
As children, the story of the Flood is probably the first encounter we have 
with the Bible. At a very early age we are shown pictures of Noah and his 
Ark; many of us will also have had an ark as a toy and spent hours stuffing 
the paired lions, tigers, elephants and the others into the small space and 
emptying them out again. But we soon grow out of these infantile pleasures; 
the picture books and toys are got rid of or put into storage, awaiting the 
arrival of a younger sibling or even the next generation. As Paul wrote

“When I became an adult I put an end to childish ways”


But the story of the Flood doesn’t go away so easily. In the Gospels of 
Matthew and Luke Jesus uses it in his teaching as a warning against 
complacency. The author of the Letter to the Hebrews praises Noah for his 
faithfulness to God and he is praised as an example of virtue in the both the 
Letters of Peter. To the New Testament authors Noah was an historical figure 
and the Flood an historical event. 


Over these three weeks most of the Flood story has been read as our Old 
Testament passage at the Eucharist; those who compiled our lectionary 
some 20 years ago clearly thought it was important and that we should know 
and study it. But how?  For some Christians it remains literal truth. For others 
it is a legend, a story from the past. For this group questions arise: is it really 
still of importance, can we find in it a theological truth for today? And, not 
least, how can we steer our children’s childish acceptance of the story to an 
adult understanding and avoid it becoming yet another reason to reject Faith. 


In this article I shall explore the story: it’s origin, the way it is put together in 
the Christian Bible, the questions it raises for the contemporary Christian (or 
Jew). I’m not approaching it with literal belief; if that is your position please 
bear with me.


Genesis, Chapters 2-11 

This is the section between the opening Creation Hymn and the start of the 
Abraham Saga. It sets the scene by laying out the ground rules for the 
relationship between God (or the Gods) and humanity; what each can 
reasonably expect of the other. We start with humanity choosing free will in 
place of immortality, although this was not what God intended. The 
consequences of this come to a head in the first murder. Also contrary to 
God’s plan there is a rebellion in heaven and heavenly beings (angels or 
lesser Gods) mate with mortal women with disastrous results; humanity 
becomes corrupted with evil. The Flood follows. The final rebellion is in the 
Tower of Babel where humanity literally tries to ascend to the divine realm. 
This results in the need to break up the human race, dividing it into different 
peoples who cannot communicate with each other. This is the scene into 
which Abraham enters. But back to the Flood. 




Where did the Flood legend originate?


Although the Bible does not specify a location most of the early activity 
seems to take place in Mesopotamia (Babylonia), that is, modern day Iraq. 
Many nations have flood stories but it does seem that our story (or stories) 
have at least a common origin with (and probably originate from) two 
legends from Mesopotamia: one in the creation story Enuma elish about 
Atra-hasis and one in the Epic of Gilgamesh.  

 We must start with the Babylonian story of the creation of humanity in the 
Enuma elish. In this story originally there were no humans; the world was 
populated by Greater Gods, who lived a life of leisure, and Lesser Gods, who 
looked after them, provided them with food and did all the work. These 
Lesser Gods became discontented and rebelled; in the first recorded 
industrial strike they not only downed tools but burned them. Matters came 
to a head and the High God of the Earth, Enlil, agreed that a new order of 
beings, humans, should be created as workers to allow the lesser Gods to 
take it easy and join the greater gods in a life of leisure. And this was done. 

Six hundred years later the situation was not happy! Human beings had 
multiplied far more than expected and were incredibly noisy “like bellowing 
bulls”. Enlil was at the end of his tether; he get any sleep at all. He made 
three attempts to reduce human numbers and when these failed he decided 
to destroy them all with a Great Flood. And he revealed his plan to the other 
gods, having sworn them to secrecy. 

But there was a particularly loyal and virtuous man called Atra-hasis ( or

 Ut-napishti in the Gilgamesh version) who had a close relationship with the 
river god Enki. Enki warned Atra-hasis indirectly by whispering at night Enlil’s 
plan into the reed wall of of Atra-hasis’ dwelling, knowing that Atra-hasis lay 
awake on the other side. As in Genesis, Atra-hasis built a boat and filled it 
with pairs of animals. 

The Flood came but in this version lasted for only seven days, by which time 
the gods were very hungry. Atra-hasis’ first action on grounding was to 
sacrifice some of the animals as burnt offerings and all the gods except Enlil 
were delighted with the aroma. Following this a new covenant was agreed 
between the gods and humanity, including future provisions for birth control. 

There are numerous parallels between these two stories and Genesis, 
including the use of three birds to seek out land after the grounding. 


The Construction of the Genesis Story in it’s Present Form 

Traditionally to Jews and Christians the first five books of the Bible (the Torah 
or Law) were written by Moses. When viewed objectively this cannot be 
possible and scholars of both Faiths agree that Genesis in it’s present form 
came into being late in the Babylonian Exile or in the following period of 
Persian domination. Some scholars (but not all) agree that it is an edited 
collection from three main sources:-




   J, the Jahvist, who uses the name Yahweh (Jahwe) for God. This is 
appears as The Lord in Jewish and Christian translations as the name of God 
is unknown. These writings may date from the 10th century and portray a 
very anthropomorphic God, personally interested in individual humans. (In 
this article all dates are for the centuries before the Christian Era)

   E, the Elohist, who calls God Elohim, which is translated as God but can 
equally be a plural Gods. These writings may date from the 9th century and 
in them God is typically more distant, communicating though intermediaries. 
Material by E does not appear in the Flood story. 

   P, the Priestly author, who also uses Elohim. These writings are the most 
recent, probably 6th century and reveal a strong interest in the proper order 
of things. 

There is firm evidence that the Genesis Flood story derives from at least two 
of these sources. 

We will now move to the story itself; unless stated otherwise all quotations 
will be from the NRSV. 


 The Underlying Reason; Genesis 6, 1-8 

Although sin was present from the start of the human race it seems that this 
episode was the final straw. Christian Bibles all agree on the translation 
“sons of God” (although the word used, Elohim, could be “Gods”). However 
the modern Jewish translation, Jewish Publication Society TANAKH 
translation, JPS, the term“divine beings” is used, a later interpretation that 
these beings were actually angels, thus preserving the concept of 
monotheism. 

The mating of these lesser Gods - or fallen angels - with human women is an 
unforgivable sin as it destroys the Order of Creation. In the Garden Humanity 
was given a choice: to eat from the Tree of Life and gain Immortality or to eat 
from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil and gain Autonomy and 
Freewill. One or the other; not both. Against God’s wishes they decided on 
Autonomy and Freewill. Humans must therefore not be allowed to become 
immortal and mating with lesser Gods resulted in offspring who were, at 
least, semi-immortal. Think of the divine-human offspring in Greco-Roman 
mythology: Achilles, Hercules, Perseus and others. The jump is then made 
relating this to the total depravity of all human beings. 

Notice that the words “God” and “The Lord” both appear, suggesting a dual 
origin for this part of the story. 


The Building of the Ark; Genesis 6, 9-16 

Noah is the only righteous man amongst the whole Human Race; his sons 
and all the womenfolk don’t have to be equally righteous because they are 
his property; he owns them! Compare v 11 with v 5; notice that the action 



switches to “God” instead of “The Lord”, we’ve changed source. This is 
most marked in the ancient Samaritan version where, in contrast with the 
Hebrew and Greek, names are used. “God” is Eloowwem, “The Lord” is 
Shehmaa. 

The instructions for the dimensions of the Ark are laid down by God; the 
Hebrew word translated here as “Ark” is used again at the start of the story 
of Moses; Noah foreshadows Moses.


The Gathering in of all Living Creatures: Genesis; 6, 17-end and 7, 1-10 

 In the concluding verses of chapter 6 Noah is commanded to round up a 
male and a female, one pair, of every living thing and take them into the Ark. 
And Noah did all that God commanded him.But then we revert again to the 
other version and different instructions. The Lord commands Noah to take in 
not one but seven pairs of all birds and seven pairs of all ritually clean 
animals. For unclean animals only one pair is needed and no mention is 
made of “creeping things”.

Again this is explained by the double source; the second instruction comes 
from J and the first probably from P rather than from E. More problematic is 
the instruction over clean and unclean animals as, according to the Biblical 
chronology, the two categories were only defined by Moses centuries later! 
The situation is made more complicated by reversion to the P story in         
vv 6-10 were it clearly states that only one pair of everything, clean and 
unclean, were taken!


The Start of the Deluge; Genesis 7, 11-end.  

The two stories are interwoven here. In v12 we are simply told that the rain 
fell on the earth for 40 days and 40 nights; 40 days is biblical shorthand for 
quite a long time. But in the preceding v11 we are told something much 
more dramatic

“All the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the 
heavens were opened”

To understand this we need to go back to the Creation Hymn in the first 
chapter of Genesis. The Earth was originally a formless void covered by 
primordial water. In vv6-8 God (Elohim) divides the waters, placing some 
above the sky and some below the earth. This was the second act of 
creation. So what we read in v11 is that, in his destruction of all living things 
God is actually undoing his act of creation; the primordial waters return from 
above and below to cover the earth. Back to the situation in the opening 
verses before vv6-8. Because it is P who is concerned with the correct order 
of things we can deduce that v11 comes from him and v12 from J.

Notice in v16 that although it is stated that God commanded Noah it was 
The Lord who shut him in; the more personal picture from J. In the same way 
J limits the rainfall to 40 days whilst P has the waters rising for 150 days. 




The Waters Subside; Genesis 8, 1-19 

This part of the narrative is derived totally from P. God remembers Noah and 
his cargo, and after the 150 days shuts off the sources of the Flood. It takes 
another 150 days for the waters to subside enough for the mountain tops to 
appear. There is then the sending out of birds to look for trees; this follows 
exactly the story in Gilgamesh except for the order. Genesis has raven, dove, 
dove; Gilgamesh has dove, swallow, raven. Finally Noah, his family and all 
the pairs of animals, birds and creeping things disembark. 


The Great Sacrifice; Genesis 8, 20-22.  

We are back to J for this section, where Noah has collected clean and 
unclean animals and birds in different numbers. He builds an Altar and 
performs a massive burnt offering of every ritually clean animal and bird, a 
Holocaust to God. We now realise why J needed the extra ones; with only 
one pair of each the clean species would have been wiped out by the 
sacrifice! When God smells the pleasing odour he resolves never again to 
curse the ground and destroy all life. Whatever may happen, the cycle of the 
seasons will not cease. In the Babylonian stories the gods are similarity 
delighted. 

We may think that because P is a priestly writer he would want to use this 
part of the story. But it is because he knows the relevant scripture he cannot 
accept it. Because which animals and birds are ritually clean and which are 
not was not revealed until the time of Moses centuries later, Noah could not 
have offered a valid sacrifice. Therefore this story by J reveals a disregard for 
proper order, something that P could never accept. 

This point marks the end of the J narrative. 


The Great Covenant; Genesis 9, 1-17 


This is the ending of the story narrated by P. God is not swayed by the smell 
of sacrificial meat but moves straight into giving Noah and his sons his 
blessing. But it is not an unconditional blessing; rather it is a Covenant with 
humans required to fulfil their side of the bargain. This Covenant, known as 
the Noahic Covenant, is with the whole human race (in fact, with the whole 
of the animal world), unlike the four Covenants which appear later in the Old 
Testament which are with only to the Jewish people. And Covenants are only 
valid if both sides adhere to them. 

God seals his side of the Covenant with a sign. The convention in most 
ancient art for a fighting warrior is that he will be holding a bow; if the bow is 
hung up it is a sign of peace. God hangs up his bow in the clouds as a sign 



that he wants peace with his created beings. A sign of hope for the future.  
And today, in this time of trial, the rainbow has become the sign of hope in 
the future that we are using. 


Why did the Editor (Redactor) leave the Story in this Form? 

It’s illogical to do so! When we tell the story to our children we always edit it, 
moving frequently between P and J. Many of you may not even recognised 
most of the older J narrative lurking in the background. But the editor, 
working perhaps at the time of or a bit later than the P writer is clear that 
both traditions must be preserved; later on in Genesis he juggles with three 
sources when he brings in material from E. The editor makes no judgement 
over authenticity; that is left to the reader. 

Many Jewish  scholars found this unacceptable. About the year 100 a 
Priestly scholar rewrote Genesis and some parts of the rest of the Torah to 
make them conform with strict Jewish doctrine and to remove 
contradictions. This work is known as the Book of Jubilees.  Textual analysis 
indicates that many New Testament writers knew and accepted Jubilees as 
scripture: Paul, Luke (Gospel and Acts) and the authors of James, Hebrews 
and 2 Peter. 


Is there anything to learn from this story for the present day Christian 
(or Jew)?


Jon D Levenson, Professor of Jewish Studies at Harvard, writing about the 
Food story in his introduction to Genesis in “the Jewish Study Bible”, makes 
his view plain;

“In each case (that is, Creation, the Garden, the Flood), the biblical narrator 
has adapted the Mesopotamian forerunner to Israelite theology.”

Do we really need to concern ourselves with Ancient Middle-Eastern Myths?

The answer must be “Yes”. Theology, that is, the study of religion from the 
position of a believer, is a living discipline, ever moving, ever changing and, 
we hope, ever progressing in it’s knowledge of and relationship to God. 
Ancient mythology represents the birth pangs of theology. We can profitably 
learn from the foundation myths of all peoples but especially from those of 
the Middle East like the ones that are moulded into our Biblical Stories. To 
properly know where we are and to be able to move forward we have to 
recognise where we have come from and how we got here. 

Those early chapters of Genesis are the first attempts to deal with essential  
questions: the problems of sin, mortality and why God allows the natural 
world to wreak havoc and disaster. The answers are not necessarily those 
we would accept today. But, if we are to improve on them we must study 
them, question them, and try to understand them. 

And, incidentally, it is a fascinating task. Amongst other things, theology can 
be great fun! 




   

  


