TELLING TIME IN THE BIBLE:

JEWISH AND ROMAN TIMEKEEPING IN THE 1ST
CENTURY.

IN THE BIBLE YOU'LL OFTEN READ PHRASES LIKE “THE 3RD HOUR OF

THE DAY" (ACTS 2:15) OR "ABOUT THE T1TH HOUR" (MAT 20:6), BUT IF

YOU TRY TO MATCH THESE HOURS UP WITH OUR MODERN 3 O'CLOCK

OR 11 O'CLOCK, YOU'LL QUICKLY GET CONFUSED. THE REASON 1S

BECAUSE THE JEWS AND THE ROMANS OF THE 1ST CENTURY AD.
TRACKED TIME DIFFERENTLY THAN US. THEY DIDN'T HAVE PRECISE DIGITAL CLOCKS OR APPLE
WATCHES ON THEIR WRISTS. ROMAN AND JEWISH TIMEKEEPING WAS RECKONED
ACCORDING TO SUNDIALS AND WATER CLOCKS. IN THIS SHORT ARTICLE, WE'LL DISCUSS
HOW THE ANCIENTS KEPT TIME, HOW THE ROMAN AND JEWISH SYSTEMS DIFFERED, AND
HOW TO MAKE SENSE OF THE "HOURS" MENTIONED IN THE BIBLE.

THE FIRST IMPORTANT THING TO POINT OUT IS THAT THE JEWS AND ROMANS STARTED
THEIR DAYS AT DIFFERENT TIMES:

THE JEWISH DAY

THE JEWISH DAY STARTED AT SUNSET AND ENDED AT THE SUNSET OF THE NEXT DAY. THEY
ALWAYS ASSIGNED 12 HOURS TO THE DAYLIGHT AND 12 HOURS TO THE NIGHT, NO MATTER
WHAT TIME OF YEAR IT WAS. THIS RESULTED IN SOMETHING CALLED THE RELATIVE OR
SEASONAL HOUR.

‘A RELATIVE HOUR HAS NO FIXED RADICAL, BUT CHANGES WITH THE LENGTH OF EACH DAY -
DEPENDING ON SUMMER (WHEN THE DAYS ARE LONG AND THE NIGHTS ARE SHORT), AND
IN WINTER (WHEN THE DAYS ARE SHORT AND THE NIGHTS ARE LONG). EVEN SO, IN ALL
SEASONS A DAY IS ALWAYS DIVIDED INTO 12 HOURS, AND A NIGHT IS ALWAYS DIVIDED INTO
12 HOURS, WHICH INEVITABLY MAKES FOR A LONGER HOUR OR A SHORTER HOUR'
(HTTPS://HANDWIKIORG/WIKI/ASTRONOMY:RELATIVE_HOUR_(JEWISH_LAW)).

WHEN THE BIBLE MENTIONS A SPECIFIC HOUR OF THE DAY, IT IS ALMOST ALWAYS USING
JEWISH TIME (JOHN'S GOSPEL MAY HAVE SOME EXCEPTIONS), THEREFORE:

- THE 3RD HOUR OF THE DAY (ABOUT 3 HOURS AFTER SUNRISE) = ROUGHLY 9:00AM OUR
TIME.

- THE 6TH HOUR OF THE DAY (ABOUT 6 HOURS AFTER SUNRISE) = ROUGHLY 12:00PM
(NOON) OUR TIME.

- THE 9TH HOUR OF THE DAY (ABOUT 9 HOURS AFTER SUNRISE) = ROUGHLY 3:00PM OUR
TIME.
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THE ROMAN DAY

THE ROMAN DAY BEGAN AT MIDNIGHT AND ENDED THE FOLLOWING
MIDNIGHT (LIKE OUR TIME). HOWEVER, THE ANCIENT ROMANS ALSO
ASSIGNED 12 HOURS TO THE DAY AND 12 HOURS TO THE NIGHT,
WHICH RESULTED IN RELATIVE/SEASONAL HOURS. THE LENGTH OF
THEIR DAYTIME "HOUR"” WAS LONGER IN THE SUMMER AND SHORTER
IN THE WINTER. THE NIGHTTIME HOURS WERE FURTHER DIVIDED
INTO 4 NIGHT WATCHES: (1) EVENING WATCH, (2) MIDNIGHT WATCH,
(3) COCK-CROW WATCH, AND (4) MORNING WATCH.

IN' A WORLD WITHOUT WATCHES, THE JEWS AND ROMANS USED SUNDIALS AND WATER
CLOCKS TO KEEP TRACK OF THE HOURS. SUNDIALS WERE VERY POPULAR AND EASY TO USE.
ONCE PROPERLY ADJUSTED, THE SUNDIAL WOULD CAST A SHADOW INDICATING THE HOUR
OF THE DAY BASED ON THE POSITION OF THE SUN IN THE SKY. SUNDIALS WORKED GREAT,
BUT THEY HAD ONE BIG WEAKNESS, THEY ONLY WORKED WHEN THE SUN WAS OUT. WATER
CLOCKS (CLEPSYDRA) WERE USED TO TRACK TIME DURING THE NIGHT. A WATER CLOCK USES
A CONTAINER WITH MARKINGS ON THE INSIDE. WATER FLOWS OUT OF THE CONTAINER AT
A CONSTANT PACE (THROUGH A HOLE OR OUTLET). THE AMOUNT OF TIME THAT HAS
PASSED CAN BE DETERMINED BASED ON THE REMAINING WATER LEVEL.
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MORNING WATCH
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