GENESIS /
THE FLOOD

Overview

Despite its ungainly shape as a buoyant temple, the ark is portrayed as floating confidently above the
chaos of the great deep. Significantly, the movement of the ark “upon the face of the waters” (Genesis
7:18) paralleled the movement of the Spirit of God “upon the face of the waters” at the original creation of
heaven and earth (1:2). These are the only two verses in the Bible that contain the phrase “the face of the
waters,” making the deliberate nature of the parallel clear. In short, we are made to understand that in the
presence of the ark, the same Spirit of God that hovered over the waters at Creation (Genesis 1:2)—and

whose previous withdrawal was predicted in Genesis 6:3—has returned.

Just as “darkness was upon the face of the deep” (Genesis 1:2) when God descended immediately preceding
the Creation, so darkness surrounded the glorious ark as Noah moved over the waters before the remak-
ing of the world. Hugh Nibley noted that in accounts where torrential waters and thick darkness above

and beneath occlude the horizon, “the distinction between earth-travel and sky-travel often disappears.™

In the story of the ark’s motions upon the waters, however, we are witnessing something graver than a
blurring of the distinction between earth-travel and sky-travel. Rather, we can understand that, figuratively
speaking, the very sky has fallen. Consequently, the “habitable and culture-orientated world lying be-

tween the heavens above and the underworld below, and separating them” has vanished.? In the words of
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2 Nicolas Wyatt, “The Darkness of Genesis 1:2,” in The Mythic Mind: Essays on Cosmology and Religion in Ugaritic and
Old Testament Literature, ed. Nicholas Wyatt (London, England: Equinox, 2005), 93. Compare 2 Peter 3:6.



1 Enoch, “heaven. .. fell down upon the earth. And when it fell upon the earth, . . . the earth was swallowed
up in the great abyss.” After that violent crash, what remained was a jumbled, watery confusion—with
one exception: the motion of the ark “upon the face of the waters,” like the Spirit of God at Creation, was
a portent of the appearance of light and life. Within the ark, itself a “mini replica of Creation,” were the
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last vestiges of the original Creation, “an alternative earth for all living creatures,” “a colony of heaven”
containing seedlings for a second “Garden of Eden”5>—that is, the nucleus of animal and plant life for a
“new world.” All this was hidden within a rescue vessel described in scripture as a likeness of God’s own

traveling pavilion, like the tabernacle (see Psalm 18; Doctrine and Covenants 121:1).

The mission of Noah and his family aboard the ark was one that few of us would envy. As Nibley put it,

If we fancy Noah riding the sunny seas high, dry, and snug in the Ark, we have not read the record—the
long, hopeless struggle against entrenched mass resistance to his preaching, the deepening gloom and
desperation of the years leading up to the final debacle, then the unleashed forces of nature, with the family
absolutely terrified, weeping and praying “because they were at the gates of death” as the Ark was thrown
about with the greatest violence by terrible winds and titanic seas. Albright’s suggestion that the flood story
goes back to “the tremendous floods which must have accompanied the successive retreats of the glaciers”
is supported by the tradition that the family suffered terribly because of the cold and that Noah on the wa-
ters “coughed blood on account of the cold.” The Jaredites had only to pass through the tail end of the vast
storm cycle of Noah'’s day, yet for 344 days they had to cope with “mountain waves” and a wind that “did
never cease to blow” (Ether 6:6, 8). Finally, Noah went forth into a world of utter desolation, as Adam did,
to build his altar, call upon God, and try to make a go of it all over again, only to see some of his progeny on

short order prefer Satan to God and lose all the rewards that his toil and sufferings had put in their reach.°
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Genesis 7:1—10. Noah Brings the Animals and Enters the Ark

7:2. “thou shalt take to thee by sevens.” Earlier, Noah had been told to take pairs of animals aboard with
no reference to their being clean or not clean (6:19—20). Bible scholar Victor Hamilton argued that this
verse is part of a “final and more detailed set of instructions,” not an inconsistency caused by an awkward
integration of textual sources. Hamilton added, “Specifically the animal population is to consist of seven
pairs of clean and one pair of unclean.” It is likely—especially in view of the centrality of covenant rela-
tionships in Genesis®—that this instruction was given (and recorded) so that Noah would be able to offer

clean animals as sacrifices.

7:3. “to keep seed alive.” The Hebrew term for seed “means both semen and the offspring that is its product.

It is a very concrete way of conceiving propagation and the survival of a line.”

7:6. “Noah was six hundred years old.” Hamilton commented, “That Noah was six hundred years old
when the Flood began tells us that his sons, or at least one of them, would be one hundred years old (5:32).
Apparently, Noah fathered no additional children after the Flood, although he still had about one third of
his life left (9:28—-29). In the post-Flood covenant Noah receives abundant promises from God, but more

progeny is not among those promises.”*°
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Genesis 7:11—16. The Flood Begins

7:11. “fountains of the great deep . . . windows of heaven.” The waters of the Flood were seen as originating
from both above and below. Significantly, Malachi 3:10 plays on the meaning of this phrase in recording
God’s invitation to pay tithing and then to see how He will open the “windows of heaven,” as in the time

of Noah, with a flood of blessings.
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7:14. “every bird of every sort.” Literally translated, this is “birds of every type of wing.”* This seemingly
superfluous detail was added, according to the rabbi Rashi, to make sure grasshoppers were included.*

No creature could be forgotten.

7:16. “the Lord shut him in.” In the Epic of Gilgamesh and the Epic of Atrahasis, it is the flood hero who

shuts his own door. Contrastingly, the biblical phrase points to “the divine director behind the operation.”#
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Genesis 7:17—24. The Waters Prevail and All Life Perishes
7:17. “the flood was forty days upon the earth.” This phrase describes the first heavy phase of the deluge.
“The absence of any personal names [in the verses that follow] apart from a parenthetic mention of Noah

in v. 23, enhances the atmosphere of desolation.”s

7:17. “the waters increased.” Literally translated, this is “the waters multiplied.” Old Testament scholar
Gordon Wenham called this phrase “a baleful echo of the injunction given to the first creatures to be fruit-

ful and multiply [Moses 2:22, 28]. As if to reinforce this echo, the word appears again in v. 18.”¢

7:18. “the waters prevailed.” This is a notice that the flood has increased one” stage further. The waters

do not merely multiply greatly; they triumph.””
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7:18. “went upon the face of the waters.” Nahum Sarna translated this as “drifted upon the waters.”® The
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biblical account makes it clear that the ark “was not shaped like a ship and it had no oars,” “accentuating
the fact that Noah’s deliverance was not dependent on navigating skills, [but rather happened] entirely by

God’s will” since its movement was solely determined by “the thrust of the water and wind.”2°

7:19. “all the high hills, that were under the whole heaven, were covered.” Christian scholar Walter

Bradley explained:

The fundamental question is whether the Noachian flood was global or local. The terminology used
in Genesis 6—9 seems to favor a global flood. . . . [However,] the use of such biblical language in other
stories may help us to understand the intention here. In Genesis 41:56, we are told, “The famine was
spread over all the face of the earth.” We normally interpret this famine as devastating the lands of the
ancient Near East around Egypt and do not assume that American Indians and Australian Aborigines
came to buy grain from Joseph. 1 Kings 10:24 states that “the whole world sought audience with Solomon
to hear the wisdom God had put in his heart.” Surely Inca Indians from South America or Maoris from

New Zealand had not heard of Solomon and sought his audience.

The Hebrew word eretz used in Genesis 7:19 is usually translated “earth” or “world” but does not gen-
erally refer to the entire planet. Depending on the context, it is often translated “country” or “land” to
make this clear. References to the entire planet are found in Genesis 1:1; 2:1; and 14:22, for example.
However, more typical references might be Genesis 1:10; 2:11; or 2:13, where eretz is translated “land.”
In Genesis 12:1, Abram was told to leave his eretz. He was obviously not told to leave the planet but
rather to leave his country. . . . A final helpful comparison to obtain a proper interpretation of Genesis
7:19 involves Deuteronomy 2:25, which talks about all the nations “under the heavens” being fearful of

the Israelites. Obviously, all nations “under the heavens” was not intended to mean all on planet Earth.>
Thus the verse does not oblige us to accept that the Flood was global.
7:23. “they were destroyed from the earth: and Noah only remained alive.” “Life did not simply die. It

was wiped out. The threats of 6:7 and 7:15 were fulfilled. Only Noah and those with him in the Ark sur-
vived. The contrast between those wiped out mhh and Noah nh is deliberately highlighted by using the
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similar verb with the proper name.”?* “The survivors do indeed represent a ray of hope for the future, but

for the moment they are but a meager and woeful remnant.”23

7:24. “the waters prevailed upon the earth.” The chapter ends “with an awe-inspiring picture of the
mighty waters covering the entire earth. We see water everywhere, as though the world had reverted to its
primeval state at the dawn of Creation, when the waters of the deep submerged everything. Nothing re-
mained of the teeming life that had burst forth upon the earth. Only a tiny point appears on the face of the
terrible waters: the Ark that preserves between its planks the seeds of life for the future. But it is a mere
atom and is almost lost in the endless expanse of water that was spread over the face of the whole earth.

A melancholy scene that is liable to fill the reader with despair. What will happen to this atom of life?”24
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