
Scientific Event:  
Appearance of Large Marine Reptiles in the Oceans 
Time Frame: ~252 million years ago 

The scientific descriptions on these pages are derived from AI investigations using ChatGPT 
and Gemini 3 asking for the history of the marine life in the oceans on the earth. The AI 
output has been revised appropriately for improved accuracy, ease of comprehension, and 
relevance to this study of Genesis 1. 

 

Background: The Origin of Marine Animals 
During the Cambrian Period from about 541 to 485 million years ago the fossil record 
shows a rapid diversification of multicellular animals, an event known as the Cambrian 
explosion. During this time, the seas became populated by a wide variety of invertebrates, 
including trilobites, sponges, brachiopods, mollusks, and early arthropods. Predation 
became a significant ecological force, producing sea life with hard shells, spines, and more 
active forms of movement. The maximum animal size was approximately 2 meters.  

The Ordovician Period from 485 to 444 million years ago saw continued expansion and 
stabilization of marine ecosystems. The first substantial reefs created complex habitats 
that supported diverse communities. The earliest vertebrates appeared in the form of 
jawless fishes. These early fishes were small, lacked true jaws, and were often protected by 
bony armor. The maximum animal size was approximately 6 meters. 

During the Silurian Period from 444 to 419 million years ago, marine life became 
increasingly structured and dynamic. Jawed fishes appeared and dramatically changed 
marine food webs. Jaws allowed fishes to capture and process a wider variety of prey, 
making them more effective predators. Early sharks and bony fishes appeared, alongside 
heavily armored jawed fishes known as placoderms. Reefs expanded further, and fish 
diversity increased as new ecological niches opened. The maximum animal size was 
approximately 2.5 meters. 

The following Devonian Period from 419 to 359 million years ago is best known for the 
explosive diversification of fishes. All major fish groups were present: jawless fishes, 
armored placoderms, cartilaginous fishes (early sharks), and bony fishes. Marine 
ecosystems became highly structured, with complex predator–prey relationships. Large 
apex predators appeared for the first time, some reaching several meters in length. Reefs 



expanded dramatically, built by corals and sponge-like organisms, creating rich habitats. 
This period marked the first time vertebrates dominated marine ecosystems in both 
diversity and size. The maximum animal size was approximately 10 meters. 

Following the Devonian Period was the Carboniferous Period from 359 to 299 million years 
ago. During this time marine ecosystems shifted toward extensive shallow seas. 
Invertebrates such as crinoids (sea lilies), brachiopods, and mollusks flourished, often in 
vast numbers. Sharks diversified further and became important marine predators, although 
they generally did not reach the extreme sizes seen later in the Mesozoic. Coral reefs 
persisted but were less extensive than in the Devonian. The maximum animal size was 
approximately 7 meters. 

The Permian Period from 299 to 252 million years ago featured increasingly specialized 
marine organisms, including diverse ammonoids and advanced sharks. However, global 
climates became more extreme, and shallow seas retreated as continents merged into the 
supercontinent Pangaea. Reef ecosystems declined significantly. The maximum animal 
size remained at approximately 7 meters. 

The period ended with the largest mass extinction in Earth’s history, during which an 
estimated 90 percent of marine species went extinct. Entire groups disappeared, and 
marine ecosystems were severely simplified. 

 

• Time Frame: 541 to 252 Ma 
• Evidence: Strong fossil records 

 

  



Development of Large Marine Reptiles 
The Mesozoic Era spanned roughly between 252 and 66 million years ago. At the beginning 
of the Mesozoic, marine ecosystems were still recovering from the catastrophic end-
Permian mass extinction, the most severe extinction event in Earth’s history. Early Triassic 
seas (from about 252 to 201 million years ago) were relatively simple and low in diversity, 
with many ecological niches left vacant. Over time, however, marine life rebounded. 
Invertebrates such as ammonoids recovered rapidly and diversified, while new reef 
systems began to form based on modern corals rather than the older reef-building 
organisms of the Paleozoic. Most notably, large marine reptiles appeared for the first time, 
including fast-swimming ichthyosaurs and early plesiosaurs, marking a major shift away 
from fish-dominated apex predation. The maximum animal size during the Mesozoic Era 
was approximately 20 meters, possibly more. 

During the Jurassic Period from 201 to 145 million years ago, marine ecosystems reached a 
high level of stability and complexity. Oceans were warm, sea levels were high, and shallow 
continental shelves provided extensive habitats. Marine reptiles became the dominant 
large predators, occupying a wide range of ecological roles. Ichthyosaurs acted as pursuit 
predators similar to modern dolphins, while plesiosaurs filled both long-necked ambush 
roles and short-necked, powerful predatory niches. Ammonites were extremely abundant 
and diverse, forming a critical link between plankton and large predators. Plankton 
communities expanded, supporting increasingly productive food webs. Overall, Jurassic 
oceans were rich, well-structured, and dominated by large vertebrate predators. 

In the Cretaceous Period from 145 to 66 million years ago, marine ecosystems became 
even more modern in character. Microscopic plankton, including groups that produce 
calcium carbonate shells, became especially important in driving ocean productivity and 
carbon cycling. Bony fishes and sharks diversified further, with many lineages resembling 
modern forms. New apex predators emerged among marine reptiles, particularly 
mosasaurs, which replaced earlier groups and grew to very large sizes. Marine food webs 
became highly efficient, with strong links between plankton, small fishes, and top 
predators. Despite this success, marine life remained vulnerable to global disturbances. 

The combined Triassic, Jurassic, and Cretaceous Periods represent the age of marine 
reptiles and the full maturation of complex ocean ecosystems. Across this span, marine 
life transitioned from post-extinction recovery to peak vertebrate dominance and finally to 
a modern-style ocean structure. This long trajectory ended abruptly 66 million years ago 
with a mass extinction that eliminated most marine reptiles and many other groups, 
permanently reshaping marine ecosystems and paving the way for the rise of today’s fish- 
and mammal-dominated oceans. 



1. Large marine reptiles appear 
a. Time Frame: ~252 to ~201 million years ago (Triassic Period) 
b. Fast-swimming ichthyosaurs and early plesiosaurs at the top of the food 

chain 
c. Evidence: Extensive fossil records 

2. Marine reptiles become more powerful 
a. Time Frame: ~201 to ~145 million years ago (Jurassic Period) 
b. Plesiosaurs develop into long-necked plesiosaurs and short-necked, large-

headed forms (pliosaurs) with powerful jaws and strong necks 
c. Evidence: Extensive fossil records 

3. Marine ecosystems become more diverse and efficient 
a. Time Frame: ~145 to 66 million years ago (Cretaceous Period) 
b. Mosasaurs develop as apex predators 
c. Marine food webs became highly efficient, with strong links between 

plankton, small fishes, and top predators 
d. Evidence: Extensive fossil records 

 

 

 

 

  



Description in Genesis 1 of This Event 

And God said, “Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly 
above the earth across the vault of the sky.” So God created the great 

creatures of the sea and every living thing with which the water teems and 
that moves about in it, according to their kinds, and every winged bird 

according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God blessed them 
and said, “Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, 
and let the birds increase on the earth.” And there was evening, and there 

was morning—the fifth day. 
Genesis 1:20-23 (NIV) 

Passages left highlighted are those most relevant to the scientific event of interest 

The approach that this supplement pack takes in making associations between Genesis 1 
events and scientific events is to use the earliest scientific event that makes sense 
according to the Hebrew words used in Genesis 1 (i.e., the use of good hermeneutics) while 
also considering where the event would likely be placed on a timelines that is consistent 
with the sequence of events described in Genesis 1.  

In this “fifth day” description from Genesis 1, we see two physical events being described. 
The first physical event is the appearance of the “great creatures of the sea” and the 
second physical event is the appearance of “every winged bird”. In this chapter, we focus 
on the appearance of the sea creatures.  

As described in the first part of this chapter, the development of multicellular invertebrate 
and vertebrate marine life happened over a long period of time that began with the 
Cambrian explosion. During the Cambrian explosion, the maximum size of the animals was 
about 2 meters. The marine animal size gradually became larger up through the Devonian 
Period, where the largest sea animals were about 10 meters in length. The following 
Carboniferous and Permian Periods saw the largest sea animals shrink somewhat to a 
maximum of 7 meters in length as marine ecosystems shifted to shallower seas. Then the 
largest extinction event happened (End-Permian or Permian-Triassic at 252 million years 
ago with an estimates 90% to 96% of species lost).  

Following this End-Permian extinction was the Mesozoic Era until about 66 million years 
ago. During the Mesozoic Era the marine life became even larger than before and the sea 
reptiles (dinosaurs) grew to over 20 meters in length. It would seem like these sea reptiles 



would qualify for the “great creatures of the sea” that are mentioned in Genesis 1:21 
because of their size.  

The Hebrew word that is translated as “great creatures of the sea” in the NIV is the 
following.  

hat·tan·nî·nim  (Strong’s Hebrew 8677) 

In other passages, the word denoted by Strong’s Concordance has also been translated as 
“sea monster”, “whale”, “dragon”, “serpent”, and simply “monster”. From these 
considerations, placing the time frame for the “great creatures of the sea” during the 
Mesozoic Era that began about 252 million years ago would seem appropriate. This would 
also provide reasonable margin between the previous event (the clearing of the 
atmosphere described in Yom/Day 4 in Genesis 1:14-18) and the following event (the 
appearance of birds described in this Yom/Day 5 in Genesis 1:20-23).  

A case might also be made for associating these “great creatures of the sea” to the large 
sea animals in this Cenozoic Era that came after these sea reptiles. The sea animals from 
the Cenozoic Era are sea mammals like whales that became even larger than the sea 
reptiles, with maximum sizes up to 30 meters or longer. But making the association 
between “great creatures of the sea” and the Cenozoic Era sea animals would necessitate 
changing the timeline so that the birds from Yom/Day 5 and the domesticated animals, 
rodents, and wild animals from Yom/Day 6 descriptions would still come after the “great 
creatures of the sea”. This current teaching supplement assumes that it is most 
appropriate to associate the descriptions in Genesis 1 to earlier versions of animals when 
appropriate. However, it could be fruitful to explore the assumption that Genesis 1 was 
referencing more modern or later versions of these animals instead. This exploration is 
planned for a subsequent edition of this supplement pack.  

 

 

 

 


