GENESIS 6:9 – 9:29

THE ACCOUNT OF NOAH

6:9 – 8:22  The Story of the Flood

Many ancient peoples around the world tell the story of a great flood, from which only one man and his family escaped by building a boat.  As might be expected, the closest parallels to the Biblical account come from Mesopotamia, in the Atrahasis and Gilgamesh epics.  Both texts date from around 1600BC.  Like the biblical story, they tell of a man (Atrahasis or Utnapishtim) who was advised by his god to build an ark to escape the flood.  He did so, loaded it with goods and animals, floated on the floodwaters for a short while, and sent out birds to see if the waters were abating.  Eventually, the ark grounded on a mountain top, the flood survivor emerged and offered sacrifices which greatly pleased the gods, who rewarded him with eternal life.  The similarities between the biblical and Babylonian accounts of the flood, show it was a well known story in the ancient world.

There are, however, various differences between the accounts, which show that they have not simply been borrowed from each other.  There are differences of detail – the size and shape of the ark, the duration of the flood and the types of birds sent out to inspect the floodwaters.  These are relatively small differences though, compared to the theological differences between the accounts.  These are so considerable that it seems the author of the Biblical account was deliberately trying to correct or refute the common oriental view of the flood.  In particular, Genesis is trying to explain what God is really like, and how He relates to the world.

In the Babylonian versions, the gods agreed on a flood to stop human population growth, but one dissented and warned his worshipper Atrahasis (the equivalent to Noah).  When the flood was unleased, the gods cowered before it like dogs, unable to control it.  After the flood, the gods hurried to the sacrifice because they were hungry, since sacrifices had stopped during the flood.  One of the main gods was surprised a man had survived.

The whole theological and ethical outlook of Genesis is different.  First, the flood was sent because of human corruption and sinfulness (6:11,12), not to curb human noise or fertility.  Second, Noah was saved, not because he happened to worship a god who disagreed with the flood decision, but because he was “righteous … blameless among the peoples of his time” (6:9 NIV).  Throughout the flood story, Noah is portrayed as doing exactly what God commanded him (eg. 6:22; 7:9).  Third, the God of Genesis is all powerful and all knowing.  He is always in total control of the flood, and knows what is happening.  It was when “God remembered Noah” (8:1), that the flood waters started to recede.  The sacrifice after the flood didn’t quench God’s appetite (unlike the Mesopotamian gods He didn’t need human food), but appeased His anger.  Despite continuing human sinfulness, God promised that He would never again destroy the earth with a flood.  The rainbow was God’s pledge that He would maintain and protect the whole earth (8:22-9:16). Finally, while the Atrahasis epic ends with the gods inventing miscarriage and female infertility to curb population growth, Noah is urged three times to “be fruitful and increase in number and fill the earth” (9:1 cf. 8:17; 9:7). Despite sin, God is still concerned for the human race.

Genesis regards the flood as the great dividing point in world history.  The flood was a great act of de-creation.  It returned the earth to primeval watery chaos that existed before God started speaking in 1:3.  Life was destroyed.  Water covered everything, even the mountain tops, so that the world looked as it did when God first created it (1:2).  Then, when God remembered Noah, He sent a wind over the earth (cf. the hovering Spirit/wind of God in 1:2) to begin the process of a new creation.  The world was born afresh.  Dry land and waters were separated, and Noah, the new head of the human race, emerged from the ark, and like Adam, was told to “be fruitful and increase in number” (9:1 NIV cf. 1:28). Noah is the second Adam figure.
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The parallelism between the flood as the great act of de-creation and the re-creation after the flood, is underlined in Genesis by the literary design of the story.  It is written in a mirror-image pattern (“extended chiasmus” or “palistrophe”) which emphasises the symmetry of the story.

For example:

(6:10)
Noah’s sons



(9:18-27) Noah’s sons

(7:1)
Entering the ark



(8:16)
Leaving the ark

(7:4)
Seven days



(8:12)
Seven days

(7:10)
Seven days



(8:10)
Seven days

(7:17)
Forty days



(8:6)
Forty days

(7:20)
Mountains covered


(8:5)
Mountains uncovered

(7:24)
Flooding for 150 days


(8:3)
Water receding for 150 days

(8:1)
Noah remembered

This structure not only draws attention to the parallels between God’s destructive work in sending the flood and His work of recreation, but also shows that the turning point was His remembering Noah.

The toledoth formula “this is the account of …” opens the new section (6:9 NIV cf 2:4; 5:1).
Here is the transition from the old world to the new, in a pattern picked up in the New Testament as significant both for now (1 Peter 3:20,21), and at the end of the age (Luke 17:26ff; 2 Peter 3:6,7).  Sin has become so extensive and intensive, that God must bring righteous judgement. 
Noah is described as being “righteous” and “blameless among the people” (6:9).  “Righteous” (Hebrew saddiq), means “an ethical and moral standard and … in the Old Testament, that standard is the nature and will of God.”  “Blameless” (Hebrew tamim), carries the thought of being complete, in the sense of “full, whole upright, perfect.”  The word was commonly used of sacrificial animals that were without any blemish.  Noah stood in stark contrast to all around him “corrupt …and full of violence” (6:11 NIV).  As Enoch, “Noah walked with God” (6:9).

God spoke His first intention to destroy the earth to Himself (6:7).  He shares it with Noah (6:13), just as He later tells Abraham that He intends to destroy Sodom (18:17-21).  Noah is told to build an ark.  Taking a cubit to be 1½ feet, the vessel was 450 feet long, 75 feet wide, with three floors, to a total height of 45 feet.  The only other place the word “ark” is used, is  the “ark” in which Moses was placed as a baby.  In both cases, a man destined to be used by God is saved from drowning by being placed in an ark.

God tells Noah that He will establish His covenant with him (6:18).  This is the fist reference to covenant in Genesis, and as with the Mosaic Covenant, (Exodus 19:4,5) and the New Covenant (Matthew 26:28), salvation is the starting point.  Noah will go into the ark, not just as a survivor, but as the bearer of God’s promise for the new age.  The covenant is directed to the one man through whom the many will be spared.

Noah is told to take into the ark his wife, his sons and their wives, along with pairs of all living creatures – seven pairs (or three pairs plus one) of all sacrificial/edible animals. Noah’s obedience is twice commended by God (6:22; 7:5).  Hebrews 11:7 picks up on Noah’s obedience being an expression of his faith.
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Given seven days warning, Noah, his family, and the earth’s creatures enter the ark.  Interestingly, it is “God” who commands the group to enter the ark, but the “Lord” who shuts them in (7:16).  Then vast amounts of water, “all the springs of the great deep” (7:11 NIV), and “the floodgates of the heavens” (7:11 NIV) pour out on the earth.  The waters above and below the firmament are merged again, as if to reverse the work of creation and bring back the featureless watery waste.  See “The Genesis Record” (Henry Morris) on 7:4,5 for a fuller description of how these two sources of water would work together.

The Sumerian King List mentions the flood taking place immediately before the early dynastic period, which would be around 3000BC.  Archaeologists have found much evidence of floods in Mesopotamia in this period, but not a great deal suggesting the inundation of a vastly wider area.  Another possibility is that the flood coincided with the end of the last ice age (c10,000 BC).  This involved heavy rain over normally dry areas, and the melting ice led to ocean levels rising 100 metres, and swamping previously habitable land.

Another approach is suggested by Delitzsch, “the object of the flood was the establishment of a new and better race of men, by means of the extermination of the incorrigible old race.  It was sufficient for the effecting of a radical cure that the district in which the race had then spread, should be placed under water.  This district of the dissemination of men, was also their geographical horizon.  It was for them, `the whole earth`”.  There is ample evidence of a flood destroying all life in the area around Ur.  It would be premature to conclude that the story was being told from Noah’s perspective (his geographical horizons would have been limited), but this remains a possibility (see eg. 41:56,57; Colossians 1:23).  Whether the flood was universal or local, the Genesis account describes a total judgement on the ungodly world portrayed in its pages.

In 8:1, we read “God remembered Noah.”  “Remembered” (Hebrew zakar) means “thinking that leads to action.”  This is the first of seventy three Old Testament times where God is said to “remember.”  God sends a wind over the earth.  This is the same Hebrew word (ruach), translated “Spirit” in 1:2 and there said to be “hovering over the waters.”

As the waters receded, the ark “came to rest of the mountains of Ararat” (8:4), -  roughly modern day Armenia, and adjacent areas in Turkey and Iran.  Some one hundred and fourteen days later, Noah sent out first a raven, and then a dove, twice.  The raven didn’t return, because as a carrion eater, it is able to feed on animal corpses on the mountain tops. The dove, by contrast, is a valley bird that feeds off food in the lower areas, the last to dry out.  So it returned to the ark.

In 8:13 and 14, there are two different Hebrew words for “dry.”  The first means to be free from moisture (8:13).  The second in 8:14, and fifty seven days later, means the complete absence of water.  Only when the surrounding area is completely dry, does God tell Noah to leave the ark.  As God had spoken to earth’s first inhabitants to “be fruitful and increase in number” (1:26), He repeats the command to Noah, the second Adam, and his family as they step into a virgin world washed clean by judgement (8:17).

Noah’s first act is to build an altar to the Lord.  It may not have been the very first ever made, but it’s the first mentioned in Scripture.  He sacrifices “some of all the clean animals and clean birds” (8:20).  The suggestion is that, as the sacrifice was consumed, the fumes went up to God, bearing in a sense, the gratitude and worship of the offerer.  It was a propitiatory sacrifice (2 Samuel 24:25) offered in sincere worship.  It isn’t God’s attitude to Noah that is transformed, but His attitude to mankind in general.

The section concludes with God’s determination “never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every inclination of his heart is evil from childhood.  And never again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done” (8:21 NIV).  The duration of God’s promise to 
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Noah was “as long as the earth endures” (8:22).  While this earth continues, God says we can count on a uniform continuing of the basic processes of life “seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night” (8:22).

9:1-17  God’s Covenant with Noah

There are clear echoes here of God’s charge to Adam – God blessing Noah (9:1 cf.1:28), the repeated command to “be fruitful and increase in number” (9:17, cf.1:28), Noah’s rule over living things (9:2 cf.1:28), permission about what to eat (9:3 cf. 2:16) followed by a prohibition about what not to eat (9:4 cf.2:17).

Adam had been a vegetarian (1:29,30).  In contrast, Noah is permitted to eat meat as long as it’s blood has been drained off (9:3,4).  This permission may have been given in the context of Noah’s offering (8:20), in which case it is the origin of the sacrificial feast in which the worshipper ate the offering in God’s presence.

Blood represents life; “to shed blood” is to take a life. God now “demands an accounting” (9:5 NIV).  God requires the life of anyone who takes another’s life, whether man or beast (9:5).  In the case of man, this requirement is because man has been made in the image of God (9:6 cf James 3:9).

God then proceeds to establish His covenant with Noah and with earth’s animals (9:8-11).  The covenant is unilateral, laying all the obligations on God and none on man.  In this covenant, God binds Himself to never again destroy the earth by flood.  To cement the covenant, God establishes a sign (Hebrew: ohth, used in 4:15 of the sign over Cain) – the rainbow.  The Hebrew word (qesheth) covers both a rainbow and an archer’s bow.  God’s battle bow is being laid aside.  No longer is it a sign of God’s militancy (Psalm 7:12;  Habakkuk 3:9), but it now becomes a sign of God’s grace.  The Hebrew perfect tense “I do now set My bow in the clouds for a sign” (9:13), means that God could have created the rainbow at that moment, or pointed to the rainbow and indicated that it would now take on new meaning.  God promises that when He sees the rainbow, He will remember the covenant (9:14-16).

9:18 –29 Ham’s Sin

As a prelude to “the table of nations” in the next chapter, we are introduced more fully to Noah’s sons, and to an event that for one at least, will set a course into future generations.  Shem is named first, occupying the place of prominence in God’s plans for the nations.  The Shemite (Semite) line would raise up many leaders to teach the religion of Yahweh to the world, and ultimately bring forth the Messiah.  Japheth was to be the father of one large branch of the Gentile world.  His descendants would scatter far and wide, and become prosperous and powerful.  Ham was to be the father of the other branch of the Gentiles, including Egyptians, Ethiopians, Abyssinians and kindred groups.  His son, Canaan, became the father of the groups called Canaanites, the inhabitants of the land of Canaan, later dispossessed by the Hebrews.

Noah began farming, planted a vineyard, and got drunk from the wine.  While drunk, he uncovers himself and is seen naked by Ham.  Some contemporary commentators have read into the passage some kind of sexual misdemeanour on Ham’s part with his father.  Their reasons are: firstly, the magnitude of Noah’s reaction; secondly, that the Hebrew word raah used in 9:22 (“Ham … saw his father’s nakedness”) implies “to gaze at”; thirdly, that the term “to uncover nakedness” is a euphemism for sexual intimacy” (Leviticus 18); and fourthly, Noah’s knowing “what his youngest son had done to him” (9:24 NASB).  It must be remembered though how seriously Old Testament and other cultures treated the place of a son in relation to his father.  “Honour your father and mother” comes first in the commandments dealing with our relationships with each other (Exodus 20:6), even before 
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“Thou shall not murder” (Exodus 20:7). Striking or cursing your father or mother was punishable by death (Exodus 21:15,17).  Shem and Japheth walked backwards into the room 
where Noah was, so as not to see him (9:23).  Sexual impropriety on Ham’s behalf is by no means proven from the text.

Having recovered from the effects of the wine, Noah curses Ham and blesses Shem and Japheth.  The curse of Ham is actually spoken over Ham’s son, Canaan.  Possibly it was a mirroring punishment.  As Ham, Noah’s youngest son, sinned against his father, so Canaan, Ham’s youngest son, was punished.  More likely, the curse is more against Ham’s family, in the sense of his successors, than against him solely.  “A servant of servants will he be to his brothers” (9:25 NASB).  “The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers” (9:25 NIV). Canaan’s subjugation by Israel clearly fulfilled the curse (Joshua 9:23).  Only Canaan is cursed, not Ham’s other sons, whose lineage would not bring forth the Canaanite nation.  So the curse seems to be specifically directed at the Canaanite nation.

In contrast, Noah says of Shem “Blessed be the Lord (Yahweh) the God of Shem” (9:26) – not “Blessed be Shem.”  The blessing of Shem is here prophetically revealed to reside in the fact that to them would be entrusted the knowledge of Yahweh.  Since Shem means “name,” there may be a play on words here.  And finally, “may God extend the territory of Japheth” (9:27 NIV).  The word here translated “extend the territory” is the parent verb of the name Japheth.  So Noah is saying “fulfil your name.”  The second part of the word “… may Japheth live in the tents of Seth” (9:27) awaited a New Testament fulfilment when Gentiles from Japheth’s line would come to Christ, who was from Seth’s line.
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