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NO-AH

9This is the line of Noah.—Noah was a righ-
teous man; he was blameless in his age; Noah
walked with God.—!%Noah begot three sons:
Shem, Ham, and Japheth.

I1The earth became corrupt before God; the
earth was filled with lawlessness. 12When God
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NOAH AND THE FLOOD (6:9-9:17)

By the 10th generation after Adam, the moral
corruption of humankind is so great that the
world must be cleansed. There are numerous
parallels between the biblical account of the
Flood and the many ancient Near Eastern food
stories. Yet the biblical account differs signifi-
cantly from all the other versions, which the
Commentary will show. '

‘THE INDICTMENT  (6:9-13)
9. This is the line of Noah Because this is

the caption for the entire narrative in which
Noah plays a central role, it is preferable to
translate: “This is the story of Noah.”

righteous . . . blameless A righteous person
(tzaddik) is one whose conduct God finds to be
irreproachable. A blameless person (tamim) is
one whose unimpeachable integrity makes the

enjoyment of God’s fellowship possible. See Pss.
15 and 101:6.

in bis age In the face of universal corrup-
tion, he maintained civilized standards of be-
havior.

walked with God Sece Comment to Gen.
5:22. ) '

11. The earth The use of such all-embrac-
ing terms as “the earth,” “man’s wickedness” (v.
5), and “all fesh” (v. 12) in the indictment of
humanity serves to justify God’s actions. The
totality of the evil makes inevitable the totality
of the punishment.

corrupt The Hebrew stem for “corrupt”
(nnw) occurs seven times in the narrative in var-
ious forms. ‘

lawlessness The universal corrupdion is fur-
ther defined as pamas, a term that elsewhere is

wilved

In the first parashah of Genesis, the world de-
teriorated over the course of 10 generations,
from the pristine perfection of its beginning to
corruption in the days of Noah. God chooses
not to destroy the world totally (a midrash sug-
gests God did destroy previous disappointing
worlds). Instead, God continues with the same
creatures, human beings, blessed with free will
and cursed with the tendency to misuse that
free will, who have brought matters to this
point. Noah’s capacity for righteousness gives
God cause for hope. .
9. Thisistheline of Noah.—Noah The first
person Noah “gave birth” to was himself. Con-
fronting the moral corruption of his time, Noah
had to decide whatkind of person he really was.
inhisage The Sagesdebate whetherthisisa
true compliment or qualified praise. Yohanan
sees Noah as righteous only relatively, in con-
trast to the wicked people around him. In a
more respectable age, he would have been no

©

better than average. Resh Lakish, on the other
hand, says that anyone who had the moral
backbone to be a good person in an immoral
society would have been an even better person
in a generation that encouraged goodness (BT
Sanh. 108a). One emphasizes the power of so-
ciety to shape the behavior of its members; the
other champions the power of the individual to
withstand the pressures of society.

11. corrupt before God God deemed their
behavior corrupt, but they themselves saw
nothing wrong with it.

the earth was filled with lawlessness The
Jerusalem Talmud understands the word trans-
lated as “lawlessness” (hamas) to mean that
people cheated each other for such small sums
that the courts could not prosecute them (JT
BM 4:2). This caused people to lose faith in the
power of government to provide them with a
fair and livable world, and society began to slip
into anarchy. .




GENESIS 6:13 NOAH

saw how corrupt the earth was, for all flesh
had corrupted its ways on earth, 13God said
to Noah, “I have decided to put an end to all
flesh, for the earth is filled with lawlessness
because of them: I am about to destroy them
with the earth. 14#Make yourself an ark of go-
pherwood; makeitan ark with compartments,
and cover it inside and out with pitch. 15This is
how you shall make it: the length of the ark
shall be three hundred cubits, its width fifty
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the synonym of “bloodshed,” “falsehood,” or
“deceit.” It parallels “no justice” in Job 19:7.

12. all flesh The corruption extended to
the animal kingdom as well, through the inter-
mating of species (BT Sanh. 108a). In this way,
the Sages confronted the disturbing question of
why 4/l life had to perish when only human
beings were corrupt.

13. God said to Noah God speaks to him
directly seven times in this narrative. In the
Mesopotamian tales, the decision of the gods to
destroy the world, intended to be kept secret
from humankind, was revealed by one of the
gods to a specific individual.

because of them They brought it on them-
selves. The impending cartastrophe is not the re-
sult of God’s caprice or nature’s blind fury.

with the earth Underlying this is the funda-
mental biblical idea that moral corruption phy-
sically contaminates the earth, which must then
be cleansed of its pollution.

INSTRUCTIONS FOR BUILDING THE ARK
(vv. 14-16)

14. Make The stem meaning “make” (fvy)
appears here seven times, to stress the point that
Noah himself must shape the agency of his own
salvation.

ark The Hebrew translated here as “ark” (ze-
vah) appears in the Torah again only in connec-

tion with the rescue of the baby Moses (Exod.
2:3-5). It refers to a boxlike vessel made to float
on water. It has no rudder, sail, navigational de-
vice, or crew. In the Mesopotamian flood sto-
ries, the hero builds a regular ship and employs
boatmen to navigate it.

gopher wood The term appears only here.
Some scholars link it to the cypress, which was
used widely in shipbuilding in ancient times be-
cause of its resistance’to rot.

compartments The plural kinnim tradition-
ally has been interpreted to mean “cubicles”
(from the singular ken, “nest”). Most likely, it is
related to the same word in Akkadian, meaning
“reeds,” from which the boat in one of the Mes-
opotamian flood stories was constructed.

pitch  The Hebrew word for “pitch,” bor-
rowed from the Akkadian kupru, is the same
one found in the Mesopotamian flood stories
for the substance used to caulk the boats.

15. cubits The Hebrew word ammah lit-
erally means “forearm,” the distance between
the elbow and the tip of the middle finger of an
average-size man. The standard biblical cubit is
about 18 inches (45 c¢m), yielding dimensions
here of about 450 feet (157 m) in length, 75 feet
(23 m) in widch, and 45 feet (14 m) in height
and a displacement of about 43,000 tons. In a
Mesopotamian flood story, the vessel has a ton-
nage three or four times that of Noah’s.

14. Why did God command Noah to build
an ark? Surely God could have saved Noah and
his family by supernatural intervention. Per-
haps God hoped that the project would serve
asawarning, movingonlookers tocontemplate
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the threat of destruction and mend their ways
(Tanh. 5). Or perhaps God wanted Noah to
participate in some way in his own salvation,
as the Israelites would—many centuries la-
ter—at the time of the Exodus.
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GENESIS 6:16 NoO-AH

cubits, and its height thirty cubits. 6 Make an
opening for daylighAt in the ark, and terminate
it within a cubit of the top. Put the entrance to
the arkin its side; make it with bottom, second,
and third decks.

17“For My part, I am about to bring the
Flood—waters upon the earth—to destroy
all flesh under the skyrin which there is breath
of life; everything on earth shall perish. 18But I
will establish My covenant with you, and you
shall enter the ark, with your sons, your wife,
and your sons’ wives. 19And of all that lives, of
all flesh, you shall take two of each into the ark
to keep alive withAyou; they shall be male and
female. 29From birds of e;\rery kind, cattle of
every kind, every:kind of creeping thing on
earth, two of each shall come to you to stay
alive. 21For your part; take of everything that
is eaten and store it away, to serve as food for
you and for them.” 22Noah did s0;just as God
commanded him, so he did.
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16. an opening for daylight The Hebrew
word rzohar refers here to a “roof,” as it does also
in Akkadian, Ugaritic, and Arabic. The direc-
tive to “terminate it within a cubit of the top”
(literally, “from above”) could mean ‘that the
slanting roof should project one cubit beyond

the side of the ark.™ :

THE PURPOSE OF THE ARK  (vv. 17-22)

17. For My part The sense is, “When you,
Noah, have built the'ark, I, God, will act.”

the Flood The definite article before the He-
brew term ‘mabbul” implies some well-known
entity. The phrase that follows, “waters upon
the earth,” serves to indicate a celestial origin. It
suggests that “Flood” (mabbul) probably refers
to the upper part of the original cosmic ocean
thatis about to fall upon the earth. -

18. My covenant This is the first use in the

Bible of the Hebrew term “6%it” (“covenant”),
one of the core concepts of biblical theology re-
garding the relationship between God and mor-
tals. In this passage it can mean either that the
divine blessing made to Adam in Gen. 1:28 will
be fulfilled through Noah and his line (who
would all survive and regenerate the world) or
that a new, unconditional guarantee of salvation
is noy being given to Noah.

you shall enter the ark - Eight persons in all,
a single family, from which a renewed human-
kind will emerge.

your sons The males are listed first, then the
females.

21. of everything that is eaten The vege-
tarian diet prescribed in 1:29-30.

22. Noah did so The text emphasizes
Noal’s trust in God. According to Rashi, this
verse refers to the actual construction of the ark.

| cvai o )

17. to destroy all flesh A corrupt, lawless
society brings destruction on all of its citizens,

@

innocent and guilty alike, and on the environ-
ment around it.



GENESIS 7:1 NoO-AH

7 Then the Lorbp said to Noah, “Go into the
ark, with all your household, for you alone
have I found righteous before Me in this gen-
eration. 20f every pure animal you shall take
seven pairs, males and their mates, and of every
animal that is not pure, two, a male and its
mate; 3of the birds of the sky also, seven pairs,
male and female, to keep seed alive upon all
the earth. 4For in seven days’ time I will make
it rain upon the earth, forty days and forty
nights, and I will blot out from the earth all
existence that I created.” >And Noah did just
as the Lorp commanded him.

6Noah was six hundred years old when the
Flood came, waters upon the earth. 7Noah,
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THE EMBARKATION (7:1-9)

1. Your housebold In the Mesopotamian
stories, by contrast, the hero’s relations, crafts-
men, and boatmen, enter the vessel along with
him and his immediate family.

for you alone The Torah does not tell us
whether Noah’s family is saved solely through
his merit or whether they were individually
righteous as well.

2, pure . . . impure These categories refer
only to suitability for sacrifice, not for human
consumption. The criteria for that were issued
only after the Flood, when people were first per-
mitted to eat the flesh of animals. See 9:2-3.
Although only animals are mentioned here,
8:20 shows that the birds were similarly clas-
sified.

seven pairs There is a discrepancy between
this verse and the instructions of 6:19-20,
which mention one pair of each species. This
has prompted modern scholars to assert that the
two passages originate from diverse strands of
ancient Israelite tradition. Traditional commen-

tators explain that 6:19-20 refer to the mini-
mum number needed for the regeneration of
the species, whereas 7:2-3 include the addi-
tional pure animals needed for the sacrifices
after the Flood.

4. in seven days’ time Presumably, this is
the period of time needed for the future occu-
pants of the ark to get aboard and be properly
accommodated. Seven-day periods are charac-
teristic of this story.

I will make it rain The phrase resonates
with the awesome power and transcendence of
the one God who alone will determine the di-
mensions and the duration of the Flood.

fortydays The number 40, a symbolic num-
ber in the Bible, is often connected with purifi-
cation and the cleansing of sin and has that sig-
nificance here (see Exod. 24:18, 34:28, Num.
13:25, Ezek. 4:6).

5. Noah did This refers to boarding the ark.

6. six hundred years old For Mesopota-
mians, the basic unit of time is 60. Their mathe-
matics did not employ the decimal system buta
system (sexagesimal) based on 60. That system

CHAPTER 7

7. The word order—which lists all the hus-
bands first, then the wives—implies that Noah
and his sons enter the ark separately from their

wives.Itwouldhavebeen unseemly for them to
enjoy marital intimacy while the rest of
humanity was drowning. Only after the Flood
would they again live as husbands and wives
(see Gen. 8:16; Gen.R.31:12).

@
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GENESIS 9:6 nNo-AH

man, too, will I require a reckoning for human
life, of every man for that of his fellow man!

6Whoever sheds the blood of man,

By man shall his blood be shed;

For in His image

Did God make man.

7Befertile, then,and increase;abound onthe
earth and increase on it.”

8And God said to Noah and to his sons with
him, 9“I now establish My covenant with you
and your offspring to come, 1%and with every
living thing that is with you—birds, cattle, and
every wild beast as well—all that have come
out of the ark, every living thing on earth. 111
will maintain My covenant with you: never
again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of
aflood, and never again shall therebea floodto
destroy the earth.”

12God further said, “This is thevsign that I'set
for the covenant between Me and you, and
every living creature with you, for all ages to
come. 13] have set My bow in the clouds, and it
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itself, like murder, constitutes the destruction of
the image of God. The creature must, therefore,
be put to death (see Exod. 21:28).

of his fellow man Literally, “his brother.”
All homicide is fratricide (see Gen. 4:9).

6. Whoever sheds the blood of man The
sanctity of human life is reaffirmed here.

By man Punishment is now the responsibil-
ity of humankind. A judiciary must be estab-
lished to correct the condition of lawlessness
that prevailed before the Flood (6:11). Murder
is a crime against society.

shall his blood be shed By capital punish-
ment.

For in His image Murder is the ultimate

crime because the dignity and sanctity of hu-
man life derive from the fact that every human
being bears the stamp of the divine maker. Mur-
derers may be put to death because their act has
effaced the divine image in the victim.

image See Gen. 1:26 and 5:3.

THE COVENANTAND THE RAINBOW (vv. 8-17)

9. I now The same Hebrew phrase (va-ani
hinni) was also used in 6:17 to introduce the
original pronouncement of doom. The same su-
preme authority who executed the judgment
stands behind the message of hope.

12, the sign A distinctive, visible object.

13. My bow Ramban points out that the

6. whoever sheds the blood of man The
verse not only prohibits murder. It is under-
stood to prohibit embarrassing a person in pub-
lic, causing him or her to blush or turn pale as
the blood rushes to or from the face (Hafetz
Hayyim, based on BT BM 58b). Another com-
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mentator reads it, “Whoever sheds human
blood allegedly in the name of humanity de-
faces the divine image in every individual.” If
every human lifeis of infinite value, we cannot
calculate that it is acceptable to sacrifice some
lives for the good of others.
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creatures, all flesh that is on earth. 17That,”
God said to Noah, “shall be the sign of the
covenant that I have established between Me

and all flesh that is on earth.”
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the father of Canaan. 19These three were the
sons of Noah, and from these the whole world

branched out.
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rainbow, a phenomenon that already exists, is
now invested with new symbolic significance as
an eternal testimony to God’s constancy and
mercy. No other celestial body is similarly en-
dowed in biblical literature. The bow, wide-
spread in ancient Near Eastern mythology as
the weapon favored by the gods, is here trans-
formed into a symbol of reconciliation between

God and humankind.

THE DEPRAVITY OF
CANAAN  (vv. 18-29)

Much time has elapsed since the Flood. Noah
now has a grown grandson. The events depicted
here are given in the barest outline. Apparently

the original incidents, in all their detail, were well
known to the biblical audience but for reasons of
delicate sensibility were not preserved.

20. the tiller of the soil This phrase implies
something well known about Noah (see 5:29).

was the first to plant a vineyard He was
the initiator of orchard husbandry.

21. He drank of the wine Noah was in-
volved not only in viticulture (the science and
art of grape growing) but also in viniculture (the
specific cultivation of grapes for wine making).
(It is interesting to note that many historians be-
lieve that viniculture first began in the vicinity
of Ararat.) Here again, as in 4:17-22, advances
in the arts of civilization are human achieve-

13. The rainbow is the sign of God’s cove-
nant not to destroy the world again. The rain-
bow is a sign of peace in at least three ways: It
represents the invertedbow, the weapon turned
awayso thatitdoesnotthreaten (Maimonides).
Itrepresents all shades and colorsjoined side by
side in a single entity, calling on different races
and nations to do the same. And it represents
the promise that, no matter how hard it may
rain, the rain eventually will stop—and the

sun will come out again. Therefore, the Sages
teach us to recite a blessing whenever we see a
rainbow: “Praised are You, LorD our God, Sov-
ereign of the universe who remembers the
Covenant, is faithful to it, and keeps promises”
(BT Ber. 59a).

20-1. Overwhelmed by the task of rebuild-
ingadestroyed world, finding himself virtually
alone and friendless in anearly empty world, or
perhaps burdened by a sense of guilt at having
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