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Genesis 7 and 8 
January 31, 2021 

 
1) As stated in our introduction to Genesis, there are 4 different documents coming 

together to form this book. In telling the story of Noah and the flood 2 of these 
documents are ingeniously intertwined – the J source, written at the time of the 
reign of David and Solomon, and the P source, written at the end of the 
Babylonian exile, several hundred years later. These 2 documents tell the story 
differently and they both have their own particular purpose. It is important to 
recognize these 2 different stories and to honor their 2 different approaches. 
Therefore, in looking at chapter 7 and 8 I will try and treat the 2 stories 
separately. We will begin with the J document which can be found in these 
verses: 7:1-5, 7-10, 12, 16b, 17 b, 22-23; 8:2b, 3b, 6, 8-12, 13b, 20-22. Next we 
will look at the P document which is longer and can be found in these verses: 
7:6, 11, 13-16a, 17a, 18-21, 24; 8:1-2a, 3b, 4-5, 7, 13a, 14, 15-19.  
 

2) The Flood, According to the J Document 
 

a) Genesis 7:1-5 
 
i)  The P document, or priestly text, tells with extensive detail in 6:13-22, 

God’s plan to destroy creation by sending a flood, therefore, Noah is 
instructed to build an ark. The J document tells the story in such a way 
that Noah only learns of God’s plan immediately before his final entry 
into the ark. Only then did the purpose of the ark become clear to him. As 
stated by Von Rad, “Noah completed the entire structure without 
knowing God’s intentions; he had only the command which drove him to 
blind obedience. But that was just Yahweh’s intention – to test Noah.” In 
this account Noah builds an ark on dry land as a test of faith, following a 
command from God that must have seemed incomprehensible. The New 
Testament book of Hebrews uses Noah as a prime example of faith 
stating in 11:17, “By faith Noah…took heed and constructed an ark for 
the saving of his household.” The P source asserted the righteousness of 
Noah, but here in this passage, the J writer describes it and proves it. 
 

ii) In verses 2 and 3 Noah is instructed to take 7 pairs of all clean animals 
and 1 pair of all unclean animals into the ark, and this is to include 7 
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pairs of all the birds as well. And then Noah learns for the 1st time the 
harsh reality of God’s judgment: “in 7 days I will send rain on the earth 
for 40 days and 40 nights; and every living thing that I have made I will 
blot out from the face of the ground.” 

 
b) Genesis 7:17-23 

 
i) According to the J story the flood resulted from a 40-day rain and the 

flood lasted for 61 days. In verses 12, 17, and 22 we see the destruction 
of everything that breaths. As devastating as these words describe, the 
account in the P document is longer and more catastrophic. 
 

c) Genesis 8:1-13 
 
i) In these verses we see a record of the waters receding and Noah’s exit 

from the ark. In verses 8-12 we read the story of sending out the doves. 
Von Rad notes that the use of birds was a common practice used by 
ancient mariners to gauge the proximity to land and this is inserted here 
to show Noah’s wisdom. Sending the 1st bird provided no proof of dry 
land. Notice the detail used by the author in telling the story as Noah 
extends his hand and brings the bird back into the ark. After 7 days Noah 
sends out a 2nd dove. This dove returns, and after waiting to extend the 
suspense, we see that the bird is carrying an olive leaf, telling us that the 
waters are receding. Then after waiting another 7 days, a third bird is 
released and it does not return, which Noah takes as a sign that the dove 
has found a home and the earth once again is habitable. In verse 13 Noah 
confirms that the floodwaters receded and the ground was drying. 
  

d) Genesis 8:20-22 – Epilogue to the Flood 
 
i) Verse 20 tells us that after exiting the ark, and before doing anything 

else, “Noah built an altar to the Lord.” The J author in a very 
uncharacteristic way focuses on sacrifice, offering, and cultic practices. 
That is supposed to be the focus of the P or priestly writers. Given God’s 
response in verse 21, this appears to be a sacrifice of reconciliation. As in 
the flood story, it is interesting that Noah remains completely silent. 
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ii) As he did in chapter 6, the J writer takes his readers into the very heart of 
God and speaks about the thoughts of God. It is an unusual and striking 
statement when verse 21 tells us that God “smelled” the pleasing odor of 
Noah’s sacrifice. The Old Testament is rarely given to that degree of 
anthropomorphic language. It may well be that this expression is part of 
the Gilgamesh epic that has infiltrated Hebrew literature, but the Yahwist 
writer is not troubled enough to erase that pagan image. Instead, he turns 
to make one of the most profound statements of the Hebrew faith 
concerning the character of God, which is certainly a truth that stands in 
opposition to other Near East cultural traditions. Von Rad regards God’s 
statement in verse 21 as a “profound turning point” in the Yahwist’s 
description of God’s purposes in history. He goes on to say that “verse 21 
is one of the most remarkable theological statements in the Old 
Testament. 
 

iii) The 8:21b could be correctly translated according to Von Rad as saying, 
“although the human heart is evil from youth,” God will “never again 
curse the ground because of humankind… nor ever again destroy every 
living creature as I have done.” This is an amazing statement of reversal 
concerning God’s intention toward persons. The exact same condition 
that was the basis of God’s judgment resulting in the flood is now given 
as the prelude to God’s grace and providential care. 
 

iv) Verse 22 describes the dependable ordering of God’s creation – “seed 
time and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and night.” 
These words describe the trustworthiness of the natural order as 
experienced in the world of the author who knows well the dry summer 
and the rainy winter of Palestine. As sure as day and night, you can count 
on God’s love and care for humankind. What began as a story of harsh 
judgment, now ends, more strongly than the story of Adam and Cain, 
with a strong proclamation of the wonderful saving will of God. 

 

3) The Flood According to the P Document 
 
a) The source of the flood as described in the P document as different from 

what we saw in the J document. The Hebrew term that is translated as 
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“flood, inundation, or destruction,” refers to the heavenly ocean which is 
above the firmament and empties down on the earth through trap doors (see 
2nd Kings 7:2-19). This is also a reference to the primeval sea that exists 
beneath the earth and which is restrained by God. As described by the 
priestly writer this flood is a cosmic catastrophe that reverses God’s act of 
creation described in Genesis 1:7-9 where God divided the waters and put 
them in their place. Now in this story of Noah and the flood, the original 
chaos of the universe has returned, creation has been reversed. For the P 
writer this is more than a flood it is the obliteration God’s creation. 
 

b) Genesis 8:1 begins with the phrase “But God remembered Noah.” In the 
verses before 8:1 there is only death and destruction, but immediately after 
God’s remembrance of Noah, the waters began to subside. The annihilation 
of creation is not carried out completely. Instead, God resolves to provide a 
pathway of salvation through one man, Noah. Von Rad describes this divine 
change of mind in these words: “A turn toward salvation has occurred, and it 
can be founded only on the fact that God remembered Noah. God checked 
the chaotic powers by which the entire earth was already engulfed before 
they also brought Noah and those with him to destruction.” In the Hebrew 
Scriptures it is a regular complaint of Israel that God has forgotten his 
people (see Psalm 10:11 and 13:1). Walter Brueggemann writes, “The issue 
of being forgotten is a genuine pastoral issue… But the gospel of this God is 
that he remembers.” The only thing that the floodwaters never overwhelm is 
the commitment of God to creation and humankind. It is that faithful 
remembrance of God that gives hope and makes new life possible. 
 

c) According to Genesis 8:4, “the ark came to rest on the mountains of Ararat. 
Mount Ararat was believed by the writers to be the highest mountain in the 
world; here the reference is to the land of Ararat, present-day Armenia (east 
of Turkey and north of Iran). Many months elapsed before the floodwaters 
disappeared. In this version of the flood story Noah sent out a raven from the 
ark, but the passage is not developed in any way, so unlike the J writer. 
 

d) In 8:15 God instructs Noah to “Go out of the ark.” It is God’s command that 
liberates all the inhabitants of the ark. Their entrance into the new land was 
not the result of their own initiative but only because of God’s initiative and 
God’s will. 
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e) For the priestly writers, the story of the flood emphasizes God’s power, the 

power to reverse creation and destroy all that God has made. It also 
demonstrates God’s freedom, the freedom to both negate creation and to 
provide a way of salvation. The story of the flood also emphasizes the 
judgment of God who opposes the power of sin. As stated by Von Rad, “It 
shows God is the one who judges sin, and it stands at the beginning of the 
Bible as the eternally valid word about God’s deadly anger over sin.” The 
story also tells us that chaos and judgment are not the last words spoken by 
God who presides over the flood but then announces a new covenant and a 
new pathway toward salvation. 
 

 
 
Questions for Reflection 
 
1. In these verses there is a clear use of anthropomorphic language where God 
smells the sacrifice offered by Noah and where God changes his mind concerning 
the complete destruction of creation. Does that bother you? Does it make you think 
less of God when God is pictured in human terms? Do you see a value in picturing 
God in such human and personal terms? 
 
2.Other than this being an intriguing story, what important truth do you find in this 
account of Noah and the flood? Does it tell us something of God’s power? Does it 
tell us something of God’s character? Does it foreshadow events that will occur 
later in scripture? 
 
3.Does it help to look at chapters 7 and 8 as 2 different versions based on 2 
separate documents? Did you learn anything more than if this were told was just 
one story? 
 
4.Have there been times when you have felt forgotten by God? How did it make 
you feel – angry, guilty, unfaithful, sinful, unloved? How did you deal with that 
situation? 


