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The passage: Gen. 9, and depending on the group members’ background knowledge, some of ch. 7 and/or ch. 8
– at least beginning with 8:13 for the bare minimum amount of context. 

Themes, goals, topics: God s faithfulness; punishment for sin; God’s working in history; what it means for us to
be created in God’s image; God’s love, goodness, and patience toward sinners; God’s faithfulness in keeping his
promises to us.  

Background.

First, some comments of an apologetic nature are in order, since questions from skeptics may arise
regarding the flood. First, there is anthropological evidence for a great flood in human history, because many
cultures in the world have flood myths or flood stories that parallel the biblical account – a great flood
destroying the known world or civilization, except for a few who are spared. In some cultures, they have
become more mythical, in that they have mixed the flood story with their own pagan elements, so the one true
God is replaced with multiple pagan deities, or references to God have more or less disappeared. These flood
stories are found in many ancient cultures and still-existing “primitive” cultures, even as far away as native
American Indian tribes and Australian aboriginal tribes. The most famous non-biblical flood story that parallels
the Old Testament story is the ancient Babylonian Gilgamesh epic. The main character, Gilgamesh, is an ancient
Sumerian king, who in his adventures meets Utnapishtim, a man who had survived a great flood. Utnapishtim
tells Gilgamesh about the flood that he and his family survived in a ship, and these details parallel the biblical
account well. However, the main emphasis of this epic is on Gilgamesh and his adventures, not the flood, and
pagan deities are blamed for the flood. There's also the ancient Greek / Roman story of Deucalion and Pyhrra,
who survived a great flood in a ship along with their family and some animals. This and other stories, despite the
paganization of the plot, and the prevalence of these stories throughout world cultures, points to evidence for a
great flood. 

One question is the extent of the flood. Many Christians believe that the whole world was literally
flooded, as Gen. 7:18-22 seems to indicate the whole earth. However, we have to exercise caution here, because
the writer of this passage, and those such as Noah who passed the story down to others, only knew of the
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Ancient Near East (ANE) as the whole world. Thus, they refer to the flood covering the whole world as they
knew it, and it needn’t include the whole world as we know it today. Similarly, St. Paul wrote that the gospel
had been preached to the whole world (Rom. 10:18, Col. 1:6). Of course, he wasn't exaggerating or speaking
dishonestly. Rather, he was referring to the whole known world of his day, which basically consisted of the
Roman Empire, northern Africa, and probably as far east as India. Likewise, I believe that this passage refers to
the destruction of the known world of Noah's time, the region of the ANE. I think this is more consistent with
good biblical exegesis, rather than reading modern day ideas into the OT texts. This also better explains how
Noah could have taken all the animals into his ship. Of course, he only had to take land animals; aquatic and
marine animals and birds could take care of themselves. (And in case skeptics raise the matter of dinosaurs,
those things died out a long time ago.) And it makes sense if he only had to collect animals of the ANE – after
all, how could a South American sloth, Antarctican penguin, or Mongolian yak have made it to Noah's ship? In
light of these considerations, if one wants to hold to a literal interpretation of 'whole earth' in this story, one
cannot really be dogmatic about one's interpretation. Nonetheless, this happened far back in human history, and
it will be some time before archeology and science provide enough information to be sure exactly what
happened when. 

Now the next question is, assuming this interpretation I've sketched out, do we have physical evidence of
a great flood? Recent archaeological work is pointing to some answers. An archaeologist sponsored by the
National Geographic Society has been investigating the Black Sea area, and has found evidence for a great flood
there, but due to the mineral content of the Sea, it is hard to investigate right now. His theory is that the Black
Sea was originally a large freshwater lake that was smaller than it is today. About 7000 years ago, the
Mediterranean Sea flooded into the Black Sea, turning it into a salty, dirty, inland sea. If the Mediterranean itself
flooded, that would account for a great region-wide flood and destruction of biblical nature, just like the Noahic
flood1. Incidentally, this theory holds that the Mediterranean would have flooded due to melting of the polar ice
caps at the end of the ice age – an extreme version of global warming scenarios that we are facing now. 

Now to the story itself. At the end of ch. 8, we see the first recorded altar built according to divine
command. God takes delight in the sacrifice not because he is a meat lover, but I think because of the sincerity
and generosity of Noah's heart in worship. In fact, we know God is not impressed by the meat itself but delights
in the quality of worship (Psalm 51:6). God says he won't curse the ground again by destroying the earth, even
though the human race may very well deserve it for its wickedness. This does not refer to the curse on the
ground in Gen. 3 after Adam's sin, for a different Hebrew word is used here. The word ‘curse’ in Gen. 3 is *+*-,
arur, meaning ‘inflict a curse or declare cursed’, while in Gen. 8 it is .-.0/ qalal, whose meaning seems more
like ‘curse’ in the sense of lowering, humbling or demeaning something, or declaring something cursed in this
kind of sense, in its literal etymological meaning. In fact, God promises that day and night, all the seasons, and
all life will continue on this planet as long as the earth exists. 

He then commands Noah and family to increase and repopulate the earth. God also states that animals
will now fear (or at least fear in the sense of respect) people, and that all animals are given to people as food
sources (in contrast to the dietary restrictions later in the law of Moses). It is not entirely clear what is involved
here. Perhaps before the flood, use of animals was more restricted, and some even claim that people were
vegetarians before then. Gen. 1:29-30 would seem to support this claim, but then Abel, for example, kept flocks
in Gen. 4, which might indicate some use of animals for food. If eating animal meat was at least more restricted
before the flood, now it is fully allowed. It would not be unreasonable to hold that people were vegetarians or
ate little mean before this. And today it is not unreasonable to be a vegetarian for various health reasons or
personal ethical convictions, but one can't insist on that lifestyle for others based on any religious reasons. It is
not clear what happened here to animal behavior. Either this contrasts with how things were in the ark when

1 For more, see www.nationalgeographic.com/blacksea.  
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many animals were caged and not to be eaten, or perhaps before the flood animals were less submissive2. 

These changes in food may be related to the need to repopulate the earth and expand civilization, as long
of course as we don’t mistreat animals or God’s created earth in the process. In v4 we see a command that has
been misapplied in modern times. In ancient times, the blood of a person or animal was considered to be the
essence and the “seat” or central location of its life force (today we realize that it is the brain). So eating blood
was eating the life force or spirit of an animal. As a result, pagan religious practices of eating animals’ blood
came about (e.g., to gain the animal’s life force for oneself). It is for these reasons that this command is given.
The intention was not so much dietary, though blood borne diseases were a concern back then, and were
probably another reason for this command. The main reason was to teach people respect for life, even animal
life, which is God’s creation. We are allowed to eat the animals, but not to misuse this resource, and we can’t
forget the Creator who provided this3. 

In v6 we see an even more controversial verse, because it raises the issue of the death penalty.
Supporters of the death penalty invoke this because it was given before the law of Moses, and so they claim that
this is a universal command. First, animal sacrifices, the prohibition on eating blood, and other regulations and
practices were also common before the Mosaic Law, but they don’t apply today. Second, it is not clear that this
is intended as a command. It could in fact be better understood as a general statement of truth – one who
murders deserves death and it will come to him/her as a form of divine judgment. I don’t know Hebrew well
enough to see if that helps clarify the meaning. In English, “his blood shall be shed” could be understood as a
general statement of truth or as a command, while other languages like the Latin translation make a clear
distinction here, and translates it as a general predictive statement and not a command (a clear distinction
between a statement and a command in the Latin and other versions that you could consult here). However,
there is room for disagreement here, but personally I believe it is intended as a statement of a general moral
principle – of something that God takes very seriously, and for which he himself repays. (For more on the death
penalty, see the footnotes on the handout on Gen. 4.) 

What’s more important is the reason given: That people are made in God’s image. This means, among
others, that we have free will, intelligence, knowledge of right and wrong, a spirit essence or soul that is eternal,
and dignity and worth as individuals – all those things that make us human rather than just animals. For a
beginning level Bible study, this is an important truth to dwell upon, for it relates to why we are special in God’s
sight, why he loves us, why he expects certain things of us, and why he has a right to be angry when we fail to
meet his expectations, that is, when we sin. 

Next God repeats his promise not to destroy the earth, more specifically, not to do so by a catastrophic
flood. At that moment he provides a rainbow in the sky as a sign of the covenant. Now some literalists have
taken this to mean that this was when God first created the rainbow. This conclusion is not warranted. First, that
would mean that God would change the laws of physics suddenly after creation, so that rain droplets now refract
light, whereas they didn’t before. That leads to an implication of a God who changes, who is fickle, or who is
even deceptive when it comes to the basic laws of physics. Obviously, such a view is to be rejected. Secondly,
that interpretation mises the point of the passage, especially of the covenant theology involved. This was given
as a sign of the covenant. ANE covenants were typically accompanied by signs. For God’s Old Testament
covenant, especially with Moses and Abraham, it was marked by circumcision and animal sacrifices, and in fact
animal sacrifices were an important sign of the covenant throughout OT worship. The signs are stated as

2 An old classmate of mine once worked as a Peace Corps volunteer in the poor, southwest African nation of Namibia.
Tigers are quite common there, but one thing that she learned is that even tigers in a sense respect us. She told me that
tigers are really perplexed by this human thing called language, and they don’t know how to respond to it. So if you
happened to come across a tiger in the wild, of course you should not run – it will only want to chase you. Instead, you
should shout at it, or talk aggressively. The use of human language will simple puzzle them, and so they generally will
leave you alone. 

3 See also Lev. 7:27, Lev. 17:11-14, Deut. 12:23, Acts 15:20, 29 on lifeblood. In your study, try to steer away from
controversial topics like abortion and the death penalty, especially for a beginners’ study.
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provisions of ANE covenants as reminders to people about the covenant and their relationship. Various OT
rituals like animal sacrifices were required as reminders to the Israelites about God, who he is, what he
expected, and their relationship with him. Rituals like circumcision and animal sacrifices were common in ANE
culture before God put them into specific covenants with Moses and Abraham. God drew from these common
cultural practices and gave them a special spiritual meaning in his covenants with people. Likewise, rainbows
existed before the time of Noah. But here God produces one and makes the phenomenon a sign of his promise
not to destroy the world. Thus, rainbows are now a reminder of God’s goodness and patience, and his
faithfulness in keeping his promises. 

For a beginners’ group study, some major points to focus on are: (1) the sanctity of human life, and what
it means for us to be created in God’s image; (2) God’s love, goodness, and patience toward sinners; (3) God’s
faithfulness in keeping his promises to us.  

Questions. 

General.

Review and discuss the general background, as well as specific questions that come up. For example,
discuss why God sent the flood, why God spared Noah’s family, and questions of an apologetic nature. 

Worship.

Why did Noah build an altar in 8:20? Why did he do it so quickly after getting out of the boat? Why was
God pleased with the sacrifices? Is he a meat loving God? Or is there some deeper reason? Maybe something
that had to do with how Noah worshiped? What does God care about in worship? (see Psalm 51:6) How is that
different from religious rituals in your culture? Are there some things about Christian worship that seem strange
to you, or that you don’t understand? 

Why do Christians believe in worship? Does it seem like a strange concept to you? Why would
Christians worship? What is this “personal relationship” with God that Christians speak of? And what does that
have to do with worship?

Created in God’s image. 

What does it mean to be created in God’s image? Does it mean we physically look like him? If God is an
invisible spirit, what then does this mean? How does this make us different from the animals? What does it
mean to have an eternal soul? To have free will? To have a sense of morality and moral responsibility? To have
human worth and dignity? Why did God make us like this?  

What does this mean for how we are to treat other people? What are some ways we violated this when
we mistreat or hurt others? How can our actions hurt other people’s dignity and worth as people made in God’s
image? How does God feel about such behavior? Why would he be so displeased? Have you ever thought of
how your actions could displease or hurt God?4 

4 See, e.g., Gen. 6:6 – God was grieved and pained by people’s wickedness and behavior. 
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Why is life in general important to God? If we have the authority to use plants and animals for our own
use, does that mean it doesn’t matter how we treat the environment? Who created the world, and who does it
belong to? Is misuse of the environment sinful, or does it not matter to God? 

God’s goodness. 

Why did God send the flood? After the flood, what does he promise at the end of ch. 8? Why does he
now say this, and in such strong terms? Why does God say that everyone’s heart is evil? Do you agree, or does
that sound like a harsh assessment?5 

In spite of human sinfulness, why does God respond like this? What do you learn of his character? How
has he been patient with you / us? What if he weren’t patient toward you / us? See 2 Peter 3:8-9.

Who does God make this covenant with? Is it just Noah’s family? Their descendants? How does this
change your life – for example, every time you’re in a thunderstorm? 

From this passage, what do you learn about God’s character? About his feelings for people? Why does
he feel this way? How does he try to reach out to people? How does he communicate with people? 

What is the significance of the rainbow? Does this mean that this is when God first created rainbows? In
the Bible, what is a “sign” in this sense? Specifically, what does “sign of the covenant” mean? What are other
covenant signs in the Bible? In modern church worship? For example, why do Christians do baptism?
Communion?6 

Why does God provide these “signs”? Why does he give us these reminders? Why are we supposed to
remember and think about God’s goodness? What are examples of God’s goodness to you? Can you claim the
credit for all the good things in your life? Can you claim the credit for any of them? For those things that you
typically claim credit, why might God deserve the credit instead? 

This passage points to the major problem of sin in human nature. It implies that we all deserve judgment
for our sin. What is the answer to this problem? Is it possible to stop sinning? Why not? Is there any hope for
us? 

 What other kinds of promises does God make to us? List some; how, when, where, and to whom does he
make these promises? Does he always keep them? How? Does that mean we can take advantage of God? What
is the purpose of these promises? Which promise(s) from God is/are the most important ones? 

Do you ever make promises to God? Do you always keep them? Do you ever keep them? 

5 We have inherent goodness in the sense that we are created in God’s image and have worth and value for that reason.
But morally speaking, things are the opposite, as our studies of Gen. 3 & 4 have shown – we are inherently sinful in our
hearts, by nature. While it is popular today for people to believe in the inherent moral goodness of people, I challenge
any such person to seriously defend that after visiting a former Nazi concentration camp. I once visited a concentration
camp in Germany where 50,000 people were worked and starved to death. Any one who doesn’t come away confused,
depressed and deeply skeptical about human nature as I did would have to be very naïve or spiritually calloused. For
that matter, human history in general is full of examples of evil committed by people against people. 

6 Remember that during the Last Supper, Jesus declared the wine and bread as signs of the new covenant. Also,
theologians typically understand baptism as a New Testament analog of the Old Testament sign of circumcision, as
they both are ceremonies that officially mark one’s entrance into the covenant relationship.
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