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“… when Yahweh God made the earth 
and the heavens,”—a proposal for the 
right translation of ~AyB. [bəyôm] 
in Genesis 2:4 
David G. Graves

One tactic used to undermine the length of the days in Genesis 1:1–2:3 is the use of the phrase “in the day 
the Lord God made the earth and the heavens” in most English translations of the Bible. However, “in the day 
…” is based on a faulty translation of the Hebrew phrase bəyôm `ăśôt (“when … made”). This is shown by the 
usage of the prepositional phrase bəyôm in its seven other occurrences in Genesis as well as the syntax of the 
infinitive construct. This demonstrates that the proper translation of Genesis 2:4 should be “when the Lord 
God made the earth and the heavens.” This obviates this argument of the skeptics concerning the semantics 
of the word yôm as anything other than a 24 hour period unless otherwise modified.

Genesis 2:4 contains a prepositional phrase that some 
critics seek to use to undermine the historic position 

of a literal six day creation. Genesis 2:4 reads “These 
are the generations of the heavens and the earth when 
they were created, when Yahweh God made them.”1 
The KJV and most English translations contribute to the 
misinterpretation of Genesis 2:4 by translating the phrase 
hyper-literally as “in the day”. Even the entry in the 
Koehler–Baumgartner lexicon is misleading. It subsumes 
the translation of Genesis 2:4 under the category for ~AyB. 
(bəyôm) + finite verb. It then gives an example of ~AyB. 
(bəyôm) + infinitive construct used in a ritual context and 
renders it as “when”.2 This hyper-literal translation is then 
used to assert that the word “day” in Genesis 1 cannot 
possibly mean an actual solar day. A good example is the 
old-earth creationist Hugh Ross:

“Here the word day refers to all six creation 
days (and the creation of the universe that took 
place prior to the first creative day). Obviously, 
then, this is a period longer than 24 hours.”3

However, the grammatical evidence from the 
Old Testament does not support the traditional English 
translation. Based on an examination of the other uses of 
the phrase ~AyB. (bəyôm) and the participial forms of hf'’['‘ 
(`aśah) in the book of Genesis, this article will seek to 
demonstrate that “when” is the most accurate translation 
of the phrase in Genesis 2:4. As Wolfgang Schneider notes, 
when Hebrew prefixes the preposition b (b) to an infinitive 
construct it connotes temporality.4 As will be argued below, 
Genesis 2:4 employs the construction of ~AyB. (bəyôm) + 
the infinitive construct tAf[] (`aśôt “to make”) to mean 
“when he made”.

The prepositional phrase ~AyB. (bəyôm) occurs 198 
times5 in the Masoretic Text with a schwa under the beth 
preposition as in Genesis 2:4, as opposed the 295 times 
when ~AYB; (bayyôm) with a patach occurs. For the purposes 
of this article we will limit our analysis to the uses of these 
prepositional phrases in the Book of Genesis: since the 
numbers are reduced eight6 and thirteen7 for ~AyB. (bəyôm) 
and ~AYB; (bayyôm) respectively. 

The uses of ~AYB; (bayyôm) 
in Genesis

The three Hebrew consonantal prepositions are 
always affixed to the noun or nominal verb.8 As one 
examines the thirteen uses of ~AYB;; (bayyôm), one discovers 
that it most naturally is rendered “in the day”. The patach 
(  ; = a) under the preposition b (b) indicates that the 
definite article has been “syncopated following the 
preposition,”9 i.e. h; (ha the) has been removed from 
middle of the new phrase.

When one looks at the 13 uses of this prepositional 
phrase, one is not surprised that in all but Genesis 1:18 it is 
modified by either an ordinal number, (e.g. “on the seventh 
day”) or a demonstrative pronoun (e.g. “on that day”) 
indicating that the text refers to a particular day. Genesis 
1:18 evinces a different usage. God speaks of the day in 
contradistinction from the night. Thus in this generic use 
one finds “the day” in opposition to “the night.” 

The other uses of ~AyB. (bəyôm) in Genesis

Prior to examining the use of ~AyB. (bəyôm) in Genesis 
2:4, it will be useful to look at the other seven uses of this 
prepositional phrase in the book of Genesis.
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Genesis 2:17 and 3:5

	
^ïl.k'a] ~Ay°B. yKiª WNM,_mi lk;Þato al{ï [rê"w" bAjå ‘t[;“D:h; 

#[eªmeW `tWm)T' tAmï WNM,Þmi

ûmë`ëc haDDaº`at †ôb wärä` lö’ tö´kal 
mimmeºnnû Kî Büyôm ´ákolkä mimmeºnnû môt 
Tämût

But from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, 
you shall not eat from it. For when you eat from it 
you shall surely die.

~k,_ynEy[e( WxÞq.p.nIw> WNM,êmi ~k,äl.k'a] ‘~AyB. yKiª ~yhiêl{a/ [;dEåyO 
yKi… `[r")w" bAjï y[eÞd>yO ~yhiêl{aKe( ‘~t,yyIh.wI

	
Kî yödëª` ´élöhîm Kî Büyôm ´ákolkem 
mimmeºnnû wünipqüHû `ê|nêkem wihyîtem 
Kë|´löhîm yöd`ê †ôb wärä`

For God knows that when you eat from it, then 
your eyes will be opened, and you shall be like God 
knowing good and evil.

Genesis 2:17 and 3:5 both refer to the probationary curse 
of death should Adam and Eve violate God’s command not 
to eat from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. 
God demanded “perfect and in every respect complete 
obedience” from Adam and Eve.10 He also threatened terrible 
punishment should they disobey. Herman Bavinck observed 
that if one takes the prepositional phrase ~Ay°B. (bəyôm) as 
“in the day” as opposed to idiomatically then God’s wrath 
miscarried and the curse proved to be a falsehood for Adam 
and Eve did not physically die that day. 

“Had the full punishment of sin been 
immediately carried out, in that first human couple 
the whole human race would have been annihilated, 
the earth laid waste, and the cosmos would have 
returned to chaos or to nothingness. In that case, 
however, Satan would have been victorious and 
God defeated.”11

While many interpreters have sought to view the 
spiritual death meted out that day as the fulfillment of the 
promised tWmT' tAm (môt tāmût, “you shall surely die”), 
the curse surely includes physical death. Adam and Eve 
experienced the most profound death on that day, as Paul 
said when commenting on the Fall in Romans 5, “Therefore 
just as through one man, sin entered into the world and death 
through sin, and thus death unto all men, because all sinned.” 
Yet the curse was not meted out in toto on that day. So while 
God did indeed pronounce the doom of death on the day 
of the Fall, God mercifully delayed their physical death 
so that they could bear children, especially the one from 
whom the Seed would spring to crush the Serpent’s head. 
So while in these two instances one is not only allowed by 
grammatical construction to render ~Ay°B. (bəyôm) as “when”, 
the theological implications demand it.

Genesis 5:1–2

tWmd>Bi ~d"a' ~yhil{a/ aroB. ~AyB. ~d"a' tdol.AT rp,se hz< 
~m'v.-ta, ar"q.YIw: ~t'ao %r<b'y>w: ~a'r"B. hb'qen>W rk'z"2 Atao 

hf'[' ~yhil{a/ s ~a'r>B'hi ~AyB. ~d"a'

zè sëºper Tôldöt ´ädäm Büyôm Bürö´ ´élöhîm 
´ädäm Bidmût ´élöhîm `äSâ ´ötô2 zäkär 
ûnüqëbâ Bürä´äm wayübäºrek ´ötäm wayyiqrä´ 
´et-šümäm ´ädäm Büyôm hiBBä|r´äm

This is the book of the Genealogy of Adam when 
God created him. In the likeness of God he made 
him. Male and female he created them and blessed 
them, and he called their name Adam, when he 
created them.

These two verses have particular bearing on the proper 
interpretation of Genesis 2:4. Both times that ~AyB. (bəyôm) 
occurs in Genesis 5:1–2, it has the same grammatical 
structure as in Genesis 2:4. ~AyB. precedes an infinitive 
construct without an intervening preposition. In 5:1, the 
infinitive construct is the verb arb (br’, “to create”) in the 
qal. arb only occurs in the infinitive construct six times 
in the Old Testament: four times in the niphal, once in the 
hiphil, and here in the qal. Four times (Gen. 5:1, 5:2; Ezek. 
28:13, 15) the infinitive construct of arb is preceded by a 
separate prepositional phrase that acts like the preposition 

“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work 
of his hands” (Psalm 19:1).
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attached to the infinitive construct. Three times it is the 
prepositional phrase ~AyB. (bəyôm) while Ezekiel 28:15 
uses ~AYmi ((miyyôm) “when”). In each of these instances, 
the grammatical collocation functions to denote “when” 
not “in/from the day.” 

Genesis 21:8

~AyàB. lAdêg" hT,äv.mi ‘~h'r"b.a; f[;Y:Üw: lm;_G"YIw: dl,Y<ßh; lD:ïg>YIw: 
`qx'(c.yI-ta, lmeîG"hi

wayyigDal hayyeºled wayyiGGämal wayyaº`aS 
´abrähäm mišTè gädôl Büyôm hiGGämël 
´et-yicHäq

And the child grew and he was weaned. And 
Abraham prepared a great feast when Isaac was 
weaned.

This verse actually serves as the greatest weakness to 
the thesis advanced in this article. However there is nothing 
in this verse nor in the 67 other times when ~AyàB. (bəyôm) 
prefixes an infinitive construct that necessitates a translation 
of “in the day”. Even here the normal pairing that signals 
the very day, for example hZ<©h; ~AYæB; (bayyôm hazeh), is 
absent. Thus even in this verse nothing demands that the 
feast occurred on the last day that Isaac nursed from Sarah. 
Rather all that this verse requires is that Abraham held a 
great feast after Isaac was weaned.

Genesis 30:33

^yn<+p'l. yrIßk'f.-l[; aAbït'-yKi( rx'êm' ~AyæB. ‘ytiq'd>ci yBiÛ-ht'n>['(w> 
`yTi(ai aWhÞ bWnðG" ~ybiêf'K.B; ‘~Wxw> ~yZI©[iB(' aWl÷j'w 

dqo’n" •WNn<yae-rv,a] lKoå

wü`ä|ntâ-Bî cidqätî Büyôm mäHär Kî|-täbô´ 
`al-Sükärî lüpänÊºkä Köl ´ášer-´ênennû näqöd 
wü†älû´ Bä|`izzîm wüHûm BaKKüSäbîm 
Gänûb hû´ ´iTTî

“And my righteousness will answer for me 
whenever (lit. “at the time of tomorrow”), when 
you come to check concerning my wages. Every 
one that is not speckled and spotted among the 
goats or black among the lambs, will be as if stolen 
by me.”

This verse contains ~AyB. (bəyôm) in a construction with 
the adverb “tomorrow”. So while it does not have the same 

construction of ~AyB. followed by an infinitive construct, 
again it demonstrates that the prepositional phrase ~AyB. 
does not necessitate the translation of “in the day” as most 
modern versions translate it. Jacob was not scheduling 
an inspection to occur the following day. He was rather 
giving Laban the right to come and inspect Jacob’s herds 
at whatever time Laban pleased. 

Genesis 35:3

hn<Ü[oh' laeúl' x:Beªz>mi ~V'ä-hf,[/a,(w> lae_-tyBe( hl,Þ[]n:w> 
hm'Wqïn"w> `yTik.l'(h' rv,îa] %r<D<ßB; ydIêM'[i ‘yhiy>w: ytiêr"c") ~AyæB. ‘ytiao

wünäqûºmâ wüna`álè Bê|t-´ël wü´e|`éSè-ššäm 
mizBëªH lä´ël hä`önè ´ötî Büyôm cä|rätî wayühî 
`immädî BaDDeºrek ´ášer häläºkTî

“Let us arise and let us go to Bethel. And there I 
will build an altar to the God who answered me 
when I was in distress and he has been with me in 
the way that I went.”

Jacob directs his clan to leave Shechem and go to the 
area of Bethel. He reminisces over God’s faithfulness to 
his promises and his answer to Jacob’s pleas for help. 
Jacob’s trouble cannot be restricted to one day. Rather 
Jacob used a substantive participle to refer to God’s action. 
Such attributive participles do not mark time or aspect.12 
So while Jacob plans to build the altar in response to the 
vow he had made years earlier in Genesis 28:16–22, the 
time of Jacob’s distress mentioned here lasted the whole 
period of his sojourn away from the land of Canaan.

“These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they 
were created, when Yahweh God made them” (Genesis 2:4).1
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Conclusions on the use of ~AyB. (bəyôm) in 
Genesis apart from Genesis 2:4

Genesis employs the prepositional phrase ~AyB. seven 
times outside of Genesis 2:4. In each of these instances, one 
can or must translate it as the adverb “when” as opposed to 
the prepositional phrase “in the day”. However in twelve 
of the thirteen uses of the similar prepositional phrase 
~AYB; (bayyôm), it requires a translation of “on X day” (where 
X is either an ordinal number or demonstrative pronoun). 
Five of the occurrences of ~AyB . occur in the same 
collocation as Genesis 2:4, namely, ~AyB. followed by an 
infinitive construct. In these instances this construction 
functions in a manner analogous to the infinitive construct 
with a proclitic b (b) denoting the time of action, therefore 
logically it should be translated as “when”.

Genesis 2:4

	 #r<a"ßh'w> ~yIm:±V'h; tAdôl.At hL,a	 A
	 ~a'_r>B")hiB	 B
	 tAf±[] ~Ay©B.	 B'
	 ~yhiÞl{a/ hw"ïhy	 X
	 `~yIm'(v'w> #r<a	 A'

A		 ´ëºllè tôldôt haššämaºyim wühä´äºrec
	 B	 BühiBBä|r´äm
	 B'	 Büyôm `áSôt
	 X	 yhwh ´élöhîm
A'		 ´eºrec wüšämäºyim

When one looks at Genesis 2:4 the most striking element 
is that it contains the first of the ten Toledoths that structure 
the narrative of Genesis. The next element that one notices 
is that it is a simple chiasm. A chiasm is a literary device 
that arranges the unit in an inverse style using inclusio, 
in other words ABB'A' structure. In this instance A and 
A' contain reference to the heavens and the earth and then 
the earth and the heavens. For this article interest is drawn 
to B and B'. B is an infinitive construct with a proclitic 
b (b), best rendered “when they were created”. In fact, this 
infinitive construct suggests the proper translation of B' 
since B' also contains the infinitive construct tAf±[] (`ăśôt) to 
do). The infinitive construct of hf[ (`śh) occurs 301 times 
in the Masoretic Text. 285 times it employs a proclitic 
preposition of some sort; six times tAf±[] is preceded by a 
verb; and ten times, as in Genesis 2:4, it is preceded by a 
noun or prepositional phrase. Of these ten, the only other 
time that a participle of hf[ is modified by ~AyàB. (bəyôm) is 
in Ezekiel 43:18. There ~AyàB. precedes the niphal participle 
AtAf['he (hē`āśôtô) indicating the prescribed ritual after the 
altar was built. 

Given the parallelism with the participial phrase 
~a'_r>B")hiB. ((bəhîbbār´ām) “when they were created”), the 
general usage of the prepositional phrase ~AyàB. ((bəyôm) 
“when”), and the usage of the participle hf[ (`śh) it 
not only legitimates but necessitates the translation of  
Genesis 2:4 in the following manner: “These are the 
generation of the heavens and the earth when they were 
created, when Yahweh God made the earth and the 
heavens.”
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