Q: What does Genesis chapter 1 mean by the word “day”? 

A: The days of creation are unquestionably literal days, as we take them now.      Some of the reasons for this are: 

· Neither the text of Genesis chapter 1 nor its context give any indication that metaphorical or symbolic language is being used.

· Of the more than 2200 times that the Hebrew word yom occurs in the Old Testament, about 95% of the time it refers to a literal 24 hour day.  In those places where yom is used as a figure of speech so that it dos not mean a literal solar day, it is clear that it is still not intended to mean a period of time that includes thousands of years.

· In every one of the about 200 times in which the Hebrew word yom is accompanied by a numeral in the Old Testament, the context makes it clear that it means a literal solar day.

· The plural form of yom (yamim) is used about 700 times in the Old Testament, and in each case the context makes it clear that it is referring to literal days.   For instance: "For in six days [yamim] the Lord made the heavens and the earth, the sea, and all that is in them, but he rested on the seventh day [yom]."  Exodus 20:11.  See also Exodus 31:17.

· In the Old Testament when the word "day" (yom) is used in a numbered series, it always has reference to a normal day, as in Numbers 29.

· The repeated phrase "evening and morning" clearly limits the days of Genesis chapter 1 to solar days.  This is the pattern of the Old Testament.  If the days are long periods of time then logic insists that the nights be long periods as well, which is not credible or reasonable.

· If a day is to be understood as a long period of time in Genesis 1 it makes the observation of Sabbath an absurdity.  Exodus 20:11 and 31:17 do not say God is still resting on the 7th day.

· The word "days" in Genesis 1:14 is used in context with the word “years," so the time comparison between the two words indicates that “days” is smaller in time, or else the use of the word "years" would be meaningless.

· Moses could have used the Hebrew word olam to clearly indicate long periods of time, if that were his intent.

The usual reason for a person to seek to make the “days” of the creation account mean long periods of time is to reconcile the Genesis account with the supposed findings of modern science.  This approach requires an unfounded and inconsistent approach to Scripture.  It also reveals a gross misunderstanding of the character of true science and the philosophical mindset of proponents of evolutionary theory.  It is far better for Christians to stand on the revealed word of God than to make any adjustment of Scripture in order to “hit the moving target” of scientific theory.  If this portion of Scripture is adjusted to accommodate the current “scientific” understanding, then the authority and validity of all of Scripture is called into question. 

The intended meaning of Genesis 1-11 as summarized by professor James Barr

Quoted as follows in 
:

The following is an extract from a letter written in 1984 by Professor James Barr
, who was at the time Regius Professor of Hebrew at the University of Oxford. Please note that Professor Barr does not claim to believe that Genesis is literally true, he is just telling us, openly and honestly, what the language means.  Professor Barr said [or wrote], 

"Probably, so far as l know, there is no professor of Hebrew or Old Testament at any world-class university who does not believe that the writer(s) of Gen. 1-11 intended to convey to their readers the ideas that (a) creation took place in a series of six days which were the same as the days of 24 hours we now experience (b) the figures contained in the Genesis genealogies provided by simple addition a chronology from the beginning of the world up to later stages in the biblical story (c) Noah's flood was understood to be world-wide and extinguish all human and animal life except for those in the ark. Or, to put it negatively, the apologetic arguments which suppose the 'days' of creation to be long eras of time, the figures of years not to be chronological, and the flood to be a merely local Mesopotamian flood, are not taken seriously by any such professors, as far as I know." 

_______________________________________________________________________

In response to an e-mail from John Doyle regarding the meaning of the word, yom in Genesis chapter 1 Dr. Arnold Fruchtenbaum, Hebrew scholar, wrote:

Subject: Answer - The Word Day 
Date: Mon, 27 Feb 2006

Dear John Doyle:

 

Thank you for your e-mail letter of January 26, 2006.

 

While the Hebrew word for day, yom, could refer to a longer period of time by itself, whenever it is used with a numeral, it is only a twenty-four hour day.  

 

In the Genesis account it is used with numerals and furthermore the Genesis account also mentions “evening and morning” which reconfirms that it is only    a twenty-four hour day.  

 

Yours for the salvation of Israel,

 

Arnold G. Fruchtenbaum

Director [Ariel Ministries]
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