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Genesis 6:1-9:19 (REB) Children’s Story 
Noah’s Ark 

NOAH’S ARK 

 The story of Noah and the ark and the great flood is one of the 
most familiar stories of all time. Just about everybody knows about 
Noah. However, there is a big difference between knowing the “what 
happened” part of a story and really knowing a story. Sometimes, 
after we learn the “what happened” part of a story (the plot), we 
forget about it and go back to whatever else we were doing. We know 
the story, but the story does not reach us, does not get inside us, 
does not make any difference. 

 Other times we hear a story and it connects to things inside us 
beyond anything we can explain. Then we keep turning the story over 
in our minds, and after a while we start to see the story in what is 
happening all around us, and pretty soon it is all mixed in together 
with what we think life is about. Then the story has seeped into the 
heart. That is why stories are really fun but also dangerous: they can 
actually change our way of thinking and change our understanding 
of what is going on. 

 I’m pretty sure you all know the “what happened” part of Noah’s 
story, so I get to tell you other things along with the story. You know 
that a story can be very different, depending on who is telling it. When 
somebody tells you a story, half of what you hear is the story and the 
other half is the person telling it. So I’ll start by telling this story twice, 
and see if you can tell the difference. 

I.) After Adam and Eve left the Garden of Eden, they had a son 
named Seth. Then Seth had a son, then his son had a son, and this 
went on nine or ten times (depending on how you count) until we get 
to Noah. Noah was the son of Lamech and the grandson of Methuselah, 
who was the oldest man who ever lived. 

 During this nine generations of time, everybody was having lots 
of children and the children were then having lots of children, so there 
were a lot of people on the earth by the time of Noah. But life was 
terrible! There were too many people, there was too little cooperation, 
and there was no system or organization that drew them together into 
community. Nobody tried to obey God, everybody did whatever they 
felt like doing at the time, and there was total anarchy. People were 
getting robbed, cheated, murdered, and beat up all the time; there was 
never enough food; if you did accomplish anything or acquire anything 
of value, others would fight over it and take it away from you. 
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 It made God angry that the children were misbehaving so badly. 
People had to be punished for breaking all the rules. Why didn’t they 
realize that nobody can get away with defying God? Finally it made 
God so mad that God decided to destroy them all. Except there was 
one good man: a man named Noah. It would not have been fair to 
destroy a good man just because everybody else was being bad, so 
God decided to save Noah and his family. Then God instructed Noah 
to build the ark, one day it started to rain, and you know the rest. 

II.) Okay, here comes the same story over again. 

 Noah was the ninth or tenth generation from Adam. By the time 
of Noah, there were a great many people upon the earth, only none of 
them worshipped or served God. They all did what they each wanted 
to do without ever thinking about how that would affect others or how 
it would affect the earth. None of them remembered that they had been 
created by God, and that they needed to discover what God expected 
of them and cooperate with what God was trying to accomplish. So 
they worked for what they could get, instead of for what they could 
give. In fact, they married, made love, had friends, and even tried 
to have fun in this twisted, wrong-way-around manner. So people 
murdered and robbed and got drunk; they stole each other’s wives 
and jobs and children and oil; they chopped down the trees, killed off 
the animals, and left their garbage and pollution everywhere. 

 Pretty soon life was so miserable for so many people that God 
was in real pain. It was not that God could not stand it, because God 
can stand anything, but God wept day and night for the plight of the 
people, and often God felt terrible that he had created the world 
because it was causing such terrible suffering to so many creatures. 

 Now, God had promised not to interfere directly in the affairs of 
human beings because if God did, people would not be able to learn 
or grow themselves. But finally, in great compassion, God decided he 
could not just stand by and watch such misery. So God decided to try 
and salvage something from the mess that Creation had become. God 
chose the best man he could find – the one who came closest to some 
understanding of kindness and obedience. And God wiped the world 
clean and started over – hoping, through Noah and his family, to make 
the plan clearer and to give Creation a second chance. So God inspired 
Noah to build an ark, then one day it started to rain, and you know 
the rest. 
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 You feel the difference between the two stories? Which one do 
you like best? 

 What else is really important about Noah’s story? 

a.) Noah obeyed God even when everybody was laughing 
at him. 

b.) The rainbow promise. 

c.) The laws and instructions God gave to Noah after the 
flood. (Multiply. Subdue and rule. Respect all animal 
and human life.) 

d.) When things get desperate, forget the people and 
save the animals, or we all perish. 

 Now, do you believe all this just the way I told it to you? Yet I 
told it different ways and said some rather strange things. Well, you 
better go talk to your parents about Noah’s story, and keep thinking 
about it yourself even after that. 
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Genesis 6 (REB) Sermon 
Noah’s Ark 

WHO BUILT THE ARK? 

 Now that the kids are gone and we can tell the truth again, 
what shall we say? 

 Noah means “rest” – relief from the curses that kicked mankind 
out of the garden (from naham – comfort). The second story I told the 
kids is closer to the biblical flavor: God is not punishing; God is saving. 
If God wanted to punish – I mean, hard-core, cruel, vindictive, and 
mean – God would simply leave us to our own devices. Is that not 
the worst scenario we can imagine, still today? Not some sudden 
catastrophe; just the slow, encroaching, inevitable result of our 
madness and disunity, wherein all hope suffocates in the growing sea 
of humanity and pollution and confusion, until there is no relief any-
where for anyone from the hunger, disease, and grinding poverty; 
where there is no beauty left; where there is no possibility of aspiration; 
where nobody gets to live, but neither can we all die. And it goes on 
and on and on, until we curse God for the rainbow, and for life itself. 

 The stunning thing, from the Judeo-Christian perspective, is that 
God does not leave us to our own devices. God keeps trying to influence 
without intervening. God keeps trying, in so many ways throughout all 
the generations, to show us a better vision and a better WAY. 

 I was in a discussion with some more-conservative brethren, and 
they were arguing about whether the ark had floated for ten months or 
more, and whether all insect life had been destroyed. The most learned 
among them, as near as I could tell, insisted that it had rained for 
40 days, the ark had floated above the tops of the mountains for 
an additional 110 days (hard to breathe for three and a half months), 
and then the ark had drifted on the subsiding waters for a further 
221 days until the departure on Ararat, making a total of 371 days – 

just over a year – for the full flood event to happen. Somewhere in the 
discussion, I began to wonder if we had lost the meaning of the story. 

 I was reading in the most recent edition of the New International 
Dictionary of the Bible, revised and copyrighted by Zondervan, and I 
quote: “In the Babylonian flood account (the Gilgamesh Epic ), Noah’s 
counterpart is Utnapishtim. He likewise received divine warnings of 
the Flood, built a huge ark, preserved human and animal life, sent 
out birds, and offered sacrifices. However, the gross polytheism and 
absurdities of the Babylonian account demonstrate that it suffered 
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from a long oral transmission and that it did not influence Genesis 
in any way.” 

 For years, fundamentalists would not admit that there was an 
older religion and culture from which our earliest stories came. Now, 
having no choice, they admit it, but they insist those other stories 
were “gross” and “absurd” and had nothing to do with our pure and 
holy Bible. “The sons of the gods saw how beautiful the daughters of 
men were, so they took for themselves such women as they chose.” 
(Genesis 6:2) Sounds like pretty gross polytheism to me! I certainly 
hope it was coming from the Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic and not 
straight out of the mind of Yahweh as inspired, flawless revelation, 
without possibility of error. After all, I have a daughter of my own, and 
so do some of you, and we have problems enough without having to 
fight off the sons of the gods. Now who is losing the point of the story? 

 What is the point of the story? Well, let’s not jump too fast and 
too deep right off. Perhaps we can do a few stretch exercises and 
warm-ups by talking in a friendly, informal fashion about the ways 
other people have used this story of Noah. 

 1.) Most familiarly, as usual, it has been used to frighten 
people into better behavior. “See what happens when you don’t do 
what you are supposed to do? You must obey God (as interpreted by 
me, of course) or disaster will overtake you – suddenly, unexpectedly – 

like the flood came upon Noah’s neighbors. Oh, they laughed; they 
thought they were getting away with it. But the flood came.” I have 
heard that message used as the meaning of Noah’s story lots of times. 
It’s interesting that the story itself promises that God will not do that 
again. So if we really know the story of Noah, we cannot use the 
Noah story to frighten people. 

 Well, an interesting variation is to use it to urge people to be 
more awake and aware: “As it was in the days of Noah, so will it be 
when the Son of Man comes. In the days before the flood they ate and 
drank and married, until the day that Noah went into the ark, and they 
knew nothing until the flood came and swept them all away. That is 
how it will be when the Son of Man comes.” (Matthew 24:37-39) 
That is Jesus’ use of the Noah story. 

 2.) This brings us to the second usage. Some claim that the 
rainbow covenant is the climax of the story – that the whole story is 
leading up to this great truth. Therefore, they say, the meaning of 
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Noah’s story is that we do not have to be afraid of all the warnings 
about coming catastrophes. Instead: Remember the rainbow. God 
has promised. “Never again shall I put the earth under a curse 
because of mankind, however evil their inclination may be from 
their youth upwards, nor shall I ever again kill all living creatures, 
as I have just done.” (Genesis 8:21ff) 

 Of course, there is a loophole in this conglomerate story. 
The promise comes again in the following chapter: “I shall sustain 
my covenant with you: never again will all living creatures be destroyed 
by the waters of a flood, never again will there be a flood to lay waste 
the earth.” (Genesis 9:11ff) Those who believe that God is part lawyer 
have real problems with the contracts, and sometimes they find the 
promises more worrisome than silence might have been. So we have 
the line from the old spiritual: “God gave Noah the rainbow sign: 
no more water, but fire next time.” 

 3.) So the story is used to frighten and to comfort. That covers 
both ends of the spectrum. But what’s in the middle? Do not plant 
vineyards! And lots of jokes about animals, and two by two, and the 
adders who complained they could not multiply. And the ark became 
the symbol of the church, of which it is often said: “We would not be 
able to stand the smell on the inside if it were not for the storm on the 
outside.” And on a little better note, First Peter says we can compare 
Noah’s deliverance from the flood to the Christian’s deliverance via 
baptism. (I Peter 3:18-22) 

 Are you warmed up, or are you closed down? I hope you are 
willing to get serious with me now, for just a little bit. 

 I am neither frightened by the flood nor comforted by the 
rainbow. Regarding the flood, I am intrigued by geological and 
mythological evidence of some widespread, catastrophic flood near 
the dawn of our history. I have wondered, at times, if there were vast 
populations on the earth before that event, but it has so far proven 
fruitless to conjecture. Regarding the rainbow, I am not comforted by 
the refraction and reflection of the sun’s rays in the falling raindrops. 
Perhaps if the law delivered to Noah had not been so totally over-
shadowed by the Law given to Moses, and if the comfort given to 
Noah had not been so totally overreached by the Gospel of our 
Crucified and Risen Lord – maybe then I would be more inclined 
to appreciate the message of this pre-Jewish fragment from some 
prehistoric calamity. 
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 But having cleared that part of it, the story is nevertheless 
powerful and pertinent. Who can imagine Noah pounding away on 
that ark, month after month, to the derision of all around him – 

who can “hear” that part of the story – and not be moved? And in 
the moving, does it not remind us of things the Spirit has asked or 
is asking us to do, yet we are afraid to obey – because of the laughter? 
It does not always make me comfortable, but it does make me love this 
Noah. Have any of you ever seen the movie Field of Dreams ? As usual, 
it’s hard to beat the book, in this case Genesis 6-9, but it is not a bad 
retelling, for a movie. Well, they did get a little of the Transfiguration 
story mixed in, but Hollywood never could keep its Bible stories straight. 

 How many movies and stories and science fiction yarns have we 
heard about the last man or the last family to survive on earth? They 
are all takeoffs of Noah, whether they know it or not. I’m simply saying 
that it is interesting that we have been entranced by this plot since 
the dawn of time. We need to do a little double take here. This story 
should be being written now, in our time, in our kind of world, under 
our present-day kind of pressures. What is it doing as the second or 
third shot out of the bag after Eden? 

 If we want to see the present and the future, we need to identify 
with the past. If we do not identify with the past, it all gets to looking 
too scary. Then we forget that we already have the answers, and that 
what we really need to do is start asking the right questions. Not just 
“How does it work?” But also “Who made us? Who do we belong to? 
What are we here for?” 

 Sometimes the residue of the Noah story is the Noah Complex: 
“I am the only righteous one, and I am supposed to be the last survivor.” 
A slight variation in translation reads: “I am the only one with right 
views and opinions, and I should be the last one to have to give up 
any of my comforts or pleasures.” Sometimes I think that next to 
dreaming of winning the lottery, America’s second-favorite dream is 
the dream of being left in peace with a few friends and a lot of goods, 
and most of the rest of the population “gone.” There is no ill will 
intended toward anyone, mind you – just the dream of the vast zoo of 
billions gone, through circumstances over which there was no control. 
Short of that, since it seems so unlikely, we dream of “getting away 
from it all.” Now that we are realizing there is no place left to go, 
the panic is starting to rise. And Noah is becoming one of the great 
mythical heroes of our time, and I suppose the patron saint of the 
survival cults as well. 
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 Two things: First, Noah’s story reminds us that the new world 
followed almost instantly in the tracks of the previous one. An outer 
revolution will do us no good. Only an inner revolution will make any 
real changes, and we do not have to wait for the inner revolution. 
We can have that one any time we are willing. 

 Second, I think the story is asking: “What will you do when 
the flood comes?” The physical, we keep reminding ourselves, is also 
a reflection of the spiritual. 

 Do you believe a flood is coming? We all have physical and 
spiritual crises. When they come, they feel like “the flood”; on an 
individual level, they really can be. But do you think a larger flood is 
coming, one that will engulf all of us in some way – the whole nation 
or the whole world? Maybe it will not come, but it seems to me like 
any intelligent creature would be expecting it by now. That is, it is the 
rational, intelligent conclusion to draw from the evidence. Maybe there 
will be a miracle, but in all probability there is a rather significant 
flood coming, one that will have considerable impact on us all. 

 What will you do when the flood comes? Some will hang on to 
their old securities and their old ways, and drown. Others will let go, 
trust the Spirit’s guidance, and float free into a new chance at a 
New LIFE. On the spiritual level, the ark is faith (trust) in God – 

specifically, faith (trust) in the inner guidance of the Holy Spirit 
of the Living Christ. 

 That is not really this sermon’s end; it is its beginning – 

just as the flood is not Life’s end, but its true beginning. 
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