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Sin and Covenant - The Story Grows Part 1
Chapter 5 marks a turn in the narrative of this prologue to Genesis and the Bible.  We leave the world of Adam and Even behind, and follow the growth of humanity in general.  Chapter 5 includes a nice list of very old men and their families.  While some have issues with the extreme ages of the men listed, there is some evidence that before climatic changes the rate of cellular degeneration caused by living life in our atmosphere may have been much slower.  Even today in the hills of Azerbaijan and Georgia men and women live to well in advance of 100 with good quality of life as a regular occurrence - despite relatively poor living conditions, low levels of health care, and (aghast) being smokers.

Of course the two people that most draw our attention from the list are Methuselah (because of his age) and Enoch (because of his lack of death).  Enoch plays a relatively significant role in later Jewish writings, becoming the symbol of piety and is seen with Elijah (who also does not die) as God's special messenger.  One Jewish legend has Enoch contending with the devil for the body of Moses.

The Sons of God?

Perhaps no single item in these first eleven chapters raises more questions that this odd phrase at the beginning of chapter 6 (to which we can add the reference to the Nephilim as well).  What is the strange bit about Sons of God and daughters of men?  What is this about giants (the Nephilim we meet again in story of the sojourn in desert).  If you want an answer, I am afraid that I will need to take a pass. I lean towards the idea that these are a mixing of the families of the original Adamic covenant (those called to be God's messenger people) and those humans who are not interacting with God in the same way.  Regardless, the line that should catch our attention here is in 6:5-6:

Yahweh saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their heart were only evil all the time. Yahweh was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.

Early Christianity was influenced by Greek understandings of the world, and one concept that has stuck with certain Christians is the idea that God is impassible (without feelings or emotional response).  Quite simply this passage and others like it do not allow us to hold such a view of God.  This is a God who loves, who cares, and who, for no need of His own, has chosen to create and be in fellowship with humanity.  What has this love gotten God - very little aside from disappointment, pain and regret.  This is not an emotionally detached God, but rather a God of great emotions.  Not only is this not an impassive God, this is a God who, despite being sovereign and all-powerful, has risked by giving to humanity the power to live in rebellion.  The growth of sin points this out.

 Sin has now grown so fierce that the rebellion of humanity is out-of-control and threatens to destroy, if not creation, at least Yahweh's plan of salvation.  Instead of despairing, God acts—again in grace,—to "box-in" wickedness and sin and to ensure that the plan of salvation continues.

Noah, the Ark, and the Flood

Noah isn't just a remarkable man, he is alone "righteous and blameless" among all of humanity.  The description of Noah in verse 6:9 is all the more striking because of the description of the earth in verses 5-6 and 11-12.  Here in the midst of the worst of all situations is a man reflecting God's character.  And so, as God does throughout history (and this is why the idea of Genesis 1 humanity being general humanity and Genesis 2 being a particular people humanity is seen as plausible), one person (family) is picked to carry the plan of salvation forward to its next stage - this time through the waters of judgment.  This brings us to the ark.
The ark has been seen for a long time as a boat.  It is not - it’s a giant crate!  This object probably had no rudder and no sail.  It was a big floating box.  It is the "crate of salvation" for life through this judgment.  And God’s works of judgment and salvation are not just for people—creation too as well.  Note in verse seven that creation is judged as well—even the animals have changed their character to be set on evil.  But the animals are included in the plan of salvation as well
Of course we run into the issue of how many animals - is it 2X2 or seven?  The answer is, yes!  The author of Genesis wants to prepare us for the coming of a sacrificial system.  It is interesting that we get "seven of every clean animal" (7:2) even though there is no law yet on clean vs. unclean animals.  Is there a law we are not given yet that has been given orally?  Possibly (and this would give credence to Cain's sacrifice being wrong because it did not include animals, though there were non-animal offerings given in the law as  well). 

As we all know the flood comes - from below (water tables rising up and gushing forth water) and from above (some sort of atmospheric deluge). While a cataclysmic flood is well attested to in nearly all civilizations (even across large geographical spreads), the flood does raise some issues for those of a scientific bent.  Where did all this water come from and where did it all go?  Water levels on earth seem relatively unchanged over the history of the earth.  One theory is that tectonic shifts could have produced rising water table levels, and if this was brought on by a comet impact then it is possible to have a deluge of water from the sky as well.  As for where it all went, we are only finding now that there is water deep below the surface of the earth, where the temperature is extreme but so is the pressure and there are possibilities in the polar icecaps. Truthfully I have no idea, and add this only to say that belief in a cataclysmic flood is not the greatest stretch of the imagination.

Excurses - Noah the Vegetarian?
Did they have hamburgers before the flood?  Maybe you have never thought of this, but it has been suggested (and here my bias comes in) that humans (at least in Noah's line) were not meat-eaters at this point. We see in verse 9:3 God gives a specific allowance to eat meat.  Is the implication here that they did not eat meat before?  A non-violent diet appears to have been the preference before the ark, and, as we see in Isaiah and Revelation (lion and lamb lying down together) the expectation in God’s ultimate future.
Noah and the Covenant

When judgment falls God is already at work to move forward in grace.  We saw this with Adam and Eve and with Cain.  Now with Noah we get the first use of the all important Hebrew word, berit (בְּרִית), or covenant.  God makes a covenant (more than a contract - an absolute promise to act) to never destroy the creation again (even in the Revelation of John creation is not destroyed, but renewed).  The sign of this shall be the rainbow, the promise that no matter how dark the storm (both weather and geopolitical) that God will not destroy, but rather save creation.  Where the wickedness of humanity threatened creation's very survival, God ensures that it will not only survive, but that the plan of salvation will continue.

Sin and Covenant - The Story Grows Part 2
Babel - Wickedness, Judgment and a New Covenant

Chapter 10 gives a list of nations (these are important because many commentators think this is the list to which the Gospel is preached at Pentecost).  We see that society has recovered very nicely after the judgment of the flood.  In fact, it is growing too well.  Human beings have begun to construct societies that are greater and bigger than anything before.  In their creating, they have gone overboard – they are seeking to exalt themselves, or as we see in verse 11:4:

"Make a name for ourselves and not be scattered over the face of the whole earth."

Here we see the sign of human pride and self-aggrandizement on a scale that once again threatens both the plan of salvation and possibly even creation itself.  I have heard often from persons with an optimistic view of humanity who believe if we could just get past the barriers of language and culture that anything is possible. I agree, but rarely does this universality lead to anything positive.  This was part of the plan of the old Soviet Union, who worked to eliminate all languages and all cultures except for Russian and the Soviet culture.  The end product was tens of millions left dead and the earth burned out by environmental disasters.  

It is in that light that we see the need for God to act to preserve the very humanity that is in active rebellion.  And so God does.

Confusion and Covenant

God acts to confused language AND to scatter the peoples across the earth (11:8-10).  Humanity now scatters to the four corners of the globe and language and cultural barriers help to hem in the expansion of sin. Judgment comes, but what of salvation?  What of Gods' work to redeem humanity.  Since corporate humanity has grown only in its sinfulness – since their cooperation on a plan is inevitably a plan for their own aggrandizement – God chooses to work not through corporate humanity, but one family (repeating the familiar pattern).

We see the family grow out of the line of Shem, coming to the forefront in form of a man named Terah (11:26).  It appears that God called Terah to be the one around whom the covenant would form.  But Terah only goes part way to Canaan, then stops short in Haran (11:31). The torch is then passed to Abram (future Abraham).  It is Abraham whom God will make the covenant that will answer the judgment of Babel.  Although it goes beyond the focus of this class, the 11 chapters that form a prologue to the book of Genesis and the Bible, it seems appropriate to end with the words of Genesis 12:1-3:

Yahweh had said to Abram, "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.

I will make you into a great nation

and I will bless you;

I will make your name great,

and you will be a blessing.

I will bless those who bless you,

and whoever curses you I will curse;

And all peoples on earth

will be blessed through you.
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