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Dating Methods for Human, Animal, and Plant Material

Introduction

One of the key questions in studying the past is the age of the Earth and its inhabitants.
Scientists use a variety of dating methods to estimate the ages of human, animal, and
plant material. Some methods measure radioactive decay; others study growth patterns or
historical records. These methods are often discussed in relation to the Bible’s account of
creation and the flood. By examining dating methods and comparing them with Scripture,
believers can gain a deeper understanding of both the insights and the limitations of
science.

Time and the Bible

The Bible frames history with clear time markers:

e The creation week in Genesis 1.
e Genealogies from Adam to Abraham in Genesis 5 and Genesis 11.
e The flood in Genesis 7.

Scripture presents history as real and ordered, but does not provide precise scientific
chronology. Dating methods attempt to fill that gap, offering approximate ages for
materials.

Copied from the NOAA.gov website

Radiocarbon Dating

Radiocarbon dating measures the decay of carbon-14 in organic material.

e Living organisms absorb carbon-14 while alive.
e After death, carbon-14 decays with a half-life of about 5,730 years.
e Measuring the remaining carbon-14 allows for the estimation of the time since death.

Useful for dating wood, bones, and plant remains up to about 50,000 years, radiocarbon
dating has limitations. Contamination, calibration, and assumptions about past carbon
levels affect accuracy.
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Potassium-Argon and Argon-Argon Dating

These methods measure radioactive decay in volcanic rocks.

e Potassium-40 decays into argon-40 with a long half-life.
e Measuring ratios estimates when the rock solidified.
e Useful for older samples beyond radiocarbon’s range.

Challenges include assumptions about initial conditions and the potential for argon loss or
gain.

Copied from Smithosonian

Uranium-Lead Dating

Uranium isotopes decay into lead over billions of years. By measuring ratios in zircon
crystals, scientists estimate the ages of some of the Earth’s oldest rocks.

This method supports long time scales but depends on assumptions of closed systems and
constant decay rates.

Dendrochronology (Tree-Ring Dating)

Tree rings provide another dating method. Each year, trees add a growth ring. By
counting and cross-referencing rings, scientists reconstruct climate patterns and date
wooden artifacts.

This method has been precise for thousands of years and helps calibrate radiocarbon
dating. It illustrates the usefulness of multiple methods working together.

Varve Counting and Ice Cores

Sedimentary layers (varves) and ice cores provide chronological records.

Copied from the Journal of Materials Education 32(3-4):125-138

e Lakes form annual sediment layers.
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e Polar ice cores preserve yearly bands of snowfall.

These records can extend back tens of thousands of years. While widely used,
interpretation depends on assumptions about annual consistency.

DNA and Molecular Clocks

Scientists also estimate timelines using the rates of DNA mutations. By comparing genetic
differences among species, they infer divergence times.

These estimates are highly debated, as mutation rates vary. Still, they provide relative

timelines for human and animal history.

Copied from the NOAA.gov website
Challenges for Biblical Faith

Dating methods often suggest ages older than a literal reading of Genesis genealogies.
This creates tension for some believers.

Responses include:

e Young-earth view. Argues that methods are flawed due to assumptions or flood
effects.

e Old-earth view. Accepts scientific ages, interpreting Genesis days as symbolic or
extended periods.

e Middle positions. Propose gaps in genealogies or localized flood models.

The key is affirming God as Creator while acknowledging human limitations.
The Reliability and Limits of Dating

All dating methods rely on assumptions: initial conditions, constancy of decay, and closed
systems. Small changes in assumptions yield different results.

Scripture reminds us that human knowledge is limited: “For my thoughts are not your
thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, saith the LORD” (Isaiah 55:8).

Science provides valuable tools, but certainty rests in God’s Word.
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Application for Believers

Believers can learn from dating methods without compromising faith:

Appreciate science as exploring God’s creation.

Recognize both the insights and limitations of human methods.

Hold firmly to God as Creator regardless of timelines.

Focus on the Bible’'s message: God made us, sin corrupted creation, and redemption
comes through Christ.

As Paul reminds us, creation itself points to God’s power (Romans 1:20).

Conclusion

Dating methods for human, animal, and plant material provide valuable information about
the past, but they are not infallible. Radiocarbon, potassium-argon, uranium-lead, tree
rings, varves, ice cores, and DNA all contribute valuable insights, but each also relies on
certain assumptions. Scripture provides the theological framework: God is Creator, history
is real, and redemption is His plan. Science explores the “how,” but the Bible reveals the
“why.

n

For a more in-depth review of current scientific dating methods, visit the Smithsonian
National Museum of Natural History’s website: https://humanorigins.si.edu/evidence/dating

All images copied from NASA.gov website
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