GENESIS 5:1 – 6:8

THE ACCOUNT OF ADAM’S LINE 

5:1-32  Adam’s Family Tree

Genesis 5 is a vertical genealogy tracing Adam’s lineage through to Noah, and serves three main purposes:

1. It bears witness to man’s value to God, by naming individuals and
stages in this early human phase

2. It shows how the line of Seth “the appointed” (4:25) led on to Noah the deliverer
3. It both demonstrates the reign of death by cyclical refrain about the particular person’s death (eg. vs.5[b],8[b]), and conspicuously breaks the cycle to tell of Enoch who alone didn’t go through “death” (5:24).
In the description of each generation, the same literary structure is followed:

1. The age of the father when his first son was born

2. The name of the son

3. How many years the father lived after the birth of his son

4. The fact that he had other sons and daughters

5. The father’s total lifespan

The opening words “this is the written account of …” seem to indicate that the chapter was originally a self contained unit, and the impression is strengthened by its opening with a creation summary.

Two problems of interpretation need to be addressed: the period as a whole looks too short, and the individual life-spans too long to harmonise with other historical information we have.

(1) the total period

When Bishop Ussher dated Adam’s creation at 4004BC, he assumed that the generations in this chapter were an unbroken chain, as also the generations in Genesis 11. In each case, there are ten generations – ten generations from Adam to Noah, and ten generations from Shem to Abraham.  But there is some evidence that the twenty names mentioned are landmarks, rather than continuous links, and that by inference, some names are omitted, so the two groups of ten keep symmetry.  We see this elsewhere in Scripture.  In the Matthew 1 genealogies, there are three groups of fourteen names, a scheme which requires the omission of three kings (Ahaziah, Joash and Amaziah) from verse 8.  There is a poetic shape about the genealogical tables in Scripture that makes it unwise to use them for chronological calculations.

(2) the lifespans

How do we understand the long lives of the men who lived before the flood?  A comparable text, the Sumerian King List (c. 2000BC), lists eight kings who reigned before the flood for a total of 241,200 years. The longest reign is 43,200 years, and the shortest 18,600 years.  In this list, it is difficult to distinguish whether some of the earlier entries are gods, mortal, or both.  The farther one goes back, the less the distinction between deity and humanity is maintained.  Obviously, the Genesis 5 genealogy has no corresponding problem.  As far back as we can go, we find “earthling” (a literal translation of “Adam”).  The Sumerian King List makes the 1,500 years covered by Genesis 5 seem modest
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Various suggestions have been put forward for the longevity of preflood patriarchs.

1. That their “years” were shorter than ours.  But the chronology of the flood 

(7:11-8:14) clearly shows that the narrator assumes 360 days in a year.

2. That the years of the patriarch’s life do not represent the length of his own life, 

but the clan he founded.  If so, many generations would have been omitted.  This

is hard to prove, because at the beginning of the list, Seth is clearly Adam’s immediate son, and at the end, Lamech – Noah – Shem, Ham, Japheth form

a consecutive sequence.

3. That the years are symbolic, and represent periods of time from astronomy

eg. Enoch’s 365 years correspond to the days of a solar year.

4. That the numbers are symbolic and generated by the number system based on 

60 used in Mesopotamia.  Babylonian mathematics tables made much of the

factors of 60 (30,20,15,10,5,2), and their squares and multiples eg. Adam’s age of 930 = (30 x 30) + 30.  But not all the figures neatly fit this formula, nor can the way certain figures were attached to particular people, if they were symbolic.

5. That the numbers are symbolic for reasons unknown, but reflect longevity experienced by the patriarchs.

6. That the numbers are correct, reflecting God’s blessing on the Sethites.  Longevity in Old Testament thought was a sign of divine blessing upon the godly.  (Deuteronomy 4:25; 5:33; 30:20).
There is a close or sometimes exact, similarity between some of the names in the Sethite list 

(5:1-32), and some of the names in the Cainite list (4:17-24).  There is a Cainite Lamech (4:18-24), and a Sethite Lamech (5:22-28); a Canite Enoch (4:17), and a Sethite Enoch (5:21).  Also, names like Irad (4:18) and Jared (5:15), Methushael (4:18) and Methuselah (5:21), are very close to each other.  This has led to some commentators questioning whether the names were drawn from a stock genealogy and so are not accurate.  This is by no means a necessary conclusion.  It’s just as probable that two separate lives, with two names common to each, have been traced accurately.

The brief account of Enoch’s life stands out in the chapter.  “Enoch walked with God” is repeated twice (5:22,24).  This man knew intimacy with God. In the LXX “walked with” is paraphrased as “pleased”; and “was not” (5:24), becomes “was not found”.  Hebrews 11:5 clearly draws on the LXX here.  Enoch is the seventh (perfect number) in the genealogy.

6:1-8  Human-Spirit Marriages and Their Aftermath

Few episodes in Scripture defy dogmatic interpretation as does this one.  The point of the passage, whichever way it is understood, is that a new stage has been reached in the progression of evil.

There are two main understandings of the passage.  The first is that the sons of God are angels who marry women and have children by them - children who stand out from all others – “mighty men … men of renown” (6:4 NASB).  The second view is that the sons of God are the Sethites (the godly line) while the daughters of men are the Cainites (the ungodly line).

In favour of the first view, that the sons of God are angels marrying human women:

1. This is the literal sense of the passage

2. The normal Old Testament meaning of “sons of God” is angels (Job 1:6; 2:1;  38:7; Daniel 3:25). 
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3. “The daughters of men” (6:2) most naturally refers to human women everywhere, not just the daughters of Cainites.

4. New Testament scriptures like 1 Peter 3:19,20; 2 Peter 2:4-6 and Jude 6 (“angels who did not keep their own domain, but abandoned their proper abode”) are consistent with and even explained by, such an occurrence.

5. The cravings of demons for a body, so evident in the New Testament

6. This has been the earliest traditional Jewish understanding of the passage

7. It would explain the appearance of the Nephilim (6:4)
8. Stories of this kind where gods have a sexual relationship with human beings, producing extraordinary semidivine offspring, have existed in many cultures.  This is the basis for the widespread occurrence of fathers dedicating their unmarried daughters for service in temples.  In Mesopotamia and Canaan, divine-human marriage was celebrated in sacred marriage rites in their temples.

For a fuller presentation see “Earth’s Earliest Ages” by G. Pember (Kregel Publications, 1975) pp 129-132.

In favour of the second view, that the sons of God are Sethites marrying the daughters of men who are Cainites:

1. Jesus stated in Matthew 22:29,30 that “being like the angels” means “neither marrying nor being given in marriage” (NASB).

2. God’s reaction in 6:3 is directed, not against angels, but specifically against “man”.

3. A more careful look at the use of the term “sons of God” elsewhere in the Old Testament shows us that the term is only ever used of angels who are not “fallen”.  In Job 1:6 and 2:1, Satan is actually distinguished from “the sons of God”. Job 38:7 clearly speaks of righteous angels and Daniel 3:25 is a slightly different phrase (“a son of God”) and again clearly speaks of a righteous angel (or Theophany).

4. The Nephilim, from a closer reading of 6:4, were on the earth before the sons of God married the daughters of men, and also after this time.  Their later appearance in Numbers 13:33 can’t be explained if the purpose of the flood was successful in eradicating them.

5. Comparing 1 Peter 3:18-20 with 1 Peter 4:4-6, the “spirits in prison” of 1 Peter 3:18 are “men” as in 1 Peter 4:6, not angels.

6. In Genesis 4 and 5, the Seth line is noticeably distinguished from the Cain line, leading into Genesis 6 where we find the “sons of God” passage.

7. The special features of the Seth line are such as to make the title “sons of God’ natural and appropriate to them.

For a fuller presentation, see “Studies in Problem Texts,” by J. Sidlow Baxter (Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, 1978) pp 146-192.

God’s reaction in 6:3, “then the Lord said, My Spirit shall not strive with man forever, because he also is flesh” (NASB), can be understood in one of two ways.  Firstly, if the Hebrew yadon 

is translated as above, “strive with”, then the verse is saying, “My Holy Spirit won’t continue to use force on rebellious man to hold him in line and to keep him from utter destruction as a result of his sinful behaviour.”  Or secondly, if yadon is translated “abide in,” then the verse is saying God is determined to withdraw the vital breath of life (spirit) from man, so that man dies.

The wording “because he also is flesh”, can be made to fit either interpretation.  If the first interpretation is correct, God is recognising that man has turned to his flesh, and we have the first instance of the flesh striving against the Spirit (Galatians 5:17).
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If the second interpretation is correct, the verse is saying God will withdraw the rule of “spirit” from man, since man too, has already made himself “flesh”.  And if man has made himself sub-human, then a spirit-dominated race will no longer exist.

The last part of 6:3 “nevertheless his days shall be one hundred and twenty years” has often been taken to mean that from this time on, man’s lifespan will be shortened to a maximum of one hundred and twenty years. But the far greater likelihood is that God is giving a one hundred and twenty year warning before the coming flood.  In favour of the second view,   men continued to live beyond the one hundred and twenty year mark (Genesis 11).

In Genesis 6:5, the expression “the Lord saw” invites bitter comparison with the creation story in 1:31.  First we see how extensive evil was: “the wickedness of man was great on the earth”; then how intensive: “every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (NASB).  Note the descriptive words, “every … only … continually”.

As a result, “the Lord was grieved that He had made man on the earth, and His heart was filled with pain” (6:6 NIV).  The depravity was widespread, and it was inward, continual and habitual.  The whole bent of man’s thoughts and imagination was completely out of line with the will of Yahweh.  Flesh was on the throne.  God was forgotten, or openly defied.  The Hebrew naham translated “grieved” in NIV (“repented” in AV), means “to take a deep breath in extreme emotion.”  This is anthropomorphic language, but God is certainly capable of feeling sorrow and being grieved.  He has real reactions to human conduct.  

How do we reconcile God regretting something He has done, with Him being omniscient?  The grief (repentance) of God is not a change in purpose, but a change in attitude.  A change like this, when it occurs in man, usually implies a change in mind, hence the New Testament word for repentance (metanoeo) literally means a change of mind.  But God doesn’t change His mind.  His mind is constant, both in love and holiness.  When man changes his behaviour, God changes His attitude.  The expression “the Lord was sorry” (“it repented the Lord”) is indicating in words that God’s attitude to man sinning is totally different from His attitude to man obeying.  The Hebrew asab (NIV “filled with pain” in 6:6), carries the feeling of extreme mental and physical discomfort, sorrowful or angry distress, bitter indignation, akin to that felt by brothers after their sister’s rape (Genesis 34:7), or that of a father after his son’s death in battle (2 Samuel 19:2).

God’s reaction is inevitable, “I will wipe out mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the earth” (6:7 NIV).  The Hebrew maha (“wipe out”) carries the idea of totally removing,

expunging.  Erasures in ancient leather scrolls were made by washing or sponging off the ink.  God has determined to destroy His creation.  Again He says, though this time embracing the wider living part of His creation as well as man, “I am grieved (Hebrew asab) that I have made them”.  All life is bound together, with man’s fellow creatures sharing his doom, and as the story develops, his deliverance – a theme taken up in Romans 8:19-21. But as with earlier, decrees of judgement (3:15; 4:15), there was a glimmer of hope, “Noah found favour in the eyes of the Lord” (6:8 NIV).  The choice of Noah is another step in the divine purpose of redemption.
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