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HE STORY OF NOAH and

the ark is one of the most fa-

miliar  biblical accounts.

Reference to it ranges from its
use as a theme for decorating nurseries
to its serving as the focal point of schol-
arly discussions. Yet in spite of its famil-
iarity, little is known about the times in
which Noah lived.

Society During Noah’s Life
The biblical text is the only source de-

scribing what society and culture were
like during Noah’s life. Since the date of
the flood has been impossible to deter-
mine, evidence from sources outside of
the Bible cannot be used to clarify this
period.! In Genesis 6—9 the society of
Noah’s day is described in different ways,
but all of these descriptions paint a pic-
ture of a wicked society. As a prelude to
the flood account, Genesis 6:1-8 records
the strange story of the sons of God tak-
ing the daughters of men for wives and
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producing a people known as the an-
cient mighty men. Whatever the inter-
pretation, this passage clearly functions
to demonstrate how evil society had be-
come; it sets up the Noah story by show-

Below left: A potter’s wheel dating from the
14th cent. B.C. The word translated as
“frame” or “purpose” is used in Isaiah 29:16
to refer to something the potter made.
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ing the reason God sent a flood to wipe
out sinful humanity.

In a passage filled with references
and allusions to the earlier account of
the creation of the world by God,
Genesis 6:5-8 contrasts the goodness of
God’s creation with the evil that had
filled it. The people are described as
being very wicked, with every thought
constantly inclined toward evil (Gen.
6:5). The language of the passage is vivid.
The last phrase of this verse literally
reads, “and every frame (or, form, pur-
pose) of the thoughts of his heart was
only evil all day” (see also Gen. 8:21).

3 Biblucal Illustrator *

The word translated as “frame” or “pur-
pose” is used in Isaiah 29:16 to refer to
something the potter made. Understood
in this way, the image in the Genesis ac-
count demonstrates that every human
thought was framed or formed by evil.
Ironically, a form of the word translated
as “frame, form, purpose” in Genesis 6:5
is used in the creation account of Genesis
2. In that chapter God’s creating is de-
scribed using the image of a potter who
works his clay into the form of a
human.2 Thus while God created some-
thing that was good, humans had pur-
posed to create nothing but evil. The
creativity of humans stands in stark con-
trast to that of God.

Suwmemser 1 999

The description of the society dur-
ing Noah’s time continues in Genesis
6:11-13 where it is depicted as corrupt,
or literally ruined. This ruining of the
earth is connected to the violence in so-
ciety (Gen. 6:11,13). In the three verses
describing society, some form of the
word translated as “corrupt, ruined” is
used four times. The last time it is used
(Gen. 6:13) God determined that He was
going to destroy, or ruin, the earth and
all humanity.3 Just as people had ruined
God’s creation through their evil, now
God would destroy, or ruin, His cre-
ation.

What, then, was life like during
Noah’s time? The Bible does not describe

it specifically, other than the reference to
the presence of violence. The point of
the text, however, is not lost. This was an
evil society. Yet living in this world was a
man who contrasted with everything
that his society had become. To highlight
this contrast, the description of Noah is
introduced in the middle of the descrip-
tion of his society (Gen. 6:8-10).

Noab’s Life

Genesis 6:9 calls Noah a righteous
man who did not share the values or ac-
tions of his society. His character, how-
ever, went beyond simply being good.*
He also is described as being blameless in
his generation; the word translated
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“blameless” literally means “complete,
whole, sound, innocent.”> The descrip-
tion of Noah in Genesis 6—9 helps clar-
ify the meaning of the term “blameless”
in this passage. His lifestyle was such that
he held the honor of walking with God,
a description used elsewhere only of
Enoch (Gen. 5:22,24). Characterized as
righteous, blameless, and walking with
God, Noah’s worthiness of such a de-
scription reflects itself in his willingness
to do whatever God commanded him
(Gen. 6:22; 7:5,9). He faithfully carried
out all of God’s instructions in prepara-
tion for the flood. Finally, the Bible em-
phasized Noal’s distinctiveness by as-
serting that he alone was righteous (Gen.
7:1). As a result of Noah’s righteousness,
God extended mercy to him and his
family. Fittingly, since only Noah obeyed
God, only Noah and his family survived
the flood.

Yet the flood did not cure the world
of sin. Some time after the flood, Noah
became drunk and lay naked (Gen. 9:20-
29). The biblical text does not focus on

Left: Overview of the western segment of
Ugarit where a fext was found that enlightens
the Bible’s condemnation of Ham.

Noah’s drunkenness, but instead high-
lights the actions of Ham, Noah’s son.
This lack of attention paid to Noah’s
drunkenness is hard to explain since the
Bible clearly denounces such actions
(Prov. 23:20-21,29-35). Ham, who did
not cover up his father, but went and
told his brothers, was denounced. His
brothers covered their father; they sub-
sequently were blessed, while Ham’s de-
scendants were cursed. Perhaps the ex-
planation for the Bible’s condemnation
of Ham, rather than Noah, is found in a
text discovered at the site of Ugarit, cap-
ital of a prominent kingdom located in
modern Syria during the second millen-
nium B. C. Among the traits of the ideal
son described in this text is that “[he]
takes him by the hand when he’s drunk,
carries him when he’s sated with wine.”
In light of this description, Ham showed
disrespect to his father by not fulfilling
his duty to preserve his father’s honor.6
After this episode, the Bible traces the
spread of sin once again throughout the
world.

Outside of the Genesis account, ref-
erence to Noah is made rather sparingly
in the Bible and nonbiblical books. In
Isaiah 54:9 the covenant made with
Noah after the flood illustrates God’s




eternal compassion. Noah is coupled
with Daniel and Job in Ezekiel 14:12-20
as examples of exceedingly righteous
people. Noah also appears in the
Apocrypha, Jewish books written in the
intertestamental period but not consid-
ered a part of the Jewish or Protestant
Bible. He is credited with contributing to
the survival of the human race because
of his righteousness (Sirach 44:17-18).
The New Testament makes further ref-
erence to Noah. Matthew 24:36-39 cites
the ignorance of the people during
Noah’s day about the coming flood to il-
lustrate that people do not know when
Christ will return. Noah is listed among
the great examples of faith in Hebrews
11:7. Furthermore, his experience
demonstrates God’s ability to rescue the
righteous in the day of judgment (2 Pet.
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From a Theban Tomb of the New Kingdom.
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2:4-10). Finally, 1 Peter 3:20 draws an
analogy between the flood and baptism.”

While not much is known about
Noah’s life and society, this story stands
as alesson of God’s judgment and mercy.
It also demonstrates the difference a per-
son can make who, in opposition to his
society’s lifestyle, lives righteously. Thus
the story of Noah communicates a mes-
sage that remains relevant to today’s
world.
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