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1

1

Time  
and the Christian Faith

From בְְּרֵֵאשִִׁית (“in the beginning,” Gen 1:1; cf. John 1:1) to ναί, ἔρχομαι 
ταχύ (“Yes, I am coming soon,” Rev 22:20), the Bible is a book about God’s 
work in time. The God who created the world and ordered it in time and 
space continues to work in time and throughout time to redeem sinners. 
Time is not secondary or an afterthought in God’s economy but is intimately 
related to his works of creation, redemption, and sanctification.

Time and the Gospel
John Oswalt notes: “The New Testament claim that we have eternal life 
because Jesus walked out of the tomb on the first day of a certain week is not 
an innovation; it is simply continuing on in the trajectory that was laid out 
in [the Old Testament].”1 The Gospel is so intimately bound up with events 
in time that it is impossible to extricate it from them. Thus St. Paul speaks 
about God sending his Son “in the fullness of time”:

But when the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son, born of a 
woman, born under law, to redeem those who were under law, so that we 
might receive adoption as sons. (Gal 4:4–5)

He predestined us for adoption as sons through Jesus Christ, according to 
the good pleasure of his will, to the praise of his glorious grace, with which 
he has blessed us in the Beloved One. In him we have redemption through 
his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his 
grace, which he lavished upon us, in all wisdom and insight making known 
to us the mystery of his good pleasure, according to his purpose, which he 
set forth in Christ as a plan for the fullness of time, to unite all things in 
him, things in heaven and things on earth. (Eph 1:4–10)

1	 Oswalt, The Bible among the Myths, 16.



2 FROM ABRAHAM TO PAUL

Paul’s phrase implies what Oswalt observes—that the Old Testament, 
including its historical narratives, flows toward the inexorable goal just as 
rivers flow toward the sea. That goal is the incarnation and redemptive work 
of Christ in the first century.

Jesus himself taught that the entire Old Testament pointed to him 
(John 5:39; Luke 24:25–27), and that included the extensive historical nar-
ratives found in the Pentateuch, the historical books, and the prophets. 
Moreover, Jesus made use of God’s acts in history as paradigmatic for his 
own acts (e.g., Matt 12:40–42; 24:36–42; Luke 11:30–32; 17:26–30). Jesus’ 
acts would be accomplished in the flow of time by actual historical events in 
which he would bring about the fulfillment of God’s promises.

This synergy of the Gospel with the acts of God in history is also 
reflected in the teachings of Jesus’ apostles (e.g., Acts 2:29–32; Rom 1:1–6; 
2 Tim 2:8; 1 Pet 3:18–22). In doing this, Christ’s apostles were doing nothing 
more than employing the same method used by the prophets of old—
declaring that God is determined to act in time and space to redeem his 
people (e.g., Num 24:17–24; Jer 31:31–34; Amos 9:11–15; Hag 2:1–9).

However, the acts of God in history did not end with Jesus and his 
ascension but continue onward through what the prophets called “the latter 
days” and the apostles called “the last days”—the time between Jesus’ min-
istry and his promised return. Those days are times when God continues 
to speak to his people in word and in actions, even though they are also 
perilous times with false teachers (Num 24:14; Deut 4:30; Isa 2:2; Jer 48:47; 
49:39; Ezek 38:16; Dan 2:28; 10:14; Hos 3:5; Mic 4:1; Acts 2:17; 2 Tim 3:1; 
Heb 1:1–2; 2 Pet 3:3).

Since the acts of God are so inextricably connected to time and history, 
the study of when those acts took place—biblical chronology—is inescapable 
for Christians. This is so because if the Bible’s historical claims about the acts 
of God at particular times and in particular places are false, then Christian 
faith is built on nothing but invented myth that vanishes like a vapor. But 
the Christian faith is not a collection of “cleverly devised myths” that have 
been given a false historical backdrop (2 Pet 1:16). On the contrary—the 
acts of God, and especially the acts of God in Christ Jesus, are historical. 
Moreover, they can be arranged in chronological order as a witness to the 
Gospel (cf. 1 Cor 15:1–8).

Chronology and Narrative
One way in which the Bible reflects God’s work in time is through the 
historical review, a largely chronological reflection on the great acts of God 
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in history and in the life of his people Israel. These reviews remember God’s 
works on behalf of his people, illustrate his loving patience with an often 
recalcitrant Israel, and celebrate his mercy and grace. Psalms 78, 105, 106, 
135, and 136 all contain historical reviews. They take the historical narratives 
of the Old Testament—especially the narratives about the exodus, the wilder-
ness wanderings, and the conquest of the Promised Land—and use them to 
create their own narratives about God’s love and mercy toward Israel.

While the prophet Ezekiel could also use the historical review to explain 
God’s coming wrath upon the nation of Judah (Ezek 20:5–29), the longest 
and most complete historical review in the Old Testament is found in the 
prayer of the Judeans led by the Levites in Neh 9:6–37. Here, as the Judeans 
review God’s historical acts, they are led to confess their sinfulness, admit 
that God’s just wrath had befallen them, and plead for his continued mercy, 
knowing that in past history he was patient and merciful with their ances-
tors. The largely chronological arrangement of the historical review points to 
the theological import of God’s acting in history in specific times and places. 
The God of Israel is a God who is simultaneously transcendent—above and 
beyond all time and space (1 Kgs 8:27; 2 Chr 2:6; 6:18)—and immanent, 
personally present and involved with his people in time and space.

The historical review also has reflections in the New Testament. Stephen 
reviews Israel’s history immediately before his martyrdom (Acts 7:2–53). 
His review is arranged chronologically and peppered with chronological 
details from the life of Moses (Acts 7:20, 23, 30, 36). Paul also employs his-
torical narrative. For Paul this was a way to relay the Gospel. In his case, the 
historical narrative is autobiographical (Acts 22:3–21; 26:9–23). The writer 
to the Hebrews also continued in this tradition in his discourse on faith 
(Heb 11:1–40). While faith may be “the assurance of things hoped for, the 
conviction of things not seen” (Heb 11:1), it is firmly rooted in the acts of 
God in history in the lives of his saints—things that were seen and served as 
a foretaste of unseen things to come. These acts of God assure us that “God 
has provided something better for us” (Heb 11:40).

The authors of the narratives of the Old and New Testaments firmly 
rooted their texts in history by including chronological notices that enable 
us to locate these events in past time. These notices not only serve as anchors 
in time for the narratives of God’s work, but they also invite us to investigate 
the chronology of biblical events, thereby reassuring us of God’s intimate 
involvement with our own lives. In this way we derive comfort in the knowl-
edge that “all things [including the events of our times] work together for 
good to them who are called according to his purpose” (Rom 8:28).
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God’s Control of Time and Events
Finally, the Bible promises us that God is in control of time and the events 
that take place within it. That control is demonstrated in the Scriptures 
by the way he brought about the events of the past at particular times as 
indicated by chronological markers contained in the biblical text itself. 
He worked within history to redeem fallen humankind, and no power or 
authority could thwart his design. Events which may seem at times to careen 
out of control are never out of his control. All things happen in his time, as 
seen especially in his sending his Son into the world at the proper time or, 
as St. Paul reminds us, “while we were still weak, at the right time [κατὰ 
καιρὸν] Christ died for the ungodly” (Rom 5:6).

If God did all this, then we can rest assured that our times are in his 
hands (Ps 31:15). This assurance underscores much of what the Scriptures 
tell us about time in this life:2

On God rests my salvation and my glory; my mighty rock, my refuge is 
God. Trust in him at all times, O people, pour out your heart before him; 
God is a refuge for us. (Ps 62:7–8)

So teach us to number our days that we may get a heart of wisdom. 
(Ps 90:12)

Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, what you will eat 
or what you will drink, nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not 
life more than food, and the body more than clothing? Look at the birds 
of the air: they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns, and yet your 
heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they? And 
which of you by being anxious can add a single hour to his span of life? 
And why are you anxious about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, 
how they grow: they neither toil nor spin, yet I tell you, even Solomon in 
all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. But if God so clothes the 
grass of the field, which today is alive and tomorrow is thrown into the 
oven, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? Therefore do 
not be anxious, saying, “What shall we eat?” or “What shall we drink?” or 
“What shall we wear?” For the Gentiles seek after all these things, and your 
heavenly Father knows that you need them all. But seek first the kingdom 
of God and his righteousness, and all these things will be added to you. 
(Matt 6:25–33)

For he says, “In a favorable time I listened to you, and in a day of salvation 
I have helped you.” Behold, now is the favorable time; behold, now is the 
day of salvation. (2 Cor 6:2)

2 The Bible passages that follow are from the ESV. Unless otherwise noted, through-
out this book translations are the author’s own.
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Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times in every 
way. (2 Thess 3:16)

Come now, you who say, “Today or tomorrow we will go into such and 
such a town and spend a year there and trade and make a profit”—yet you 
do not know what tomorrow will bring. What is your life? For you are a 
mist that appears for a little time and then vanishes. Instead you ought to 
say, “If the Lord wills, we will live and do this or that.” (Jas 4:13–15)

Because God has worked and continues to work in human history, the study 
of biblical chronology is not a specialists’ sidelight that holds little conse-
quence for the Christian’s life. It is, instead, integral to the Christian faith. 
That is why it has occupied Christians from Eusebius of Caesarea through 
Bishop Ussher and down to the present day.
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with two years on the throne, its original text may have read “42 years” with 
only the number “2” surviving in the now corrupted text. If this is the case, 
Saul could have taken the throne as early as 1052t or 1051n.

Thus the basic chronology of the united monarchy is:

Table 26 
Basic Chronology of the United Monarchy
ca. 1049–1009 Reign of Saul

Nisan 1009–1002t David’s reign in Hebron
1002t–969t David’s reign in Jerusalem

971t–969t Solomon’s coregency with David
969t–932t Solomon’s sole reign

The Reign of Saul (ca. 1049–1009)
There are few explicit chronological markers in the narrative of Saul’s reign 
in 1 Samuel 10–31.3 Therefore, any reconstruction of the events during 
Saul’s reign will contain some degree of uncertainty.

Before David is introduced in the narrative, Saul led a campaign against 
the Philistines (1 Samuel 13–14) and a campaign against the Amalekites 
(1 Samuel 15). In both instances, Saul failed in some way to obey God, 
prompting Samuel to inform Saul that God had already chosen someone 
else as king (1 Sam 13:14; 15:28). These statements imply that David was 
already living. Since David was born thirty years before he became king 
(between mid-1040 and early 1039 BC), these statements imply that, apart 
from the acts of Saul at the very beginning of his reign (1 Samuel 10–12), 
at least the first decade of Saul’s reign is passed over in silence. More likely, 
David was approaching the age of 20—the normal age for military service 
(Num 1:3)—when Saul was informed that someone else had been chosen 
to be king. This would place the Philistine campaign no more than about 
two years before 1019 BC, when David turned 20 (i.e., 1021 BC) and the 
Amalekite campaign about a year later than the Philistine campaign (i.e., 
ca. 1020 BC).

David volunteered to confront Goliath (1 Sam 17:32), implying that he 
was at least 20 years old but not much older, since he was a young man and 
despised by the older Goliath (1 Sam 17:33, 42). Moreover, David had no 
experience in armor or with a sword (1 Sam 17:38–39), which also implies 

3	 The only useful notice for reconstructing the chronology of Saul’s reign is that 
David spent the last sixteen months of Saul’s reign as a mercenary for the Philistine 
king Achish (1 Sam 27:7).
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that he was just over the age for military service. Therefore, David most 
likely killed Goliath about 1019 BC and was anointed by Samuel shortly 
before this (1 Samuel 16).

Well into his reign David did not know of the existence of Jonathan’s 
son Meribaal (Mephibosheth; 2 Sam 9:3). This implies that he most likely 
fled from Saul’s court before Meribaal’s birth. Since Meribaal was 5 years old 
when Saul died, he was born in 1014 BC. David, therefore, fled Saul’s court 
about 1019 BC. This places the events of 1 Samuel 18 between ca. 1019 BC 
and ca. 1015 BC.

During the last sixteen months of Saul’s reign (ca. Tebeth 1011/10 BC 
to ca. Nisan 1009 BC), David served as a mercenary for the Philistine king 
Achish (1 Sam 27:7). If we allow a year or two for the events between the 
death of Samuel and David entering Achish’s service, Samuel’s death can 
be dated to ca. 1012 BC (1 Sam 25:1). This, in turn, places the events of 
1 Samuel 19–24 between ca. 1015 and ca. 1012 BC.

The archaeological excavations at Khirbet Qeiyafa, the ruins of a for-
tress that overlooks the Elah Valley, the place where David fought Goliath 
(1 Sam 17:2), confirms this dating. The Iron Age phase of the site was an 
Israelite structure, not Philistine, as evidenced by the lack of pig bones, the 
construction including casemate walls that were a mark of Israelite archi-
tecture, and the presence of three inscriptions at Qeiyafa that were written 
in Hebrew, not Philistine.4 The weight of stone used in construction of the 
Iron Age fortress has been estimated at between 100,000 and 200,000 tons, 
implying that a well-established and strong government was responsible 
for its construction. The Iron Age occupation of the site did not last long. 
Carbon pits found in its destruction layer were radiocarbon dated, yielding 
the date of destruction to 1020–970 BC with 95.4 percent probability and 
1012–990 BC with 68.2 percent probability.5 This puts the median date for 
the end of the Iron Age I/II level at about 1000–995 BC. The occupation 
of the Iron Age level lasted only about twenty to thirty years, according to 
the chief investigator Yosef Garfinkel and his associates, so the approximate 
time period for the Iron Age I/II occupation would be from about 1025 to 
995 BC.6 Because of the radiocarbon dates, the ceramic data, and his chro-
nology for the reigns of Saul and David as derived from the Bible, Douglas 
Petrovich put forth the opinion that the data require that the fortress was 
built during the reign of Saul, whose reign he dated from 1049 to 1009 BC, in 

4 Petrovich, “Connecting Khirbet Qeiyafa to the Proper Israelite King,” 87–89.
5 Garfinkel et al., “Lachish Fortifications,” 708.
6 Garfinkel et al., “Lachish Fortifications.”
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agreement with Saul’s dates as given in the present work.7 After David killed 
Goliath, the Philistines fled from the place called Shaaraim (1 Sam 17:52), 
which means “Two Gates.” Petrovich makes the observation that Iron Age 
Qeiyafa had two gates, a rather unusual architectural feature for a fortress. 
Petrovich’s dating for Khirbet Qeiyafa, with which we agree, is contrary to 
the viewpoint of those secular archaeologists who cannot believe that Saul 
had as large a government as the Bible ascribes to him and which would 
have been required for the construction of such a well-built fortress as 
Khirbet Qeiyafa.

Major events during Saul’s reign can be summarized as:

Table 27 
Chronology of Saul’s Reign

ca. 1049 Saul made king (1 Samuel 9–12)
ca. 1045 Eshbaal (Ishbosheth) born

1039 David born
ca. 1021 Saul’s Philistine campaign (1 Samuel 13–14)
ca. 1020 Saul’s Amalekite campaign (1 Samuel 15)
ca. 1019 David anointed/David kills Goliath (1 Samuel 16–17)
ca. 1016 David marries Michal (1 Sam 18:27)
ca. 1015 David flees Saul’s court (1 Samuel 19–21)

1014 Meribaal (Mephibosheth) born
ca. 1012 Samuel’s death (1 Sam 25:1)
ca. 1011 David marries Abigail and Ahinoam (1 Sam 25:42–43)

1010–1009 David in Achish’s service for sixteen months 
(1 Samuel 27; 29–30)

The Reign of David (Nisan 1009–969t)
The narratives of David’s reign are found in 2 Samuel 2–24 and 
1 Chronicles 11–29. In contrast to the narrative for Saul’s reign, there are 
several notices in the narratives of David’s reign that are useful in recon-
structing a chronology of events during this period. However, even with this 
information, many of the dates for individual events will be approximate.

7 Petrovich, “Connecting Khirbet Qeiyafa to the Proper Israelite King,” 89.
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death as vindication for the actions of their rabbis.59 They demanded that 
Archelaus remove the high priest Joazar from office, a demand to which 
Archelaus acceded.60 If almost seven months had passed between the execu-
tion of Judas and Matthias (September 5 BC to March 4 BC), it is hard to 
see how their followers made any connection between the execution of their 
rabbis and Herod’s death. However, if the January 1 BC eclipse was the occa-
sion of the execution of the rabbis, then only about three months had passed 
between the eclipse and Herod’s death, and it would have been entirely pos-
sible that their followers would have made the connection between the two.

Having ruled out the 4 BC eclipse, we can note that the 1 BC eclipse fits 
well with everything Josephus reports. The eighty-nine days between the 
eclipse and the Passover comfortably fits Josephus’s narration of events. In 
addition, Herod would have been 70 years old in 1 BC. Moreover, the eclipse 
was a total eclipse, a fitting prelude to Herod’s death. Thus, once again, we 
are led to the conclusion that the Consensus View that Herod died in 4 BC is 
incorrect. Instead, the evidence indicates that Herod died in 1 BC.

The Timing of Other Events during the Reign of Herod
There are quite a few other events during the reign of Herod that 

Josephus relays with a chronological notice. These notices do not fit the 
Consensus View and its assumptions.61 However, they fit the chronology 
advocated here—that Herod reigned from 39 BC to 1 BC.62 Table 55 sum-
marizes these notices and their fit with both the Consensus View (reign 
40–4 BC) and the chronology advocated here (reign 39–1 BC).63

59	 Ant. 17.206, 213 [17.9.1; 17.9.3].
60	 Ant. 17.207–208 [17.9.1].
61 The consensus assumptions include: (1) Unless Josephus states otherwise, the 

calendar used began in Nisan (spring) of each year. (2) Josephus used inclusive 
reckoning (non-accession reckoning) for Herod’s reign. (3) Zuckermann’s cycle 
of Sabbatical years is correct. (4) The consular year notices given by Josephus are 
correct. (5) Herod’s successors reckoned their reigns from actual succession to their 
positions in 4 BC (see discussion in the following section).

62 The assumptions for this position include: (1) Unless Josephus states otherwise, the 
calendar used began in Tishri (fall) of each year. (2) Josephus used noninclusive 
reckoning (accession reckoning) for Herod’s reign. (3) Wacholder’s cycle of 
Sabbatical years is correct. (4) The consular year notices given by Josephus are 
incorrect. Josephus was mistaken. (5) At least two, and perhaps all three, of Herod’s 
sons who succeeded him antedated their reigns to 6t BC, with their first official 
regnal year being 5t BC.

63 For the details of these events and the calculations based on the two sets of assump-
tions, see Steinmann and Young, “Elapsed Times for Herod the Great in Josephus.”
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Table 55 
Elapsed Times in the Life of Herod according to Josephus

Event
Fit with Reign 

40–4 BC?
Fit with Reign 

39–1 BC?
  1 Six Hasmonean rulers from Simon through 

Aristobolus; total of reigns agrees with 79 years 
between Simon becoming high priest in 142n 
and Pompey capturing Jerusalem in 63n.

No Yes

  2 Forty-five years from Herod’s appointment as 
στρατηγὸς in late 47 or early 46 BC, age 25, 
until his death at about age 70.

No Yes

  3 Herod began siege of Jerusalem in the third 
year after appointment by Romans.

No Yes

  4 In Herod’s eighteenth year from appointment 
as king by the Romans, Augustus Caesar comes 
to Syria (20 BC). Work starts on temple.

No Yes

  5 Work begins on temple in Herod’s fifteenth 
year, also called eighteenth year.

No Yes

  6 Jerusalem fell to Herod twenty-seven years to 
the day after it fell to Pompey in 63 BC (after 
requires noninclusive reckoning).

No Yes

  7 Hasmonean government ended “after 126 
years” (after requires noninclusive reckoning).

No Yes

  8 Aristobolus was high priest for “one year only.” No Yes
  9 Battle of Actium was in Herod’s seventh year. Yes Yes
10 Herod on his deathbed: Hasmoneans ruled 125 

years, to deposing of Antigonus.
No No

11 Herod reigned twenty-four years after 
Antigonus was slain, but thirty-seven years 
after declared king by Romans.

No64 Yes

12 Hyrcanus II, appointed high priest by Pompey 
in 63 BC, ruled twenty-four years, followed by 
Antigonus, three years three months, total of 
twenty-seven years three months, agreeing with 
twenty-seven years from Pompey’s capture of 
Jerusalem to Herod’s capture of Jerusalem.

No Yes

13 Twenty-eight high priests and 107 years from 
Antigonus to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70.

No Yes

64	 Although the Consensus View can account for 4 BC as the year of Herod’s death 
by this datum from Josephus, it cannot fit into the required thirteen days between 
1 Nisan 4 BC and Herod’s supposed death later that month before Passover. (See 
discussion of Herod’s death beginning on page 196.)
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The table clarifies that the consensus chronology is unable to explain 
any of the information given by Josephus other than the Battle of Actium 
occurring during Herod’s seventh year. On the other hand, the chronology 
that places Herod’s reign from 39 to 1 BC is able to explain all of the data 
from Josephus except Herod’s deathbed statement that the Hasmoneans 
ruled 125 years (no. 10 in Table 55). See no. 7 in Table 55, where Josephus 
gives the more exact figure as 126 years. If these were the actual words of 
Herod (not very likely), then we do not expect a dying man to be overly con-
cerned with an exact chronology. If the words are the invention of Josephus, 
he can be given credit for a realistic portrayal of a man in distress for whom 
a meticulous chronology would seem artificial. In any event, 125 years 
does not fit either approach exactly, and 126 years is what should be taken 
seriously. Nevertheless, the reign of Herod is once again demonstrated to 
best align with beginning in 39 BC and ending with Herod’s death before 
Passover in 1 BC.

The Reigns of Herod’s Successors
The only remaining evidence that supports the Consensus View that 

Herod died in 4 BC are the reigns of Herod’s sons Archelaus, Antipas, and 
Philip. According to the Consensus View, each of these reckoned their 
reigns from about 4 BC, which appears to indicate that Herod must have 
died in that year. However, numismatic evidence from the coins of Antipas 
and Philip indicates that they antedated their reigns to 6t BC.65 This dem-
onstrates that the official reckoning of the reigns of Herod’s sons cannot be 
used to provide evidence for the date of Herod’s death, since whether he 
died in 4 BC or 1 BC, his sons reckoned their reigns to a time before Herod’s 
death. To understand how Herod’s sons might have reckoned their reigns 
from 4 BC though Herod died in 1 BC, it is necessary to understand what 
Josephus tells us about Herod’s heirs during his last years.

Originally Herod had named his son Antipater to be his heir and had 
groomed Antipater to take over upon his death. However, a little more 
than two years before Herod’s death, Herod’s younger brother Pheroras, 
who was serving as tetrarch of Galilee under Herod, was murdered. Herod 
believed that Antipater was implicated in a plot to murder his uncle. When 

65 Steinmann and Young, “Dating the Death of Herod and the Reigns of His Sons,” 
448–52. Note that in keeping with Jewish custom, the regnal year was reckoned to 
begin in fall at the beginning of the month of Tishri. 6t BC ran from the beginning 
of Tishri 6 BC to the end of Elul 5 BC. This would have been counted as Herod’s 
sons’ accession year, and their first official year would have been reckoned as 5t BC, 
starting in Tishri 5 BC.




