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Genesis 9-10

Read Gen. 9:1-2


Why will the animals suddenly have "fear and dread" of humans?  Because of what God says next.


Read v. 3

What's significant about this verse?  This is the first verse that says it's okay for humans to eat animals, fish and birds.  You remember that in Gen. 1:29-30 God told man to be vegetarians.  Now they can eat whatever they want to.  This is why the animal world will be afraid of humans.  NOW they will be not our friends, but our prey.  But there is one restriction.  Verse 4.


Read v. 4


What is the "lifeblood"?  It's the fresh blood from a newly killed animal.  The solution was to kill the animal, hang it up, cut a hole in it and let the blood drain out of it.  This was, according to Bible scholar John H. Walton, "a way of returning the life force of the animal to God who gave it life", by letting it drip to the ground (p. 343).  Walton also states that this prohibition against consuming the lifeblood of an animal was unique to Israel.

The word "lifeblood" is a link to what follows next.  Verse 5.


Read vv. 5-6

The "accounting" that God will require of anyone who kills a fellow human being is death.  One thing that students in ethics classes try to do is to come up with principles, or rules, that guide our behavior.  A "guiding principle" is being given to us in v. 6, but it takes a little thought and prayer to figure out what it is.  See if you can do it.  Is it okay for one person to kill another person?  If no, why not?  If yes, under what circumstances?  What is the guiding principle being given in v. 6?  Why don't you turn to the person next to you and see what you can come up with?


#1 - It is sinful to take another human life unless it is done as God's punishment for violating one of God's laws.   Why is it sinful to take a human life?  Because each person is made in the image of God, even the victims of murder.   And why is man now asked to carry out God's punishment for murder?  Because, as the image of God, God's work on earth is now ours to do.

#2 -

#3-


Will this guiding principle from Genesis 9:6 hold up over time?  Are we still supposed to follow it today?  Well, it depends who you talk to.  Some Christians believe that we are, and they support the death penalty today.  Other Christians believe that God later revealed that there is no sin that he wants punished by death, and they are against the death penalty today.  This second position is the position of our U. M. Church.


Verse 7.


Read vv. 7-17

Does anything seem kind of strange in God's words here?  Does God really need a "sign" in the sky to remind him not to destroy the earth?  No, I don't think so.  Instead, I think this is another indicator that we're dealing with allegory here.  I don't know anyone who wants to say that literally the only reason God doesn't destroy the earth with flooding rains again is because he sees a rainbow in the sky and remembers, "Oh, yea, if not for that rainbow I would have forgotten I promised not to flood the earth ever again."  This is allegory.  This is kind of like poetry.  It's not meant to be taken literally.  Really, the point is that every time WE HUMANS see a rainbow in the sky WE'RE supposed to remember God's grace - that God won't destroy us even though we deserve it.  That's the point of these verses.  God will never punish humanity as whole.  He will only punish sinners themselves, on a case to case basis.  Thank God!

Now, an interesting detail is added at the very end of the story of Noah and the ark - a detail that I'm pretty sure a lot of people aren't aware of or, at the very least, wish wasn't here.  Verse 18.


Read vv. 18-21


Who remembers why, out of all of the people on earth, God chose Noah to build the ark?  Chapter 6, verse 9:  "Noah was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, and he walked with God."

What spiritual lesson do you think the author of this allegory wants us to see by telling us in his final chapter that Noah ended his career by getting drunk and naked?  (See, this is an example of trying to glean the spiritual lessons from the allegory, versus trying to learn the historical details.)  Why don't you turn to the person next to you and see what you can come up with?

#1 - Hero worship is bound to disappoint.  No one is totally good, 100%.  We all need someone to save us from our sins.  (Paul put it another way in Romans 3:23  -  "All have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.")


#2 - Spiritual pride, or complacency, is unwise.  We can never assume that we have arrived at spiritual perfection.  If even Noah could slip, so could we.  (Paul put it another way in 1Thess. 5:6  -   "Let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled.")

#3 -


#4 -


OR, it could be that we're reading this story incorrectly.  Maybe Noah had done nothing evil, or sinful, at all!  Let me ask you four questions:


1.  Are we told anywhere here that what Noah did was wrong?  No.


2.  Do any of the later writers of the Bible condemn Noah for being drunk?  No.  In fact, Noah is lifted up as an example to follow (Hebrews 11:7).

3.  Is there a single verse so far in Genesis that says people shouldn't get drunk?  No.  

4.  Is there a single verse in all of the Old Testament that says people shouldn't get drunk?  No.  Drunkenness is never called a sin in the OT.  Getting drunk is called unwise and foolish.  (See Proverbs 20:1, 23:20-21 and Isaiah 5:11-12)  But it's never called sinful in the OT.  That doesn't happen until the New Testament.  (The idea of "progressive revelation" says that God gradually revealed his complete will to mankind over a long period of time.  For instance, we saw the very first stage of God's progressive revelation about revenge earlier in Genesis 4, where God promises to punish anyone who hurts Cain sevenfold.)  

When we automatically today look at what Noah did as a sin I believe we're projecting God's laws against drunkenness that WE live under (that came much later in the NT back into time) back into the days of Noah.  Maybe the REAL sinner here wasn't Noah, but his son, Ham.

Let's go on in the story.  Verse 21.


Read vv. 21-25

What?  What exactly did Ham do that was so wrong?  What was Ham's sin?  Well, the only way we can know that answer is to contrast what Ham did with what his brothers did.  Ham saw his father naked and did nothing.  His brothers walked backwards into Noah's tent so that they wouldn't see their dad naked, and they covered him up.


So, Ham's sin was that he did not cover up his dad's nakedness but, instead, told others (i.e. his brothers) about it.  These acts were sinful because they both dishonored his father.  In Hebrew, to say that Noah "lay uncovered inside his tent" probably means that Noah was having sexual relations with his wife.  (To "lay uncovered" is a euphemism for having sex.)  Seeing his parents having sex was bad enough.  But then telling his brothers about it was pretty shameful.   


(I didn't know this, but a large number of people claim that Ham's sin was that he had sex with his mother.)

Still, the exact sin of Ham is confusing to Bible scholars.  One of them, Walter Brueggemann, believes that the author of Genesis 9 was re-writing a story that about something bad that Ham had done within the oral tradition of Israel, in order to explain the very beginning of why (later on, in the author's time period) Israel was having problems with the people of Canaan.  Scholar John H. Walton agrees, suggesting that the author is saying that the Canaanites "got off on the wrong foot from the beginning.  By the time of Moses and his audience they have earned the wrath and punishment of God."  (p. 351)


"It all began", the writer wants his readers to know, "when Noah cursed all of Ham's offspring for whatever Ham did to Noah on this day."  I think that's about the best we can do in trying to understand this bizarre story.  To me, this is another benefit of looking at Genesis 1-11 as allegory.  As allegory, we don't need to worry about any historical truth behind these confusing verses.

(The curse of Canaan was used for centuries as justification for the institution of slavery.  It was believed that Ham was the forefather of the African race and that slavery was biblically mandated because of this curse.  In truth, none of the family line of Canaan became dark-skinned people.  In addition, Noah's curse was not necessarily God's curse that had to be carried out.)

Chapter 10 of Genesis is simply a listing of relatives of Shem, Ham and Japtheth.  We should feel free to skip this chapter altogether, except for verses 5, 20 and 31.  Will you circle the words "language" and "languages" in those verses?  Now, read chapter 11, verse 1.  What do you notice?  11:1 says, "Now the whole world had one language and a common speech."  


How can both claims be true?  They can't.  This is the first clear contradiction in the Bible.  Should we be worried about it?  No.  Why?  Because this is all allegory!  We're not looking for historical accuracy, or even consistency here.  What we have in chapters 9 and 10 are two different authors, telling two different stories.  The author of chapter 10 is answering the questions, "Who are the descendants of Shem, Ham and Japheth, and where did migrate to live?"  But the author of chapter 11 is answering the question, "Why are there so many languages on the earth, when we all came from the same family?"  We don't have to reconcile the two contradictory claims in these chapters because the authors weren't striving for historical accuracy or consistency.  They were writing allegory.  This may be a new way of looking at this part of the Bible for some of you.  But it's the way that makes the best sense to me.

(An alternative way of looking at this particular "contradiction" is to say that the Tower of Babel story in chapter 11 goes back in time to right after chapter 9.  I don't think this viewpoint is necessary, however, as allegorical writings don't require chronological consistency.)
