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Genesis 6

The story of Noah and the ark has been engrained into most of our minds from childhood.  We accept it as fact and enjoy daydreaming about what it must have been like to be onboard the ark with all of those animals.  Many non-Christians today, however, cite this story as an example of how ridiculous the Bible is - filled with childhood nursery tales that adults shouldn't be asked to accept.   How, they ask, could one man and his family gather pairs of all of the animals, insects and plants in the world and put them on a boat?  

When we believers study the chapters that tell the story of Noah and the ark (Genesis 6-9) we also come upon details like this that bother us.  But it's easy for us to skip over them and hold on to the story as historically true.  We don't have to.  We can tackle the problems that are inherent in this story head on because the story of Noah and the ark never actually happened.  I've seen the same Discovery Channel shows that you've probably seen on the possibility of an impossibly large boat lying under the snow and ice on top of a mountain in Turkey.  But there's a reason why the actual boat has never been found.  There isn't one there.  There was no literal ark, let alone a literal man named Noah.  Once again, what we're about to read in the next three chapters is an allegory - this time without speaking animals (like a snake), however.  Our purpose in reading these chapters shouldn't be to write down in our notebooks the historical events as they occurred, but to discover the spiritual truths that are being taught in this story.  We're not here to ask, "What happened?"  (Seeking historical facts.)  We're here to ask, "What does it mean?"  (Seeking spiritual truths.)

I believe that this approach:



A.  Solves a host of challenges for the serious Bible student.


B.  Gives believers a spiritual reason to study this story.



C.  Gives non-believers a way to "swallow" this story.


The challenge for us, however, is that this approach takes longer to do.  And that's why we're only in chapter six tonight.  Giving out historical data goes quickly.  Gleaning spiritual truths takes time.


Read Genesis 6:1-2


Who were these "sons of God"?  People have tried to give all kinds of explanations over the years, claiming that they were:


a.  Fallen angels who had sexual relations with human females.  (The three other places in the Bible that use the phrase "sons of God" refer to angels:  Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7.)

b.  Aliens who had sexual relations with human females.

c.  Descendants of Seth.  (Those who teach this, beginning with Julius Africanus and Augustine, usually also teach that the "daughters of men" were descendants of Cain - good bonding with evil, resulting in evil.)

d.  Princes and other rulers who exercised their right to spend the first night with any woman in their kingdom who is being married.


e.  Princes and other rulers who did this and also claimed to be gods.


No one can say for sure who the "sons of God" were.  And if this story is an allegory then we're asking the wrong question anyway.  The question shouldn't be, "Who were the "sons of God?", because that question is looking for facts.  The question should be, "Why did God feel the need to exterminate sinners?", because that question is looking for spiritual truth.  These first two verses point us to the fact that people have never been content to simply be human and let God "call the shots".  Just as Adam and Eve wanted to "be like God", the humans in Genesis 6 also wanted to rise above their God-given station in life and mate with beings who were somehow "more" than God, known as the "sons of God".  Their sin was in trying to be like God.  You and I do the same thing whenever we try to rise above our humanity and decide for ourselves how we should spend our time, our talent and our money - instead of letting God decide.  This is the sin of self-mastery, trying to be like God.  But God will only let us do that for so long.


Verse 3.


Read v. 3


This verse makes it sound like God is putting a lifespan of 120 years on mankind - and many interpreters believe that's what this verse says.  But another way to understand this verse is to say that God was about to give mankind 120 years to stop sinning and get their lives together, before he does something drastic about their sinfulness.  But, again, we're really asking the wrong question.  We're trying to be historians, instead of theologians.  The real question is this:  What spiritual truths can we glean from verse 3?  


a.  God's patience with our sinning is not unlimited.


b.  God will act to end our sinful ways.


c.  God will give us time to straighten up on our own before he acts.


Read v. 4


Who were the "Nephilim"?  Again, wrong question.  Instead, let's ask, "Why are they included in this story?"  I think they're given to us as a clue to remind us not to take this story literally, or historically.  Why not?  Will you write "Numbers 13:33" in your margin next to verse 4?  Turn there with me.

Read Numbers 13:33


Does the book of Numbers describe life before or after the Flood?  After.  What humans were killed in the flood?  Everyone except Noah's family.  Do you see?  How could there be Nephilim living later on in the time of the book of Numbers if everyone but Noah's family were killed in the Flood?  The Nephilim in Genesis 6 are a reminder for us not to take the events in this story literally.  Instead, keep looking for spiritual truths in it.  Because if you take this story literally then you have a problem with these Nephilim who are living later on in the book of Numbers.


Now, if you look at what God is called in vv. 1-4, then look at what God is called in vv. 5-8, what do you notice?  Once again, God is called two different things:  "God" in vv. 1-4 (by the Priestly tradition) and "LORD" in vv. 5-8 (by the "J", or Yahwist, tradition).  What does this indicate?  Two different authors.  And you can kind of sense that when you read verse 5, can't you?  Couldn't verse 5 stand all by itself, without vv. 1-4, as an alternative beginning to this story?

Read v. 5


Isn't it interesting that this verse talks about "the inclination of the thoughts of his heart"?  Where does sin begin?  One of the spiritual truths we're being taught here is that sin begins in our minds.  (The word "heart" in the Bible often means "mind".)  Sin begins in our thoughts.  We think of doing something sinful BEFORE we actually do it.  So, knowing this, what's one way to sin less?  Keep our minds on God and on God's will.


Will you turn with me to :


Read Romans 8:5-8


Read Philippians 3:17-19


Read Philippians 4:8-9


To say that we can't stop ourselves from sinning is to forget that sin begins in our thoughts, and we can control our thoughts.  How can we control our thoughts?  By guarding what we allow into our minds through TV, newspapers, books, conversations, emails, texts.


Verse 6.


Read vv. 6-8

These verses teach us that our sin has what kind of effect on God?

a.  Our sin grieves God.


b.  Our sin pains God.


Among other things, this shows me that we are totally free beings, and that predestination is just bad theology.  I say that because why would God be grieved and pained at the actions of creatures he controls?  Others can cause us grief and pain only if we have a plan for them that, if they follow it, will make them happy, but they freely choose to ignore our plan and make a mess of their lives.  But people who have no choice but to do what we want them to do can't cause us grief or pain.  Puppet masters never grieve and are never pained at what their puppets do - for their puppets are only doing their will.  Yet, man's sinfulness caused God grief and pain.  Why?  Because we are not puppets.  We are free to live anyway we want to live.  Predestination is just wrong.


But notice that God isn't feeling anger over man's sins.  The flood was not brought on out of God's wrath but, instead, out of God's sadness and hurt.  


Yet, why is God sad and hurt?  Not because God is the ultimate "control freak" who can't handle it when free moral agents don't do his bidding.  No.  It's not like that at all.  It's more like the sadness and hurt that a parent feels when they know what the best course is for their child, but the child goes in the opposite direction.  The parent knows that "all work and no play", for instance, isn't healthy, and tells them so - but the child becomes a workaholic anyway.  That's sad.  Sad for them.  The parent knows that working just to make lots of money is an empty goal, and tells them so - but the child works and works merely to increase their bank account.  That makes the parent sad, sad for their child.  The parent knows that faith and family are more "humane", more noble, more worthy, than wealth, power, or possessions, and tells them so - but the child pursues these materialistic rewards anyway and forgets the faith of their youth and the family of their present.  But instead of anger, the parent feels grief and pain.  The child they once knew is gone.  Their happy relationship is gone.  And it's all just so sad.  Have you been there?

That's what we're being allowed to see in these verses.  We're being allowed to see inside the heart of God.  This is one reason why this allegory was written, and isn't it amazing?  When you look at Genesis 6 this way, who cares who the Nephilim were?  Who cares about whether there's a big boat on a Turkish mountaintop?  We're being invited to see into the very heart of God here!  "The LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain."  Man has decided that he doesn't need God.  The risk that God takes to give man free will is this - neglect.  Have you ever been neglected by someone you love?  It's the worse feeling.  Have you been there?  It's how God feels whenever we decide, "I'll call the shots in my life, thank you", and turn our backs on him.

Any questions?


In grief and sadness, God decides to end what he began.  He decides to kill all of the humans and all of the animals from the earth.  Verse 7.


Read v. 7


We read this verse and we ask, "How could God DO that?  How could God even THINK that?  How could God be a mass murderer of all people, and even all animals?"  But we need to remember - this isn't history.  It's allegory.  And we're supposed to see spiritual truths here.  So, what spiritual truth should we see in verse 7?  How about this?  The result of sin is death.  Does that sound familiar?  Next to verse 7 will you write, "Romans 6:23".  What does Romans 6:23 say?  This:  "The wages of sin is death."  That's the spiritual lesson of verse 7.  Unconfessed sin, unrepentant sin, always results in death - death of all kinds.  In this case, physical death.  (See 2Peter 2:4-10 for more on this theme, noting how Peter saw this as a main point of the Noah story.)

But wait.  There's someone alive on the earth who didn't deserve death.  Noah.  Verse 8.


Read v. 8


What's that mean?  It means God will wipe out everyone BUT Noah - and his family.  Noah was the first example in the Bible of a "remnant".  Time and time again in the Bible, God punishes sinners but leaves a remnant to carry on.  Noah was the first.


The story of Noah is continued in verse 9.  But notice that verse 9 goes back to the author who calls God "God", not "LORD".  And, again, when you read it remembering that this is a different author it makes more sense, because it repeats a lot of what was in vv. 5-8, as if the author wasn't aware of what was in vv. 5-8.  Most likely, he wasn't.  In fact, you could read vv. 1-4, SKIP vv. 5-8 and go right to verse 9, and the story would make perfect sense.  That's another indicator that we have two authors here, ones who call God by two different names.  Verse 9.


Read vv. 9-10


Remember that we said last time that one of the characteristics of allegory is that the characters in allegorical writings are one dimensional.  Noah is like that.  We're only told one thing about him.  What was the difference between Noah and everyone else on earth?  He was sinless.  But that's all we need to know to move the story along.  Allegorical writings don't need to show all sides of a person's personality.  Characters are in the story only to prove a point, or to move the story forward.  (There's no point wondering how many of Noah's family were as righteous as he was, and underserving of being eliminated, even though only Noah is characterized as such.  This isn't history.  It's allegory.)

Once again, v. 11 begins as if the "wickedness" that was described up in vv. 5-8 didn't exist, because vv. 5-8 were written by a different author.  


Read vv. 11-16


Imagine a football field in length.  Now add ½ of another.  The ark would have covered 1 and ½ football fields.  Pretty big.  Why so big?  Do Noah and his family need such a big boat?  Verse 17


Read vv. 17-20


The ark needed to be huge in order to save two of all of the animals in the world do.  But wait a minute.  Look back at verse 7.  Who does God say, in verse 7, he's going to wipe out?  Men and animals.  Why does God save two of every animal here in verse 20?  Isn't this a contradiction?  Yes, it is.  But remember:

a.  This is allegory, not an historical record.  What do you think is the spiritual truth we're meant to see here?  That God loves animals too.  (Even though the large majority of them will be drown to death in the flood.)


b.  This is allegory that's been written by two different authors, so there are bound to be some contradictions.  But contradictions within an allegory shouldn't be that surprising, and don't have anything to do with our salvation, or how God wants us to live in this world.


Verse 21.


Read vv. 17-22


And right from that one verse we see the stark and clear contrast between Noah and everyone else on earth.  Noah did God's will.  No one else did.  (Did you notice that Noah isn't told to put a rudder or sails on the boat.  Why not?  Because Noah is going to let God decide where the ark goes, not him.)  Noah is the very first role model in the scriptures of what someone who obeys God looks like.  And in the next two chapters we'll see the "price" that Noah paid for his obedience - a  price that we all must be willing to pay if we want to be called sons and daughters of God.
