemes was 
the one worked out by Archbishop James Ussher in his AnnalesVeteri et Novi 
Testamenti (1650-54). Bishop John Lightfoot refined Ussher’s date and found 
that Adam was created on October 23,4004 b .c ., at 9:00 a.m., forty-fifth meridian 
time! This led E. T. Brewster to quip, "Closer than this, as a cautious scholar, the 
Vice-Chancellor of Cambridge University did not venture to commit himself.”3
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EARLY SCIENTIFIC DISCOVERIES

W hy do most scholars today reject such startlingly exact conclusions of a by­
gone generation of biblical students ? The data that caused a reevaluation came 
first from the natural and artifactual world of man. During the nineteenth cen­
tury, for instance, human stone tools were found in association with the remains 
of extinct animals — certain evidence for the antiquity of man. But how old was 
old ? Without written records, how could these finds be dated ?4

The recently developed science of geology offered a ready approach. As a 
means of ordering their discoveries, geologists followed the principle of strati­
graphic succession; that is, when successive strata or layers are observed in posi­
tion, the underlying ones are the earliest. Using this principle, and the character­
istic remains of extinct plants and animals within the strata (the type fossils), 
geologists established a succession of geological periods or epochs that gradually 
came to be extended to cover the world as a whole.

Archaeologists soon realized that the layers of deposit on archaeological sites 
where human habitation had occurred could be studied in the same way. As the 
centuries would pass, successive occupations followed one another at the same site 
(usually chosen for its access to fresh water and its defensibility), each marked 
by its own stratum like the layers of a cake. All the archaeologist had to do, in 
theory at least, was to peel off these layers in reverse order from the way they were 
deposited. In this manner, in terms of the successive strata, a coherent sequence of 
occupation for each site could be worked out. And by allowing these successive 
layers and the finds in them to be set in chronological order, the archaeologist 
provided the first requirement for effective dating: a sound sequence. This strati­
graphic method remains today the essential basis for all archaeological excava­
tion. So far, however, the method has produced only a relative chronology based 
on sequence, not an absolute one.

Another complementary approach to dating archaeological finds was worked 
out as early as 1819 by Christian Thomsen, the keeper of antiquities of the Na­
tional Museum of Denmark (at Copenhagen). Often called the Three Age Sys­
tem, it at once became the basic method by which museum curators set their col­
lections in order. It proposed the division of the prehistoric past into three ages —  
Stone, Bronze, and Iron — depending on which material was in dominant use for 
human tools. This theoretical subdivision, accomplished through the study and 
classification of museum collections, was demonstrated in practice by Thomsen’s 
successor, J. J. A. Worsaae, who showed stratigraphically that finds of bronze 
were indeed later than the period when stone alone was used, and so on. This 
simple system allowed archaeological finds to be placed in the approximate pe­
riod; and despite subsequent advances and criticisms, Paleolithic, Neolithic,
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Bronze Age, and Iron Age are still used today as convenient general terms. Again, 
however, this was a method effective only in arranging finds in terms of a relative 
chronology. Dating finds in terms of years now became a central problem for pre­
history.

Geological methods of a different kind offered some hope of dating absolutely. 
For instance, it was possible to observe the present rate of deposition in the sedi­
ments at the bottom of lakes and rivers. Assuming that these rates had remained 
roughly constant, geologists could estimate how long the processes had been in 
operation in particular cases; and thus they could date the beginning of the for­
mation of various deposits.

Sir Arthur Evans, whose excavations brought to light the Minoan civilization 
of Crete, employed this same principle in estimating the date of the first Neolithic 
settlement at Knossos in Crete. Since the duration of the Bronze Age Minoan pe- 

7 riod was known through cross-dating with Egypt, he was able to calculate the pe­
riod’s rate of deposition by measuring the depth of the debris that had accumu­
lated there as a result of human occupation. Obtaining a figure of three feet per 
millennium and assuming the same rate for Neolithic times, Evans used the lat­
ter’s great depth of deposit to suggest a date between 12,000 and 10,000 b .c . for 
the first Neolithic settlement. The weakness of this method is readily apparent. It 
is the untested assumption that the rate of deposition has always been constant.

A  more sensitive and ingenious technique was developed in Sweden in 1912 by 
Baron Gerhard de Geer. He studied the annual deposits of sediment (called 
varves) left by the spring meltwaters of glaciers. There were (and remain) prob­
lems of tying in the more recent varves with well-dated historical events so as to 
give a modern fixed point from which the chronology could be extended earlier 
and earlier back in time — and of course varves are found only in areas on the 
fringe of glaciers or ice sheets. But the beauty of the method is that it gives a re­
sult directly in years, since varve deposition is an annual event. De Geer’s work, 
therefore, remains of real value today.

Before the development of dating techniques such as radiocarbon dating, these 
methods based on depth or regularity of debris or sediment deposition were the 
only ones available for setting absolute dates for the early period of man’s occu­
pation of the earth. As I have mentioned, however, there are problems of accuracy 
with these methods. Furthermore, they appear to be useful only for periods be­
fore the Neolithic, Bronze, and Iron Ages.

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN CHRONOLOGY

For periods not mentioned, the only really reliable way of dating events was 
from written records left by the great civilizations of the Mesopotamian and Nile
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River Valleys, which in some cases extend as far back as about 3,000 B.c. These 
records, continually being discovered by archaeologists, are written, of course, in 
various ancient Near Eastern languages and scripts (each of which has its own in­
ner evolution and development) and have put Mesopotamian and Egyptian 
chronology on a relatively sound footing. This does not mean that no revision of 
currently held dates is possible. But it does mean that no drastic revision appears 
to be possible; ancient Near Eastern chronology, in its broad outline, has reached 
a stage of relative stabilization.5

The current framework for the chronology of ancient Egypt is the system of 
thirty-one dynasties covering the entire Egyptian Kingdom from its earliest begin­
nings down to the conquest of Egypt by Alexander the Great in 332 B.c.6 Passed 
on to us originally by Manetho, an early third-century B.c. Egyptian priest, it has 
been revised and corrected in detail, but in general retained for convenience.

Several important categories of evidence contribute to this framework. Most 
important are (a) the king lists, among which are the Turin Royal Canon, whose 
long list of mortal kings begins with Menes, the first king, and extends, with gaps, 
through the Second Intermediate Period in the sixteenth century B.c. (giving us, 
however, the summation figure of 955 years for the time-span between the First 
and Eighth Dynasties, for instance) ; (b) the Palermo Stone and related frag­
ments, which together list consecutive regnal years and certain of their events 
grouped under the name of the ruling kings down through the Fifth Dynasty; (c) 
and the dynastic temple inscriptions, the best known and preserved of which is 
that of Seti I of the Nineteenth Dynasty in Abydos listing fifty-six kings in or­
der from the First through the Nineteenth Dynasties. To correct mistakes and fill 
in gaps, Egyptologists use contemporaneous inscriptions, both royal and private. 
The latter naturally take precedence over the former, since they tend to be 
straightforward economic documents rather than propagandistic annals.

The framework thus obtained must then be checked against the increasing 
numbers of synchronisms with Western Asia. For instance, if the pharaoh met a 
Mesopotamian monarch on the battlefield or wrote him a letter, obviously they 
were contemporaries.

Then there are also inscriptions which record observed astronomical events 
that can be used to give highly accurate dates in terms of our own calendar. The 
earliest and most important of these recorded astronomical events, a heliacal ris­
ing of the star Sothis (known today as Sirius), occurred in the seventh year of 
Sesostris III, who reigned in the Twelfth Dynasty. Enough information is given 
to enable scholars who are acquainted with the Egyptian solar calendar to date 
this astronomical phenomenon with some confidence to 1872 b .c . In 1945, Lynn 
H. Wood, of the Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, reexamined this
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evidence, taking into account new texts containing lunar observations made dur­
ing this dynasty, and was able to show that the beginning of the Twelfth Dynasty 
(or Middle Kingdom) could be pinned down to 1991 B .c.7

This, in fact, is the earliest fixed calendrical date in human history. Though 
some uncertainties of detail make possible an error of a decade or so, it is never­
theless a date which Egyptologists accept with considerable confidence.

As I have already mentioned, the Turin Royal Canon reports a total duration 
for the Old Kingdom of 955 years. Though certain scholars think this figure may 
be inaccurate by as much as two centuries, if it is accepted and one adds the 150 
years required to account for the events of the First Intermediate Period (inter­
vening between the Old and Middle Kingdoms), the founding of Egypt’s first 
historical dynasty can be set close to 3100 b .c ., or about 800 years before the Flood 
date according to Ussher’s chronology. In other words, it now seems impossible 
to harmonize Ussher’s chronology with Egyptian chronological data.

King lists and other chronologically useful records are also preserved for the 
various dynasties that flourished in Mesopotamia. Since they are less reliable than 
the Egyptian evidence for the earliest periods, however, they are not brought into 
this brief discussion.8

Once the chronology of ancient Egypt had been established, naturally it became 
useful to help date events and artifacts in neighboring countries with which 
Egypt had direct trade. Thus, for instance, by identifying Cretan pottery in a dat­
able Egyptian context, as well as datable Egyptian material in Greece in associa­
tion with Aegean finds, Egyptologist Sir Flinders Petrie managed to help date the 
Bronze Age of Greece.

Since the establishing of Egyptian chronology back to the third millennium 
B.c. has come the development of radiocarbon dating. W ith all its problems and 
assumptions (such as fixed and constant rate of decay), radiocarbon dates —  
especially when revised by tree-ring dates — have proved to be remarkably ac­
curate and reliable. For the archaeologist, they have been of tremendous help in 
ordering past events. Much more could be said about new techniques that have 
been developed by the physical sciences, but I will leave that to others.

THE BIBLICAL GENEALOGIES

So far I have touched briefly on some of the evidence that calls into question 
Ussher’s figure of 6,000 years for the age of man. And since that figure is depen­
dent solely on an interpretation of the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11, it is im­
portant to ask if that interpretation is justified. W ere biblical genealogies ever 
constructed for chronological purposes ? Can they now serve accurately as the basis 
for an absolute chronology ?9
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Even a superficial acquaintance with scriptural genealogies in general shows 
that they are frequently abbreviated by the omission of certain names. Thus it is 
clear that the genealogical purposes for which they were given obviously did not 
require a complete record of every generation, but only an adequate sampling of 
the particular line of descent.

This fact can be seen through the consideration of several examples. One of 
the best known is the genealogy of our Lord found in Matthew 1. Actually, two 
genealogies are presented there. The first is in verse 1: "Jesus Christ, the son of 
David, the son of Abraham.” The second, in verses 2-17, expands the first gene­
alogy into forty-two links divided for purposes of symmetry into three easily re­
membered sections of fourteen generations each. The divisions come at the two 
critical points of Israelite history: (a ) the foundation of the Davidic monarchy 
and (b) the collapse of that monarchy.

The t a b l e  1 listing shows at a glance that not even this second rendering of 
Christ’s descent is complete when it is compared with the Old Testament (after 
Zerubbabel, there is no independent biblical listing). Between links 20 and 21, 
three generations are left out and Joram is said to have begotten Uzziah, his 
great-great-grandson. Not only are there omissions in Matthew 1, but also there 
are additions (such as the four women) having nothing to do with chronology.

From the listing of t a b l e  2 it is apparent that the genealogy of Ezra has also 
been abridged by the omission of six consecutive names.
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TABLE 1

1. Abraham 15. Solomon 29. Shealtiel
2. Isaac 16. Rehoboam 30. Zerubbabel
3. Jacob 17. Abijah 31. Abiud
4. Judah 18. Asa 32. Eliakim
5. Perez 19. Jehoshaphat 33. Azor
6. Hezron 20. Joram 34. Zadok

[Ahaziah, 2 Kings 8:25]
[Joash, 2 Kings 12:1]
[Amaziah, 2 Kings 14 :1]

7. Ram 21. Uzziah 35. Achim
8. Amminadab 22. Jotham 36. Eliud
9. Nahshon 23. Ahaz 37. Eleazar

10. Salmon 24. Hezekiah 38. Matthan
11. Boaz 2 5. Manasseh 39. Jacob
12. Obed 26. Amon 40. Joseph
13. Jesse 27. Josiah 4 l Jesus10

[Jehoiakim, 2 Kings 23:34; 1 Chronicles 3:16]
14. David 28. Jeconiah



TABLE 2

1 CHRONICLES 1 CHRONICLES
6 :3 - 1 4  EZRA 7 :1 - 5

1. Aaron Aaron
2. Eleazar Eleazar
3. Phinehas Phinehas
4. Abishua Abishua
5. Bukki Bukki
6. Uzzi Uzzi
7. Zerahiah Zerahiah
8. Meraioth Meraioth
9. Amariah -----

10. Ahitub -----
11. Zadok -----
12. Ahimaaz -----

6:3-14 Ez r a  7:1-5
13. Azariah
14. Johanan
15. Azariah Azariah
16. Amariah Amariah
17. Ahitub Ahitub
18. Zadok Zadok
19- Shallum Shallum
20. Hilkiah Hilkiah
21. Azariah Azariah
22. Seraiah Seraiah

Ezra

11
Another example, from 1 Chronicles 26:24, indicates that in the time of David 

"Shebuel the son of Gershom, son of Moses, was chief officer in charge of the 
treasuries.” Since Moses died about 1400 B.C., obviously his grandson was not liv­
ing in the reign of David 400 years later.

Or, take the genealogical data for Moses himself from Exodus 6:16-20, where 
his line is traced in four links back through Amram, Kohath, and Levi to Jacob. 
Evidence that some links are left out mounts when one compares such parallel 
genealogies as Joshua’s, where 1 Chronicles 7:23-27 lists eleven generations for 
the same period. Corroborative evidence for missing links appears to come from 
Numbers 3:19, 27, 28, where it is stated that one year after the Exodus the males 
of the families of the four sons of Kohath (including Amram) numbered 8,600. 
If Kohath was indeed Moses’ grandfather, his four sons had been unusually 
fertile!

W hy do these omissions from the biblical genealogical lists occur ? Whatever 
the reason, it is obvious that not all the links were needed to serve the biblical 
authors’ purpose. Not only did they often abbreviate genealogies by omissions, 
but also they threw together persons of differing relationships under a common 
title descriptive of the majority, without a single word of explanation. Examples 
of this include 1 Chronicles 1:1-4, where there is a mixture of sons and brothers. 
If it were not for Genesis, one could conclude from this passage that Japheth 
was the son of Ham, and Ham the son of Shem.

Or, there is 1 Chronicles 1:36: "The sons of Eliphaz: Teman, Omar, Zephi, 
Gatam, Kenaz, Timna, and Amalek.” Comparison with Genesis 3 6 :11 ,12 , how­
ever, shows that only the first five were sons according to our usage of the term. 
Timna was a concubine of Eliphaz who bore him Amalek.
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In the t a b l e  3 lists of the genealogy of Kohath from 1 Chronicles 6, the first 
one includes as sons three who are actually brothers.

TABLE 3

1 CHRONICLES 6 :2 2 -2 4

Kohath
Amminadab
Korah
Assir, Elkanah, Ebiasaph 
Assir
Tahath, etc.

1 c h r o n ic l e s  6 :3 7 -3 8  
(c f. e xo d u s  6 : 2 4 )

Kohath
Izhar
Korah
Ebiasaph
Assir
Tahath, etc.

Many other examples could be given. A final interesting one is found in Genesis 
12 46:16-18, where the sons, grandsons, and great-grandsons of Zilpah are listed

with the statement that "these she bore to Jacob” !
One must conclude, from these and other examples, that "to bear,” "to beget,” 

"father of,” and "son o f” are used in a wide sense in Scripture to indicate descent 
without restriction to the immediate offspring.

THE GENESIS 5 AND 11 GENEALOGIES

But what about the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11? Do they not embrace all 
the links in the line of descent from Adam to Noah, and from Shem to Abraham, 
since (unlike the genealogies already considered) they regularly attach to each 
name in the list the age of the father at the birth of his son ? This feature appears 
to provide a continuous series for which one would have only to add up the num­
bers to get an exact chronological span. As plausible as this approach seems at 
first, however, it would seem unjustified after consideration of the following 
points conveniently made by William Henry Green.11

Analogy

As we have already seen, the analogy of other biblical genealogies is decidedly 
against considering the Genesis genealogies as complete for chronological pur­
poses. Where we have independent evidence to check other biblical genealogies, 
there is incontrovertible evidence of abridgment. Since these genealogies are ob­
viously not designed to be strictly continuous, we would need some external evi­
dence to suggest that Genesis 5 and 11 are exceptions to that rule. But as far as 
the Bible goes, not only are we left without adequate data for the period between 
Abel and the Flood, and the period between the Flood and Abraham, but we are 
left without any data whatever that can be compared with these genealogies for
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the sake of testing their continuity and completeness. I propose, however, that we 
now have extrabiblical evidence (such as the archaeological data already men­
tioned) that has provided data (and continues to do so) which suggest there are 
missing links in the Genesis chain of descent from a chronological point of view.

Purpose

It has been suggested by some (a ) that the argument from analogy just pro­
posed does not apply to Genesis 5 and 11 because their construction is unique and 
(b) that therefore their purpose might be different — maybe even chronological. 
But we have already seen that the fact that each member of the series is said to 
have begotten the next one is no evidence in and of itself that no links have been 
omitted. So what about the number given ? W hy does the author give each patri­
arch’s age at the birth of his successor if not to give the necessary elements to com­
pute the time from Creation to Abraham ? Whatever the reason for the numbers, 
it cannot have been chronological — because, of all the numbers given with each 
patriarch, only an addition of the first can be made to yield a chronological result. 
Surely all the numbers are too closely bound together to be separated in their in­
tention; a reason which would account for the insertion of all the numbers is the 
author’s purpose of giving a conspectus of individual lives.

The numbers emphasize the patriarchs’ mortality in spite of their longevity, 
which decreases markedly after the Flood. In order to demonstrate the original 
term of human life and how it gradually narrowed, the author did not need every 
individual in the line from Adam to Abraham. All he needed was a series of speci­
men lives with the appropriate numbers attached. If this hypothesis is correct, 
it would be a mistake to try to make the numbers serve a chronological purpose.

This conclusion is strengthened when we realize that the initial appearance of 
a possible chronological scheme in Genesis 5 and 11 is not intrinsic in the data 
themselves but is purely the effect of the sequential arrangement. And the inser­
tion of the numbers does not change in the least the character of the Genesis ge­
nealogies, which must be subject to all the laws that governed the formation of 
other biblical genealogies, including free compression and the omission of links. 
The numbers are strictly parenthetical in nature, like the parenthetical insertions 
in the Matthew 1 genealogy.

Since these additions are parenthetical in nature, they should be read with sole 
reference to the names to which they are attached. They cannot determine whether 
or not links have been omitted. It is true (because the parenthetical information 
is numbers) that their arrangement one after the other produces the illusion of a 
chronological scheme. But this accident is due to the nature of the parenthetical 
information, and it must not blind us to the fact that they are nothing more than
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ordinary genealogies to be interpreted on the same principles as other biblical ge­
nealogies are.12

Finally, if the purpose were chronological, the author kept it a secret. Nowhere 
does he add up the numbers or even suggest that his readers do it. And nowhere in 
the Bible does any other inspired writer deduce a chronological statement from 
these genealogies.

Different Numbers

Another consideration is the fact that the texts of the Septuagint version (the 
earliest translation of the Hebrew Scriptures) and the Samaritan recension of the 
Pentateuch both vary systematically from the Hebrew Massoretic text in both the 
Genesis 5 and the Genesis 11 genealogies.

As shown in t a b l e  4,13 the ages of different patriarchs at the birth of their suc­
cessors are quite irregular in the Hebrew text. But the Septuagint introduces some­
thing like a regular gradation. The table also shows that Luke 3:36, following 
the Septuagint, adds a patriarch who is completely absent from the Hebrew and 
Samaritan. This addition, and the alternate numbers, produce a difference of 
nearly 1,500 years between the Hebrew and the Greek for the interval between 
Adam and Abraham.

t a b l e  4 (Genesis 5 and 1 1 )
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H E B R E W  S E P T U A G I N T  S A M A R I T A N

Adam 130 230 130

Seth 105 205 105
Enosh 90 190  90
Kenan 70 170 70
Mahalalel 65 165 65
Jared 162  162  62

Enoch 65 165  65
Methuselah 187 167  or 187 67
Lamech 182 188 53
Noah 500 500 500
Shem 100  100  100
Arphaxad 35 13 5  135
Cainan (cf. Luke 3:36) 130
Salah 30 130 130
Eber 34 134 134
Pel eg 30 130 130

Reu 32 132 132
Serug 30 130 130
Nahor 29 179  79

Terah 70 70 70

Totals 1,946 3,412 or 3,432 2,247



Which text is superior ? On text-critical grounds, it is possible that the Hebrew 
is the original, the others diverging according to a set principle — that of making 
the lives of the patriarchs more symmetrical. It is important to note that this prin­
ciple is not to effect a change in the chronological period as a whole; so even the 
versions seem to have had no interest in chronology at this point.

Structure

The structure of the Genesis 5 and 11 genealogies may also favor the position 
that they do not contain all the names in their respective lines of descent. Their 
regularity seems to indicate intentional arrangement. Each genealogy includes ten 
names, and each ends with a father having three sons. Just as the genealogy of 
Matthew 1 is arranged in three periods of fourteen generations each by dropping 
the requisite number of names, so it seems probable that the symmetry of these 
primitive genealogies is artificial rather than natural. In other words, that the defi­
nite number of names fitting into a regular scheme has been selected as sufficiently 
representing the periods to which they belong is much more likely than that all 
these striking numerical coincidences should have happened to occur in these suc­
cessive instances.

Historical Problems

If the genealogy in Genesis 11 were complete, Terah would have been a con­
temporary of all nine of the patriarchs that preceded him (including N oah), and 
Abraham would have been a contemporary of at least seven of the patriarchs pre­
ceding him (including Shem for a minimum of 150 years) ,14 If Cainan is added 
on the authority of Luke 3:36, then the situation is complicated even further. But 
the whole impression of the Abraham narrative is that the days of the Flood be­
long to a geological event long past and that the actors in it had died ages before.

The preceding paragraphs summarize a few internal reasons why Genesis fur­
nishes us with no data for a chronological computation (other than a minimum) 
before the life of Abraham.15

ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN GENEALOGIES

But the literary genre of "genealogy” is not unique to the Bible. It may be use­
ful to consider several Old W orld genealogies, many of which have been brought 
to light by archaeological research. A fairly recent discovery, for instance, is the 
genealogy of the Hammurapi Dynasty, a text found in the British Museum. This 
"shows conclusively that the Semitic tribes west of the Euphrates and of the Up­
per Euphrates region had evolved an elaborated genealogical tradition at an early 
age — probably not later than the turn of the Third Millennium B . c . ” 16 Since such
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texts furnish an ancient Near Eastern context for the biblical genealogies, it would 
be apropos to ascertain whether they were ever constructed for chronological pur­
poses. An example related to the Hammurapi Dynasty just mentioned is the As­
syrian King List, which utilizes the same tradition found in the former but em­
ploys it for a tendentious purpose: to legitimize and justify the claims of a certain 
king to the Assyrian throne,17 not to establish any chronological point.

The Genesis genealogies correspond in structure to the Sumerian-Babylonian 
King List,18 which enumerates first the kings who reigned until the Flood and 
then those who reigned after it. In one of these lists, the seventh king was even 
carried off to the gods, as was Enoch. Later on, the king list mentions Mes-kiag- 
Nanna, successor to Mes-Anne-pada. But from contemporary historical inscrip­
tions of his own, we know that Mes-Anne-pada was succeeded by his son A-anne- 
pada; thus the Sumerian King List, though it records the number of years each 
king ruled, omits certain links of importance to chronologists.

In the ancient Near East it was a common practice to use "son of" in the sense 
of "descendant of."19 A well-known example of this is found on Shalmaneser I l l ’s 
famous Black Obelisk, where Jehu is called the son of Omri, when in fact he was 
not even of the same dynasty, but merely a successor. An interesting Egyptian ex­
ample comes from a brief text in which Pharaoh Tirhakah (ca. 670 b.c.) honors 
his "father" Sesostris III (ca. 1870 b.c.) . Not only were these two kings separated 
by 1,200 years, but they were from entirely different dynasties. Even though one 
must be careful with modern parallels, a third example may be taken from the 
genealogical reckonings of the Arabs, which exhibit characteristics similar to 
those of their ancient Semitic predecessors. The late king of Saudi Arabia, Abdul 
cAziz, was called Ibn Sacud (or "son of Sacud"), though he was really the son of 
Abdur-Rahman. Sacud, whose name he bore, died in 1724. Thus, Arabs, too, men­
tion only outstanding links in the chain of descent.

Although examples could be multiplied from the ancient world, perhaps these 
genealogies suffice to show that their purpose, too, has to do with not the reckon­
ing of exact chronology hut rather the establishment of descent from some par­
ticular ancestor — a purpose unaffected by the omission of names.

CONCLUSION

It must be stated, then, that our present knowledge of human civilization in the 
ancient Near East apparently goes back (at Jericho, for instance) 20 to the seventh 
millennium b.c. This information was not available to earlier generations of Bible 
students, and they assumed that the Genesis genealogies were unbroken chains. 
The evidence indicates, however, that this assumption may legitimately be called 
into question — especially since the Bible nowhere adds up its genealogical fig-
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ures nor gives the impression that the lives of the men it names overlapped each 
other to any unusual extent.

If, instead, the practice was to select ten names from Creation to the Flood, and 
another ten from the Flood to the calling of Abraham, to serve as outstanding 
links rather than continuous links, it has genealogical custom both within and 
without the Bible to support it. Thus Seth, for example, would have produced at 
age 105 either Enosh himself or a forebear of Enosh (just as in Matthew 1:8, 
where Joram "begat” his great-great-grandson), and so on. This leaves the total 
period before Abraham, or from the second millennium b .c . on back, undeter­
mined as far as exact biblical chronology goes.

One easily sees, then, how the purported conflict between the Bible and science 
on this point proves to be an illusion. The Bible does not assign a 6,000-year his­
tory to the span of human life on the earth. This is done only by a particular inter­
pretation of the Genesis genealogies — an interpretation which we have seen does 
not rest on very solid ground. As far as the Bible is concerned, we may assign to 
the interval between Creation and Abraham any length of time that may otherwise 
appear reasonable. For the kind of data to pursue that task, however, we will have 
to turn to God’s revelation through nature and history.21
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