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The numbering
pattern of
Genesis: does it
mean the days
are non-literal?

Jonathan Sarfati

The days of Genesis 1 have an interesting pattern in the
Hebrew, which is not often reflected in English translations.
The first day has a cardinal number (i.e. one, two, three ... ),
IR 01 (yom echad) Day One. The others have ordinal
numbers (second, third, fourth ... . Also, days 2—5 lack a
definite article (11, ha, ‘the’) while days 67 have one. So
a literal translation of Creation Week would be Day One, a
second day, a third day, a fourth day, a fifth day, the sixth
day, the seventh day.

This pattern is enough to destroy one of the arguments
against literal days by leading old-earth creationist Dr
Hugh Ross:

‘The unusual syntax of the sentences enu-
merating specific creation days. Looking at the
word-for-word translation of the Hebrew text,
one finds this phraseology: “and was evening and
was morning day X.” ... The word arrangement
is clearly a departure from simple and ordinary
expression. ... This syntactic ambiguity does
not constitute a proof. However, it does suggest
that the “day” here is to be taken in some unusual
manner.’!

As shown above, Ross is simply wrong about the
syntax, so his argument collapses. Unfortunately, it is one of
many such examples of bluff using learned-sounding argu-
ments about Hebrew, which turn out to be nonsensical.?

One Rev. Dr Rowland Ward, whose doctoral thesis
was on the history of the Presbyterian Church in Australia,
has a long history of vexatious opposition to the view that
Genesis is straightforward history, even giving credence to
the thoroughly scientifically and ethically discredited book
Telling Lies ... by atheist Ian Plimer.> Ward is more sophis-
ticated than Ross, and points out the correct pattern. But he
uses this to argue against a straightforward interpretation of
Genesis. He later argues for the Framework Hypothesis, a
view arising from abject capitulation to ‘science’, but also
dissatisfaction with the poor exegesis required to claim that
the days were really ages, as Ward himself notes.* But the
Framework Hypothesis has already been demolished,>¢ so
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this article concentrates only on the number pattern. Ward
says:

‘These distinctions are not what we would
expect if we have emphasis on a mere chronologi-
cal ordering of events (cf. Num 29:17, 20, 23, 26,

29, 32, 35).”7

It’s worth noting the pejorative word ‘mere’, as if

chronology is somehow unworthy, despite its importance
in Scripture (cf. Luke 3:1-2). However, the argument is
fallacious, and as will be seen, those who, unlike Ward,
are specialists in Hebrew believe that the pattern actually
strengthens the case for literal days.

Dr Andrew Steinmann, Associate Professor of Theology
and Hebrew at Concordia University, Illinois, has analyzed
the pattern in Genesis in detail. Far from being an exception
to the ‘yém + numeric = literal day’ rule, he argued that the
pattern gives strong support for 24-hour days in Genesis:

‘If NN is used as a cardinal number, what is
the force of Genesis 1:5? [Quote in Hebrew and
English]

‘The answer may lie in the use of the terms
“night”, “day”, “evening”, and “morning”. Gen
1:5 begins the cycle of the day. With the creation
of light it is now possible to have a cycle of light
and darkness, which God labels “day” and “night”.
Evening is the transition from light/day to dark-
ness/night. Morning is the transition from dark-
ness/night to light/day. Having an evening and a
morning amounts to having one full day. Hence
the following equation is what Gen 1:5 expresses:
Evening + morning = one day.

‘Therefore, by using a most unusual grammati-
cal construction, Genesis 1 is defining what a day
is. This is especially needed in this verse, since
“day” is used in two senses in this one verse. Its
first appearance means the time during a daily cycle
that is illuminated by daylight (as opposed to night).
The second used means something different, a time
period that encompasses both the time of daylight
and the time of darkness.

‘It would appear as if the text is very carefully
crafted so an alert reader cannot read it as “the
first day”. Instead, by omission of the article it
must be read as “one day”, thereby defining a day
as something akin to a twenty-four hour solar
period with light and darkness and transitions be-
tween day and night, even though there is no sun
until the fourth day. This would explain the lack
of definite articles on the second through fifth days.
Another evening and morning constituted “a” (not
“the”) second day. Another evening and morning
made a third day, and so forth. On the sixth day,
the article finally appears. But even here, the gram-
mar is strange, since there is no article on D" as
would be expected. This would indicate that the
sixth day was a regular solar day, but that it was
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TN DT P27 AW Genesis 135
one day mor- and eve- and
ning was ning was

1Y DT P27 2V Genesis 1:8
second day mor- and eve- and
ning was ning was

WORY DT P27 2T Genesis 1:13

'third day mor- and eve- and
ning was ning was

P27 O P2V 2T Genesis 1:19

fourth day mor- and eve- and
ning was ning was

also the culminating day of creation. Likewise,

the seventh day is referred to as *V2Un D° (Gen

2:3), with lack of an article on 01*. This, also, the

author is implying, was a regular solar day. Yet

it was a special day, because God had finished his

work of creation.’®

Note that the last section on the seventh day refutes
the common claim by progressive creationists such as Ross
that the seventh day is still continuing.” This claim has been
discredited on other grounds too.!*!

Then Steinmann concluded, while also pointing out the
fallacy of interpreting a word by its whole semantic range
rather than the specific context,'? that the Hebrew clearly
teaches 24-hour days.

‘03, like the English word “day”, can take on

a variety of meanings. It does not in and of itself

mean a twenty-four hour day [ref]. This alone has

made the length of days in Genesis 1 a controversial

subject [ref]. However, the use of NN in Gen 1:5

and the following unique uses of the ordinal num-

bers on the other days demonstrates that the text
itself indicates these as regular solar days.’!

Conclusion

Creationists should be aware of the pattern of ordinals
and cardinals, and the fact that there are definite articles on
some days and not others. But far from it being a problem
for creation, this pattern is a clincher for the 24-hour
interpretation.
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