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by Oludare Akinbo

“From evening unto evening, shall ye celebrate your sabbath.” — Leviticus 23:32 NKJV

“And there was evening, and there was morning — the first day.” — Genesis 1:5 NKJV




This paper examines a question of significant chronological importance: at what point
does the biblical day legally begin? The boundary determines when the Sabbath
commences, when holy days are observed, when sacrifices remain valid, and how the
Gospel passion narratives are properly harmonised. The argument that follows gives the
dawn position a fair hearing before demonstrating, from creation pattern, explicit Torah
command, narrative necessity, and unbroken historical practice, that the dusk-to-dusk

reckoning is the biblically grounded answer.

Introduction

The boundary of the biblical day is not a trivial matter. It determines when the Sabbath begins, when holy
days are observed, when sacrifices remain valid, and how the Gospel passion narratives are properly
harmonised. A reader who assumes the wrong boundary will misread the chronology of Scripture at

dozens of critical points.

This question deserves a fair hearing for both sides. A weak argument poorly understood produces a
brittle conviction; a strong argument that has honestly faced its opposition produces an unshakeable one.
Accordingly, this paper does not caricature the dawn position but presents its best case before

demonstrating why the dusk position is biblically superior.

The Argument for Dawn-Reckoning (Sunrise to
Sunrise)

The dawn model proposes that the daylight portion comes first, followed by night, completing one full day.

Its advocates marshal several lines of reasoning.
The Definition of “Day” as Light

In Genesis 1:5, God “called the light Day.” Dawn-advocates argue the primary unit is therefore the daylight
period itself, with night appended afterward. If light is the day, the day should logically begin when light

begins — at dawn.

The “Evening and Morning” Formula as a Closing Marker

Rather than reading “evening and morning” as the start of a day, dawn-advocates read it as the conclusion
of a creative work-cycle: God works during daylight, evening arrives, night passes, morning comes, and
only then is the day numbered. In this view, the phrase marks the boundary of completion, not

commencement.

Sacrificial Cutoff at Morning




Several sacrificial laws set “morning” as the limit. The peace offering of thanksgiving must be eaten the
same day, leaving nothing “until the morning” (Leviticus 7:15). Dawn-advocates argue that if morning

functions as the cutoff for “the same day,” then morning marks the day’s boundary.

The Exodus Reckoning

Israel departed Egypt “in the morning” on “the morrow after the Passover” (Numbers 33:3). Dawn-

advocates argue this morning-centred narrative reflects a morning-to-morning count.

A CONTESTED THEORY OF HISTORICAL LAYERING

A minority of critical scholars propose that an older morning-reckoning system existed in early
Israel and was later overlaid by an evening system around the time of the Babylonian exile. It must
be stressed, however, that no ancient text, inscription, or external source actually records such a
change; the theory is inferred from the Documentary Hypothesis combined with a handful of
“morning cutoff” verses. Since those verses are equally well explained as practical limits on labour
and sacrifice rather than as the legal start of the day, this layering claim remains a scholarly

reconstruction — not a demonstrated fact — and is the weakest leg of the dawn argument.

Summary of the Dawn Case

Its core claim is that daylight is the primary and defining portion of the day, and that several texts

organise sacrifice, travel, and labour around a morning pivot.

The Critical Weakness in the Dawn Argument

The dawn model contains one decisive structural flaw that must be named plainly: it confuses how daily

life was organised with when the calendar day legally began.

A society can begin its civil and liturgical day at sunset while still structuring labour, meals, and sacrifices
around the daylight hours. People work when there is light; they eat cooked meals during the day;
sacrifices are offered when the priests can see. None of this determines the legal boundary of the calendar

day. The dawn texts describe practical activity within daylight, not the legislative start of the day.

Every dawn argument is inferential. Not one of them is an explicit command stating “from morning unto
morning shall you keep the day.” As the next section shows, the dusk model possesses exactly such a

command — and the dawn model possesses no equivalent.




The Argument for Dusk-Reckoning (Sunset to
Sunset)

The dusk model rests on four mutually reinforcing pillars: the creation pattern, explicit Torah command,

narrative necessity, and unbroken historical practice.

The Creation Pattern Establishes the Order

The sevenfold refrain of Genesis 1 is decisive in its word order:
a“

And there was evening, and there was morning — the first day.
— Genesis 1:5 NKJV
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And there was evening, and there was morning — the second day.
— Genesis 1:8 NKJV

([}

And there was evening, and there was morning — the third day.
— Genesis 1:13 NKJV

Evening (erev) is named first; morning (boqger) second; only then is the day numbered. The plain sequence
places darkness at the head of the day-unit. The dawn reinterpretation must read this formula against its
own stated order, bearing a considerably heavier interpretive burden than the natural reading.
The Torah Commands It Explicitly
This is the single strongest proof, because it is direct legislation rather than inference:

a“

From evening unto evening, shall ye celebrate your sabbath.
— Leviticus 23:32 NKJV




The Day of Atonement — the tenth day of the seventh month — is legally to commence at the sunset that
closes the ninth day (Leviticus 23:27, 32). This is not narrative description but liturgical law specifying the

precise boundary of a sacred day. The language could not be more direct.

No “morning to morning” command exists anywhere in Scripture. This asymmetry is fatal to the
dawn position. The dusk model has an explicit legislative text; the dawn model has none. Where Scripture
speaks with a direct command, that command governs all inferences drawn from surrounding narrative

detail.

The Purity Laws Confirm the Sunset Reset

Throughout Leviticus, ritual uncleanness persists “until the even,” after which — following sunset and
washing — the person is declared clean (Leviticus 11:24-25; 15:5; 22:6-7). The repeated reset point is
sunset. Were days to begin at dawn, the purity reset would logically occur at sunrise. It does not. The
consistent sunset cutoff, appearing across multiple distinct purity categories, reveals the day’s true legal

boundary.

The New Testament Assumes It

The Passover and the Night Arrest. Jesus instructed the disciples to prepare the Passover; they ate the
meal at evening; and that same night He was betrayed and arrested (Matthew 26:17-20; Luke 22:7-14).
The meal and the arrest fall on a single calendar day only because the day began at the preceding sunset.
Under a dawn model, the meal would end the day, placing the arrest on a different calendar date —

creating an irresolvable chronological problem.

Burial before Sunset — the Sharpest Proof. Joseph of Arimathea sought to bury the body before sunset

because the holy day was about to begin:
a“

And now when the even was come, because it was the preparation, that is, the day before

the sabbath...
— Mark 15:42 NKJV
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That day was the preparation, and the sabbath drew on.
— Luke 23:54 NKJV

John specifies it was “a high day” Sabbath — a Passover-week Sabbath of elevated sanctity (John 19:31).

The entire urgency to remove the body and seal the tomb before sunset is intelligible only if the Sabbath
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commenced at sunset. Under a dawn model, there would be no urgency at all before sunset; the burial

could safely wait until the following morning. The narrative logic itself proves the dusk boundary.

The Resurrection Accounts Cohere

Inthe end of the sabbath, as it began to dawn toward the first day of the week, came Mary
Magdalene and the other Mary to see the sepulchre.

The first day of the week is already underway at dawn — because it commenced at the previous sunset.
Dawn is the continuation of the first day already in progress, not its beginning. The resurrection accounts,

read with a sunset boundary, form a seamless chronological whole.

The Witness of Ancient and Secular Literature

The historical record is uniform in attesting sunset commencement.

Josephus (first century AD) describes the priestly trumpet announcement marking the Sabbath’s onset
at evening — indicating precisely when the seventh day was beginning and later when it was concluded

(Jewish War 4.582-583). His testimony is that of an eyewitness to Temple-era practice.

The Mishnah (compiled c. 200 AD) opens the tractate Berakhot by treating the evening Shema first,
structuring the entire liturgical day from nightfall. The principle of bein hashemashot (twilight

transition) governs the precise sunset boundary between days.

The Dead Sea Scrolls and Qumran Texts, including the Jubilees calendar tradition, operate on day-
boundaries tied to the dark period in their liturgical reckoning — attesting the sunset standard in a

community that separated itself from the Jerusalem establishment.

Modern Jewish Practice, unbroken from antiquity, still begins the Sabbath at Friday sunset and
concludes it at Saturday nightfall — a living, three-thousand-year continuity of the biblical system.

Direct Comparison of the Two Models

Criterion Dusk-Reckoning (Sunset Dawn-Reckoning (Sunrise
First) First)

Genesis 1 refrain word Matches directly (“evening... Read against plain sequence

order morning”)
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Criterion Dusk-Reckoning (Sunset Dawn-Reckoning (Sunrise
First) First)

Explicit Torah Yes — “evening unto evening” (Lev  None exists anywhere in Scripture

command 23:32)

Purity-law reset point Sunset (“until the even”) Would expect sunrise; not found

Passover meal / night Same calendar day; fully Requires no boundary; weaker fit

arrest harmonised

Burial-before-Sabbath Fully and naturally explained Leaves urgency unexplained

urgency

Josephus / Mishnah / Directly and uniformly affirmed Not the operative system in any

Qumran source

Continuous Jewish Friday sunset Sabbath (unbroken) Not practised

practice

Nature of evidence Explicit command + narrative + Inference only; no direct text
history

Discussion

The two models do not stand on equal evidentiary footing. The dawn model is built entirely on inference:
it interprets the daylight focus of labour, meals, and sacrifice as if it governed the legal start of the calendar
day. This conflation is its undoing. The dusk model, by contrast, rests on an explicit legislative command
(Leviticus 23:32), a consistent purity-law pattern across multiple chapters of Leviticus, the internal logic

of the passion narrative, and the unanimous testimony of ancient Jewish history.

A sound interpretive principle is that explicit statements govern inferential ones. Where Scripture
speaks directly — “from evening unto evening” — that direct statement must control the reading of
indirect texts. The dawn-advocate’s morning-cutoff passages describe practical limits on eating sacrificial
meat or on travel; they do not legislate the day’s boundary. The dusk-advocate’s central text legislates that

boundary outright.

Furthermore, the absence of any “morning to morning” command is not an argument from silence in the
ordinary sense. Given that Scripture is quite specific about how days are bounded for liturgical purposes
— naming the precise moment the Day of Atonement begins and ends — the complete absence of a
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morning-to-morning counterpart is highly significant. Had Israel observed days beginning at sunrise, the

Torah would be expected to say so when legislating holy days. It never does.

Conclusion

The biblical day begins at sunset, not sunrise, and the evidence for this is direct, explicit, and historically

continuous. The case stands on four indispensable pillars:

CREATION SETS THE PATTERN

Its sevenfold “evening and morning” refrain in Genesis 1 places darkness first in every single

iteration. No hermeneutical gymnastics is required to read it this way; it is the plain order of the text.

TORAH COMMANDS IT EXPLICITLY

“From evening unto evening shall ye celebrate your sabbath” (Leviticus 23:32) is direct legislation,
with no morning-to-morning counterpart anywhere in Scripture. The purity laws reinforce it with

their unbroken pattern of sunset-reset.

THE NEW TESTAMENT ASSUMES IT

Most decisively in the urgent burial of Christ before sunset ahead of the high Sabbath — an action
that makes complete and necessary sense only under a sunset boundary — and in the Passover-and-

arrest sequence falling on a single calendar day.

HISTORY CONFIRMS IT

Through Josephus, the Mishnah, the Qumran texts, and the unbroken Jewish practice of beginning
the Sabbath at Friday sunset — a living testimony reaching from Moses to the present day.

The dawn model is not without thoughtful advocates, but it depends on reinterpreting narrative and
ceremonial detail against the plain weight of explicit command — and its appeal to an earlier “morning-
reckoning” era rests on inference rather than any documented historical evidence. Once the distinction
between how daily life was organised and when the calendar day legally began is recognised, the dusk-

reckoning model stands as the clear, direct, and biblically grounded answer.



A Final Word

Before the world had ever known a Sabbath, God set evening before morning at the dawn

of creation.

Before Israel reached Sinai, He gave them manna gathered in the morning of a day that

began at the previous sunset.

Before the Levitical priesthood was instituted, the boundaries of His holy days were

already inscribed in His own ordering of light and darkness.

Before the cross, He waited for the sun to set so that the Sabbath might begin and a
borrowed tomb might receive its sacred guest.

Before the resurrection, the first day of the week had quietly begun while the disciples
still slept.

He has never measured the day as we measure it. He set its boundary at evening, and there it
has remained — from Genesis through the prophets, through the cross, through the early
church, and through every faithful Sabbath kept by His people since.
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From evening unto evening, shall ye celebrate your sabbath.
— Leviticus 23:32 NKJV
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