The Bible & the age of man



What the Bible tells us about The Age of Man 

(The Nature of Hebrew Genealogies):

In order to use the Bible genealogies by themselves to establish a chronology of events

several assumptions must be made:

1) the Bible text analyzed must have the correct original numbers,

2) the genealogy must be complete, no substantial numbers of generations left out,

3) the genealogies must overlap all the events being dated,

4) the purpose of the genealogies must be consistent with a chronological use.

Let us examine several aspects of Bible genealogies and then attempt to evaluate

whether these assumptions are valid.

Firstly let us use Matthew's record of Jesus' lineage as our first example of Hebrew

genealogy. The general form is " ... the genealogy of Christ, the son of David, the son of

Abraham." Matt 1:1 The detailed genealogy from Abraham to Jesus follows in verses

2-16. Several features must be noted concerning this form. Probably foremost for this

analysis is that his genealogy is wrong. 

Well, that is what we would say today if someone claimed Jesus was David's son. We understand that this means Jesus was descended from David. However, in Hebrew style Jesus was David's son. Sonship meant descendancy, it was not a strict term denoting direct parent-child relationship. This is a very important characteristic to understand if genealogies are to be properly understood. Sometimes the descendancy is stated from the other perspective: David begat Jesus. 

Begat is an archaic english term meaning to be the father of . Abraham is frequently spoken of as the father of Israel. This doesn't mean directly fathered: Isaac was Abraham's direct son. This usage is in the same sense that we speak of Washington as the father of the United States. So we need to be clear on whether a genealogy is giving direct father-son relationships or is speaking in general ancestral terms. It is not always obvious, and not even possible to know for sure in some cases. This general usage is prevalent in the Genesis genealogy of Genesis 10.

As a second feature of Matthew's short genealogy, we note the absence of any

time markers. Clearly this genealogy was not intended to date the lives of the people

mentioned. What then was the purpose? A study of Matthew's book will show that

Matthew apparently was writing to an audience well studied in the Old Law and especially the prophets of old. He repeatedly points out obscure events in the life of Jesus that fulfilled those prophecies. The first obvious example of this occurs in 1:22. 

Even the name given Jesus was a fulfillment of such a prophecy. Bearing this in mind, now consider the sermon Peter preached on Pentecost. What was his point to that Jewish audience? It was to show that the Jesus they had killed was the promised Messiah of prophecy. His Jewish audience was convinced. What they failed to recognize when Jesus performed the miracles during His life, they saw immediately after the resurrection when it was pointed out to them how He was the very one they had been looking for all along. 

Fulfilled prophecy convinced those Jews. A few years later we find Matthew using the same approach in his gospel that Peter used so effectively on Pentecost guided by the Spirit.

This is clear from the strong emphasis Matthew placed on Jesus the King as He fulfilled

the prophecies of old. That messiah of prophecy had to have the proper lineage to fulfill

the Old Testament prophecies of a Messiah on the throne of David. He must be the son of

David to rule the peaceable kingdom on David's throne. He must be of the seed of

Abraham to fulfill God's promise to Abraham that through his Seed all the nations of the

Earth would be blessed, Gen 12 and Gal 3:16. 

This is exactly the first point Matthew substantiates in his gospel: Jesus was a legal heir to the throne of David, a direct descendant from Abraham. Matthew apparently used the legal descendency through Joseph to emphasize Jesus as King. Luke, writing to a more cosmopolitan audience, showed that Jesus also had the appropriate physical lineage through Joseph's father-in-law,

Mary's father, Luke 3:23-27. Notice also that Luke did not stop at Abraham, but traced

the lineage all the way back through Adam to God. Comparing these genealogies, it is

apparent that different points were being made. Matthew wanted to show Jesus the King

to his Jewish audience. Luke wanted to show Jesus the Son of God to his friend Theophilus, the 'god lover'. Neither of these writers were at all interested as to when these

events occurred, only that they did occur.

Returning to Matthew's genealogy, notice that he very neatly divides the genealogy

into three groups of fourteen generations each. This is an important clue about the

mindset behind Hebrew genealogies. In actuality, Matthew force-fitted his genealogy into

this structure. To even get his list into three sets of fourteen requires that both David and

Jeconiah be counted twice. In 1:8 he left out certain ones ( Ahaziah, Joash, Amaziah &

Azariah) which he and his hearers surely knew of from the parallel in 1 Chronicles 3:11-

13. 

This was obviously intentional. Why would he have done this? Why would the Holy

Spirit have inspired such an approach? Matthew gives the answer in verse 17. He was

reflecting the three major periods of Hebrew history since Abraham. Further, to do so in a

structure of 3 x ( 7 doubled) was a very clever literary device tailored to his Hebrew

audience. Three was the 'divine' number; seven stood for completeness – and multiplied

by two indicated redoubled completeness. In other words, this was not just a genealogy

but one which was the complete, divine fulfillment of the Hebrew prophets. 

The actual history did not make this point, rather Matthew was using his genealogy to make the point. This theme is carried all the way through Matthew's gospel. Jesus is the fulfillment of the Law. As a side benefit, genealogies with numerical structure made them easy to remember. 

The audience knew the ancient genealogies well enough to understand that Matthew wasn't trying to rewrite history, but rather to present it in a way which they

would appreciate. To his audience this would have been very effective. 

However, most of the impact is lost on us today. We might even think it seems deceitful. We read that Jesus was the son of David and that's what we think was intended. However, as noted earlier, the Bible words used for the father-son relationship, begat and son, didn't necessarily mean to the Hebrew what it does to us. To them it carried more the sense of descended from rather than direct son of. In our words Jesus was the heir of David. When this is understood, then it becomes obvious how the Holy Spirit could have inspired Matthew to honestly write that Jesus descended from David who descended from Abraham. That is exactly the way it was.

Does this feature show up in the Old Testament itself? Compare the genealogy

which Ezra the scribe gives in Ezra 7:2 with that given in 1 Chronicles 6:3-14. Notice that Ezra leaves out Amariah, Ahitub, Zadok, Ahimaaz, Azariah, Johanan between Meraioth and Azariah. As an inspired scribe, surely Ezra knew the genealogy given in Chronicles.

But still he chose to abbreviate it, to leave out some of the descendant links. He left out

more than he included in this section. Two named generations actually spans eight

generations! We are seeing the Hebrew characteristic of using genealogy to show the flow of 'official-dom' and lineage rather than to show strict historical father-son relationships.

This same effect shows up again in 1 Chronicles 26:24 where Shebul is said to be the 'son' of Gershom. About four hundred years separated these descendants! Not only are

individuals and whole sections left out of Hebrew genealogies, but the Genesis 11

genealogies also exhibit artificial numerical structure. It the OT case the families are

presented in groups of ten. This indicates that as in Matthew, these listings have been

intentionally structured to fit this form. Clearly the makes it unreliable to blindly add up

the ages.

If the sequence of members in a genealogy does not reliably represent strict history

then what does the sequence mean. Again scripture provides us the answer on a case by

case basis. We have seen the motivation behind Matthew's approach already. Ezra was

listing only those significant in the lineage of the throne. 

Consider Genesis 5:32. There the sons of Noah are given in sequence as Shem, Ham and Japheth. Here it would appear that Japheth is the youngest, Ham the next, with Shem being the eldest. However in Genesis 9:24 we learn that in reality Ham, not Japheth, is the youngest. The sequence given in 5:32 reflects the relative importance of each to the context of events that transpire in subsequent history. Likewise in Exodus 2 it appears that Moses was born before Aaron.

Aaron is not mentioned while the older sister Miriam is. Yet later we learn that Aaron

was three years old when Moses was born. This illustrates that the Hebrew writers were

concerned more with significance than in giving complete family histories. Could you

imagine writing the story of Moses today and not even mentioning that he had a three year old brother, especially considering the peril of young male Hebrew children? 

Today we would surely point out that it was the very abundance of little Aarons that placed all the little Moses babies in danger. The point to be learned here is that the ancient Hebrew did not write according to our twentieth century western literary forms. 

We sequence, they prioritized. We list everything, they only included the important. Frequently, the Hebrew writer would even adjust the sequence of events to fit the relative importance or similarity of events. Matthew's gospel is not at all chronological, it is classic Hebrew with the parables collected together, miracles collected together, and sayings collected into major speeches. 

Moses' account of the events at Mount Sinai is not sequential either, which

accounts for our confusion when we study Exodus today.

In keeping with this tendency to emphasize the significant was the practice of

referring to a whole lineage by the chief member of the lineage, as seen earlier in Matthew 1:1. The Israelites are a good example themselves. They were known as 'Israel', the name of the man who fathered the lineage of the twelve tribes. The tribes were known by the father of the tribe, such as Levi or Simeon. 

We are so accustomed to these names that we forget the significance such a usage has when we come to the genealogies. This kind of usage is especially prevalent in the genealogies of Genesis 10. One person's name may be used to refer to a whole nation, or tribe or even a geographical region. 

For example, in 10:2 the 'sons' of Japheth are countries, not just individuals. The same is true in 10:4. The plural 'im ending of these names is the Hebrew plural indicating this broader aspect of the relation. This also occurs in 10:7 & 13. In 10:15 a man brings forth a  place. In 10:16-18 a  man brings forth individuals and tribes. Verses 5, 20 and 31 make very clear the nonspecific aspect of these genealogies of Shem, Ham and Japheth. 

In context, all of these genealogies of peoples and places are leading up to the incident at the tower of Babel.

Even later, this practice was still in vogue. Kings of northern Israel were called Omri by

other nations, even though King Omri was long dead and gone. Some of these were not

even descendants of Omri, yet his name is used to represent the later kings in official

documents. Daniel referred to Bellshazar's grandfather Nebuchadnezzar as his father - Daniel 5. 

One author put it this way . "If uncle Harry was a horse thief, then usually uncle Harry wouldn't be included in the genealogy." If uncle Harry was a brave king, then you

could count on his name showing up on every genealogy which could reasonably claim

him.

Genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11

But what about the specific genealogies of Genesis 5 & 11? They do sound very

chronological to us. "This is the account of Shem. Two years after the flood, when Shem

was 100 years old, he became the father of Arphaxad. And after he became the father of

Arphaxad, Shem lived 500 years and had other sons and daughters. When Arphaxad

had lived 35 years, he became the father of Shelah. And after he became the father of

Shelah, Arphaxad lived 403 years and had other sons and daughters." Gen 11:10-13.

But as just seen explicitly in the preceding examples, the words begat and son are used to

indicate descendency, and the name of the prominent members of a lineage were used to

refer to the whole lineage. In light of that, the genealogies of Genesis take on a whole new flavor to us. Shem's genealogy could easily mean that when Shem was 100 years old he fathered a child (call him Arphaxed-1) who was in the lineage of Arphaxed: the name by which the lineage later came to be known. 

After fathering this child, Arphaxed-1, Shem lives 500 years longer. The time from when Arphaxed-1 was born and the actual birth of Arphaxad for whom the lineage was named could well be some undefined number of years later. This is just the way these lineages are described in the preceding chapter, Genesis 10. 

We don't know where this is the case and where it isn't. We just don't know. That's

the problem with trying to derive a chronology from such a genealogy. The same is true

in Genesis 5. For example, 5:9 reads "and Enosh lived 90 years and became the father of

Kenan." Kenan may or may not have been the paternal son of Enosh. He could have been

a grandson, or a great-grandson or a great, great ... great-grandson. The 90 years can

only be taken to apply to the first one in the lineage of Kenan fathered directly by Enosh,

who may or may not have actually been Kenan. 

The scripture doesn't provide enough insight into this lineage to decide the matter. In fact, there are some very curious situations that arise if these genealogies are taken in too chronological a manner – such as having Noah still alive during the time of Abraham! Try it yourself. Add up the ages.

Some scholars ignore this most basic and fundamental point of the preceeding paragraph. And in so doing, reach the entirely unsubstantiated result that the geneologies have no gaps with respect to the total time, but only in respect to the names that fit into that total time.

This is incorrect, as noted above and so long ago by W H Green (around 1890!). 

If they choose to critique an approach they should clearly deal with the single most important factor in the approach.

While such a way of dealing with genealogies seems contrived and contorted to us

today, apparently it was quite common in those times. It is just such problems that makes

it very difficult to take the lists of the kings, add the ages given, and derive any credible

harmonization between the different accounts in Kings and Chronicles. 

Sometimes the throne followed directly father-to-son, sometimes there was overlap, sometimes the “son of” moniker was used for grandson or some other family relationship, sometimes “son of” denoted political relationship rather than physical relationship. 

Sometimes things just don’t add up, indicating not enough information is provided to understand the gaps. But the Hebrews never seemed to have a problem with that situation. 

Why? Evidently those lists and ages of kingdoms were never intended for the purposes to which we wish to put them.

They showed the descendancy of the throne, not the overall chronology.

What then was the point of putting the ages of births and deaths in the genealogies

of Genesis if not to serve as a chronology? In order to answer this question one must see

the severity of the situation for man following the fall of Adam and Eve in the garden of

Eden. 

They both sinned and would suffer the consequence of their decision to disobey God. They would die, physically and spiritually. But a promise of hope was also given in

Genesis 3:15. The seed of woman will crush the serpent's head. Imagine Eve's relief – her

child would save them. So along comes Cain. Is he the seed? No! He kills Abel and is

cast out himself. He is certainly not the seed. He caused more innocent death. 

Rather than crushing the Serpent, he likewise rebels against God and goes off living in the fear of his own death. All the “sons” of Adam father more seed, yet for each one, for each lineage fathered, no matter how long the patriarch lived, the end result was always the same – “and he died” 5:8, 11, 14, 17, 20, 31. 

They seemed beyond the power of death due to their fantastically long lives, yet eventually even these ancients DIED. 

God really did mean it when He said, 'the day you eat of it, you shall surely die.' Not only you, but your children, and their children, and there is no beating the consequences of sin. 

Adam and Eve opened the way for Satan to bring sin to earth through the choices of man. Like Pandora's box, man cannot close the lid on sin and therefore cannot escape the

consequences of his sin. The natural result of rebellion against the Father of Life is –

death. No matter how long God gives us to live, in the end we die because of our sins.

Romans 1-3 makes essentially this same point. (Note: Consider the implications of the word “day” as used in the warning given to Adam and Eve? Here it is clear the word for “day” can be used to mean some indefinite period of time measured in years, since it was many years later that Adam died. Much later in the Bible we learn to think of this in terms of spiritual death, but that almost certainly was not the ordinary meaning conveyed to Adam and Eve. They would surely have understood the statement “the day you eat of it” to mean the very day, a literal 24-hour day of the day of their literal death, but – they would have been very wrong.)

But wait, there is an exception to the death pattern right there in the very first genealogy of Genesis, 5:22 & 24. Enoch walked with God and was not. The phrase “and

he died” does not apply to Enoch. Why not? Enoch was a type for the coming seed

promised to Eve. 

Even in the times of old, man was given the demonstrated assurance that God could defeat death for those that live in Him. It is exactly this salvation from death

that the whole Bible is about. From Genesis 3:15 on, the Bible shows how God brought

about the end from the beginning according to that which He purposed before He even

made man or our world. 

The whole of this plan has been carried out using those who were the exceptions: Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Joshua, Rahab, Samuel, David, Jehoash, Hezekiah, Mary and at last Jesus himself. 

At just the point when it seems God's plan is foiled, the faithful exception is there to pick up the plan and carry it forward. Enoch was the exceptional one of his day. Jesus is ours, Romans 3:21- 8:39.

This death explanation accounts for including the ages of the ancestors of Adam in

Genesis 5. However, this would not account for the ages given in Genesis 11 for the

ancestors of Noah. Clearly, the fall of man is not the immediate context for this

genealogy. 

The closing phrase “and he died” is not a feature of the genealogy in Genesis 11. That is not the emphasis. There is an entirely different contrast to be seen. Prior to the flood, one intriguing feature of the ancients was the long lifetimes recorded. Remember that these long lives were contrasted to the surety of death. 

Now, after the flood the lifetimes immediately have become shorter, eventually coming down to ages more typical of ages today. (The reference in Genesis 6:3 is probably not referring to man's reduced lifespan, but more likely to the time remaining until the flood.) 

Many things were different as a result of the flood: it rained there now, man ate those animals, and man didn't live as long. Some have suggested that this reduced longevity would have been the result of the destruction of a supposed vapor canopy which shielded man from life-threatening UV radiation prior to the flood. Whether this is so cannot be proved from the scriptures.

Whatever the reason, man no longer lived as long as he used to. Man is to be a humbled

short-lived being in the post-diluvian period. The ages in Genesis show how man had lost

his grasp on life. (Unfortunately, man quickly loses the lesson of this humbling. In

chapter 11 he is building the tower of Babel on the foundation of man's pride.) 

Both in Genesis 5 and 11 there is a contextual purpose for the times given which does not relate in any way to overall chronology. Apparently there are very feew if any OT scholars who would argue that chronology was the purpose of these genealogies. Such would at best be an incidental result. 

We must be very careful about turning incidental information to purposes beyond

the intent.

One last feature of the numbered genealogies must be considered. The inspired writers of the Bible never add the times to arrive at a date based on a genealogical record.

Never. This lone fact should be compelling in and of itself. An example of where such an

exercise leads, as noted earlier, is that Noah as well as all the post-diluvians would still

have been living contemporaries with Abraham. Abraham would have been fifty years old when Noah died! 

The Bible certainly gives no other indication that such was the case. A grave warning was issued against those who would so add to the words of scripture such unlikely conclusions. 

Ussher's dates were added by uninspired publishers into the margins of many printings of the Bible for hundreds of years. They are still there in many Bibles, including mine! (An Open Bible version of the NKJV). 

It was man's conclusions. If the earth and man really are as old as they appear to be, how many people in this century have rejected the Bible over what they misguidedly perceived to be an insurmountable conflict?

We see how grave are the potential consequences of such presumptuous additions by

human interpretation of God's word.

Conclusion:

All dating methods depend on assumptions. 

This is just as true of Bible 'Chronology' as it is for any of the scientific methods. 

What about all those assumptions needed to use genealogies as clocks? Relative to the first assumption given earlier, it is seen that we are not able currently to certify that the text of today accurately reflects the original numbers given in the genealogies. As to the second assumption, we have seen that when genealogies can be cross compared, gaps exist – often as a result of intentional literary form. Sometimes the gaps are wider than what is included. As we have seen at least with respect to the origin of the universe and the earth there is no genealogical sequence of time to overlap with these events. 

The events simply reside “in the beginning.” 

Finally, it is hoped you can seen that the genealogies of the Hebrew were manifestly not intended to be used as chronometers. Even the subsequent inspired Bible writers do not make such an application. These assumptions are all falsified. The earth may certainly be younger than 4.5 billion years based on the Biblical text, but it also could be even older.

No matter. The Bible does not address the issue of the age of the earth in any such

detail.

The Bible is silent on the age of man and the time of creation.

Note: This article is mostly verbatim from a longer article by Hill Roberts, a Christian Physicist (http://www.lordibelieve.org)
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