INDEPENDENT LINES OF EVIDENCE!
Radiocarbon dating is one of the best-known tools that
geochemists use to obtain an age of ancient materials
such as wood, bones, charcoal, and coral reef limestone.
The method is suitable for samples less than 50,000
years old. It is applied to geology, paleontology, Biblical
archaeology, anthropology, etc. Famous artifacts dated
with carbon-14 include the Dead Sea Scrolls, Hezekiah’s
Tunnel, and the Shroud of Turin. Here I will describe how
three independent processes are integrated to give confidence in the carbon-14 method: the growth of tree rings
(biology), radioactive decay of carbon-14 (physics and
chemistry), and annual layers of sedimentation (geology).
It doesn’t get any better than that!
The first process (biology) is the growth of tree rings, a
pattern of light and dark bands formed annually. Rapid growth in the spring results in a light-coloured layer,
followed in autumn/winter by a darker layer – yielding a
method to count years into the past. Counting beyond
the age of living trees is done by “cross-dating.” Tree-ring
patterns can be overlapped on one another (because of
unique patterns due to variations from year to year) to get
a record extending much further into the past than the
lifetime of any one tree. Using this method, scientists in
Europe have produced an uninterrupted, overlapping, and
cross-dated record back to 14,000 years.
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The second process (physics and chemistry) is the radioactive decay of carbon-14. These atoms are produced in
the upper atmosphere by collisions of cosmic rays with
nitrogen atoms. The resulting carbon-14 combines with
oxygen, forming carbon dioxide that is absorbed into
leaves and wood by growing plants. When the plant dies,
the resupply of carbon-14 is cut off; the concentration

declines as the carbon-14 decays into nitrogen. Animals
that eat the plants ingest the carbon-14 into their tissues
until they die, and then the carbon-14 declines at the predictable rate based on its known half-life of 5,730 years.
Notice that the red line of carbon-14 data is a squiggly
line. This result is expected because the cosmic rays bombarding the earth vary with time. Therefore, to obtain a
calendar age in years, the amount of carbon-14 remaining
in a tree ring is measured in the lab and plotted on a graph
versus tree-ring count. So the calendar age of a wood
sample of unknown age is determined from the graph
linked back to the tree-ring count.

from tree rings in red. You can see that there are about
4,000 years of overlap between the tree rings and the
varves. This provides a superb opportunity to verify that
the sedimentary couplets in Lake Suigetsu are indeed
varves – that is, the light and dark layering is annual.
Together, the tree ring and varve count traces a history
of nearly 50,000 years.

LAKE SUIGETSU VARVES
The third process
(geology) is the sedimentation of annual
layers called varves. Lake
Suigetsu is part of a
multi-lake system on the
west coast of Japan that
is unique for the study
of climate history – so
unique it’s nicknamed a “miracle lake.” River flow of water
and sediment into adjacent Lake Mikata serves to trap the
coarse-grained sediment that settles out before the finegrained sediment passes into Lake Suigetsu. Each spring,
algal blooms grow, producing tiny shells that rain out on
the lake floor. For long periods of time, the bottom waters
of Lake Suigetsu were anoxic (no oxygen), preventing
burrowing organisms from disrupting the sediments, thus
allowing preservation of annual couplets, called varves, of
alternating darker sediment and lighter shells.

Still another confirmation of the tree-ring count and
radiocarbon age comes from a volcanic ash layer in the
lake, linked chemically to a specific eruption 10,000
years ago (Ar-Ar dating). The ash is next to leaves in the
varves that have the same amount of carbon-14 as a
10,000 year old tree ring!

BIBLICAL ARCHAEOLOGY
One of our favorite Biblical applications is the Dead
Sea Scrolls, related to Isaiah 53. The “suffering servant”
seems so clearly a reference to Jesus, that critics have
long argued that it was written after the time of Christ.
But the carbon-14 content is the same as tree rings
counted back to 107 to 335 BC, hence confirming that
Isaiah 53 pre-dates the sufferings of Christ.

Like tree rings, age can be determined from counting the
annual varves. One interval at Suigetsu does not have
varves from a time when bottom waters were oxygenated, but fortunately, the varve record overlaps the treering record, allowing varves and tree rings with the same
carbon-14 content to be lined up. The majority of samples
measured for carbon-14 were leaves and twigs found
between the varves. The results shown are the (tiny) green
circles identified as varves in the graph, tied to the data
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Wow, we have the intersection of three completely
independent methods tied together for one coherent result: tree rings, carbon-14 decay, and annual layering of
varves. God has given us some very neat tools to understand the past – real tree rings, real varves, real radioactive decay of atoms, representing real passage of time.

CHRISTIANITY AND MAINSTREAM
SCIENCE IN DIALOGUE

FIND OUT MORE
Gregg Davidson and Ken Wolgemuth, “Testing and Verifying
Old Age Evidence: Lake Suigetsu Varves, Tree Rings, and
Carbon-14,” Perspectives on Science and Christian Faith, 70(2)
(2018): 75-89.
Carol Hill, Gregg Davidson, Tim Helble, and Wayne Ranney (eds),
The Grand Canyon, Monument to an Ancient Earth: Can Noah’s
Flood Explain the Grand Canyon? (Kregel Publications, 2016).
Davis Young and Ralph Stearley, The Bible, Rocks and Time:
Geological Evidence for the Age of the Earth (Intervarsity Press,
2008).

KEN WOLGEMUTH

B.Sc. Chemistry (Wheaton College)
Ph.D. Geochemistry (Columbia University)
Ken Wolgemuth is an Adjunct
Professor at the University of Tulsa and
a Petroleum Consultant, teaching on
petroleum geology in over 18 countries.
He specializes in teaching geology to
non-geologists, and his passion for
sharing the geology of God’s Creation
with Christians in churches and
seminaries has led him to found Solid
Rock Lectures. Ken is also a Fellow
of the American Scientific Affiliation
(CSCA’s American affiliate).

CSCA’s “Faith and Science, Eh?” pamphlets are provided as
a courtesy to help Canadians explore intersections of
science and Christian faith in a variety of areas. Each
pamphlet reflects the views of the author and not
necessarily those of CSCA staff or members. These
pamphlets are accessible at csca.ca/pamphlets and may be
downloaded, printed, and distributed free of charge.
Pamphlet series edited by Mark McEwan (CSCA Project
Development Officer).
Copyright © 2018 Canadian Scientific and Christian Affiliation

The Canadian Scientific and Christian Affiliation is a
fellowship of scientists and those interested in science, who
want to understand how science should best interact with the
life-giving Christian tradition. We have many local chapters
across the country, holding free public events on faith and
science. We are affiliated with the American Scientific
Affiliation (asa3.org). As an organization, we do not take a
position when there is honest disagreement between Christians
on an issue. Find out more below!
www.csca.ca

1.905.297.5245

info@csca.ca

P.O. Box 63082, University Plaza
Dundas, Ontario. L9H 6Y3

Connect with Us Today!
fb.com/csca.ca

csca.ca/youtube

@CanSciChr

@CSCA_73

This project/publication was
made possible through the
support of a grant from
Templeton World Charity Foundation, Inc. The opinions
expressed in this publication are those of the author(s) and do
not necessarily reflect the views of Templeton World Charity
Foundation, Inc.

Can We Trust
Carbon Dating?
CANADIAN SCIENTIFIC &
CHRISTIAN AFFILIATION

