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Genesis 6:5-22 
January 17, 2021 

 
1) Sources Behind the Story of Noah’s Flood 

 
a) There are 2 distinct biblical sources behind the flood story found in chapters 

6-9. The earliest flood story coming from the writers designated J and E 
were compiled during the reign of David and Solomon. The later source 
comes from the P tradition that dates from the end of the Babylonian exile. 
There are differences in the flood stories as told by these 2 traditions. The 
later version introduced new detail, elaborated other parts of the story, and 
emphasized different aspects. For example, in the P source the bird sent 
from the ark was a raven while the older tradition speaks of a dove. There 
are also discrepancies concerning the number of animals taken onto the ark 
and how long the flood lasted. On page 86 of his commentary, Sibley 
Towner separates the 2 intertwined sources so one can read each version as a 
distinct account. 
 

b) Prior to the 2 different biblical sources there were ancient stories stemming 
from the earliest traditions of other Near Eastern cultures. These 
Mesopotamian flood sagas include the Atrahasis Epic, a Sumerian flood 
account, and the renowned Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic. Since there is no 
geological evidence of flooding in Israel’s own land, and since there are 
numerous parallels between the Genesis account and these non-biblical 
precursors, it is assumed by most scholars that the early Israelite compilers 
of Genesis drew some material from these prior sagas. Walter Brueggemann 
concludes, “It is undoubtedly borrowed from a common religious tradition 
of flood accounts. However,… the theological intent of the story as shaped 
in Israel has significantly altered it from the purposes of earlier traditions.”  
 

c) Some would also argue for a historical basis for the Genesis flood story, 
insisting that the story of Noah is based on verifiable evidence. The most 
popular theory was proposed by William Ryan in 1997 suggesting the Black 
Sea deluge hypothesis, which speaks of a catastrophic flooding when the 
Mediterranean Sea spilled over into the Black Sea at the Bosporus over 8400 
years ago. This was publicized widely in the New York Times as the 
possible event behind the story of Noah’s flood. This caused a brief 
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sensation but has since been the focus of controversy and scientific 
skepticism. 
 

2) Genesis 6:5-8 – The Judgment of God 
 
a) With these verses the perspective and tone of the writers changes 

dramatically. Prior to this all we read came from older traditions woven 
together expertly to form coherent stories of paradise, sin in the garden, the 
murder of Abel, the genealogy following Adam, and the unspeakable sins of 
heavenly beings raping earthly daughters. Now, for the 1st time we hear the 
author’s own voice. He does not add another story from ancient times. 
Rather, he speaks words of judgment “that the wickedness of humankind 
was great in the earth,” and we hear directly from God harsh words of 
condemnation, “I will blot out from the earth the human beings I have 
created.” 
 

b) Sibley Towner points out two theological themes in these verses: 
 
i) Human Depravity – In verse 5 the Lord not only sees the wickedness of 

humankind, but that depravity is described in its totality: “every 
inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually.” 
According to Towner the writers recognized a profound truth concerning 
persons, “when confronted with choices between good and evil, 
inevitably, universally, inescapably, we will from time to time choose 
evil.” The writers have prepared us for a catastrophic event that will be 
God’s response to pervasive human sin. Even after the flood recedes, in 
8:21, God recognizes that “the inclination of the human heart is evil from 
youth.” 
 

ii) God’s Flexibility – In verse 6 we see God pictured in terms of personal 
emotions as one who was sorrowful and who grieved in his heart. The 
God of these verses is not some distant and passive deity but a being who 
reacts passionately and is deeply affected by events. As expressed by 
Ludwig Koehler, the God of these verses is a living God, “They avoid the 
error of presenting God as a careless and soulless abstract idea, or a fixed 
principal standing over against man like a strong silent battlement. God is 



3 
 

 

personal, he has a will, he exists in controversy, ready to communicate 
himself… with a ready ear… for their confessions of guilt.”  

 
3) Genesis 6:9-22 – The Flood 

 
a) The flood story is written with the creation story in mind; it is the story of 

how God reversed the act of creation. We can picture the ark as a floating 
garden of Eden where humankind and animals lived together in harmony. 
Noah was the 10th generation following Adam and the 1st man born after 
Adam died. He is very much like a new Adam, the father of 3 sons and the 
father of all subsequent humanity. 
 

b) The Priestly account provides many details for the building of the ark. The 
term translated as ark is found in the Bible only here and in Exodus where it 
describes the small craft in which the infant Moses was placed and set adrift. 
The description given of the ark is a boxlike vessel made of an unknown 
wood (NRSV says cypress), covered inside and out with pitch. It was 450 
feet long, 73 feet wide, and 45 feet high. It included 3 decks divided into 
rooms or stalls. Evidently it had no means of navigation; the occupants were 
at God’s mercy and would disembark the ark only on God’s command. 
 

4) Walter Brueggemann’s Interpretation 
 
a) During this study I became convinced by Brueggemann that in the past I 

misunderstood the purpose of this whole story. I bet that is true for a lot of 
us. The focus of the story is not on the flood, rather, the focus is on the 
creative response of God to human sin, a response that is fully in keeping 
with the gospel message of Christ. Brueggemann’s approach is set in 
opposition to three contemporary interpretations: 
 
i) We are not dealing here with a detailed historical account. “Our 

interpretation will be distracted if there is insistence on finding data to 
prove that this is a historical narrative… This story is not concerned with 
historical data but with the strange things which happened in the heart of 
God that decisively affect God’s creation.” In other words, stop searching 
for remnants of the ark on Mount Ararat. That misses the intent of 
Scripture. 
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ii) With equal fervor Brueggemann insists, “we must deny that this is a 

myth expressed in Israel just as it is in every other ancient culture.” He 
argued that this is a peculiarly Israelite document dealing with a new 
divine covenant. “It is not a statement about the world but about the God 
of Israel and his peculiar way in transforming the world.” Our focus must 
not be on the size of the ark or the depth of the water but upon a 
disclosure of God’s proclamation of both warning and redemption. 

 
iii) Brueggemann also casts aside scholarly efforts to focus on how two 

different sources are conflated in the flood account of Genesis. That is 
undoubtedly true he admits, but we need to listen to the entire text 
because “the early and late elements of the tradition expressed the same 
convictions. In the end, they share the same affirmation of the gospel.” 
So, in keeping with Brueggemann let’s focus on the crucial theological 
theme of Genesis 6:5-9:17. 
 

b) In verses 5 and 6 the narrative begins with God’s determination that the 
world betrayed its purpose. Creation is described in chapter 6 as wicked, 
evil, corrupt, and violent. Brueggemann interprets these verses as saying, 
“creation has refused to be God’s creation, refused to honor God as God.” 
The indictment is as harsh as any of the Old Testament prophets. Thus, the 
flood story begins with a theological indictment leveled against all that God 
has made. 
 

c) The harsh indictment is followed in verses 7, 13, and 17 with God’s resolve 
to destroy creation with the divine verdict: “I will blot out… I will destroy… 
I will bring a flood… to destroy.” Brueggemann writes, “The text does not 
concern itself with amounts of water or pairs of animals or rainbows, but 
with the way God deals with his creation… This God takes with 
uncompromising seriousness his own purposes for creation. And he is 
impatient when those purposes are resisted. God holds an expectation for his 
world. He will not abandon it.” 
 

d) When viewed as a unity these verses do not describe a God of vengeance 
bent on retribution and ruin. Instead, in verses 6 and 7 we penetrate the heart 
of God. “What we find there is not an angry tyrant, but a troubled parent 
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who grieves over the alienation… God is aware that something is deeply 
amiss in creation.” These verses describe the profound pathos of God who is 
not angered but grieved, not enraged but saddened. The perverted “heart of 
humankind” of verse 5 deeply troubles “the heart of God” in verse 6. This is 
a real heart-to-heart conversation. Up to this point we are given evidence 
that creation deserves destruction and God seriously considers that 
possibility. 
 

e) Now, Brueggemann suggests we must face the question: “Can God change 
his mind?” But it is a two-sided question. Can God abandon the world that 
God so marvelously created? Will God destroy it all in one final vengeful 
act? “Israel’s God is fully a person who hurts and celebrates, responds and 
acts in remarkable freedom. God is not captive of old resolves.” If God can 
abandon creation God can also rescue that which has gone astray? And that 
is the other side of the coin; if God is destroyer, God is also redeemer. What 
we most importantly confront in this text is not a flood covering the whole 
earth but a painful crisis in the heart of God. “It is popularly thought that the 
crisis of the flood is to place the world in jeopardy. But a close reading 
indicates that it is the heart and person of God which are placed in crisis.” 
The crisis is not one of earthly water but of divine grief. This text proclaims 
the gospel message that God is dramatically impacted by the suffering and 
hurt of creation, and God embraces that suffering in a personal way until it 
comes to rest in the very heart of God. God resolves to search for a righteous 
and blameless soul to carry on a new divine mission. This is more than a 
story about a flood and Brueggemann is leading us to see this is more than a 
story about Noah.  
                         

f) In verse 8 we are introduced to a new character, Noah, who “found favor in 
the sight of the Lord.” In the following verse Noah is described as righteous 
and blameless and as one who walked with God. In this bleak story of 
human sin and degradation God identified one who carried a new possibility. 
Noah is a model of faith in the midst of a perverted world. At the climax of 
the story when it seems universal destruction will be the end of creation, a 
solitary being emerges who embodies righteousness. Faithfulness is possible 
in what seemed to be a godforsaken world. 
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g) To summarize, we have seen in chapter 6 a 3-step development of God’s 
relation to our world. 1st, in light of our despicable and universal perversion, 
God has decreed a harsh judgment of total destruction. God is angry and 
sends a flood to punish humankind. However, the story does not end there. 
2nd, the grief and suffering of the world causes inner turmoil in God’s own 
heart. Our grief becomes a divine burden. That’s the focus of this story and 
that is the real crisis of faith. Will we be abandoned by God? 3rd, a new 
character emerges that promises a new way of rescue and redemption. There 
is an emergence of a new humanity as if Adam were born again. When seen 
through the eyes of faith this narrative tells a story more decisive than any 
flood. We’re told of the possibility that a new humanity can emerge from 
our sin-stained world.  
 

 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1. Do you think the story of Noah’s ark is a true historical account or do you think 
it is an ancient story bearing divine truth only distantly related to historical fact? 
Do you think its historicity doesn’t matter, or do you think you can find meaning in 
the story either way? 
 
2. Was Walter Brueggemann’s approach, focusing on the pathos within God rather 
than the flood itself, something new for you in understanding this passage? Do you 
find his approach helpful? 
 
3. Both Sibley Towner and Walter Brueggemann speak of the freedom of God to 
change what God intends to do. What do you think? For you, is God a fixed and 
unchanging ruler in heaven or is God responsive to events and human needs? 
 
4. How would you teach the story of Noah’s ark to a Sunday school class 
composed of a group of elementary school students? How would you teach the 
story of Noah’s ark to a college age Sunday school class? 
 

 


