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Introduction

In some ways, for people closely studying the early chapters of Genesis, the story of the Flood comes as a kind of 

catharsis.  Rebellion in and out of Eden, the spread of wickedness throughout the earth, and the profound sadness 

that comes from knowing how all this grieved God does make us want to cry out for an end to it all and for a fresh 

start.  In the account of Noah, who was a human being who still loved God more than he loved himself, we had 

reason to breathe a sigh of relief and hope.  Perhaps with the earth washed clean of violence and with the 

continuation of human life through a righteous man and his family, we can expect better things.  Surely the scene 

from Genesis 8 in which God was once again pleased by what He sees on earth (an echo of the "very good" of the 

first creation), evident in his delight in the aroma of Noah's sacrifice, gives us some basis for this hope.

Chapters 6-8 of Genesis, with their frequent use of language evocative of the first creation, prepared us for what 

we find in this lesson.  We are hoping to see a renewal of the covenant that God graciously made with all creation.  

We expect that He will make it clear how He wants life on the renewed planet to be lived.  And because God is 

Goodness Itself, we are counting on some demonstration of His deep, abiding, persistent love for man-the kind of 

love we have already seen in our study, which reaches down to man in his dependent, helpless condition and gives 

so much more than he deserves.  We will not be disappointed.

That is, we won't be disappointed in God.  But what about the humans?  It's hard for us to forget that the problem 

in Eden was man's doing.  Have men's hearts been washed clean by the Flood?

Read this passage all the way through, at least once.  Then answer the questions on the text that follow.

Genesis 9

1 And God blessed Noah and his sons, and said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. 2 The fear 

of you and the dread of you shall be upon every beast of the earth, and upon every bird of the air, upon 

everything that creeps on the ground and all the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered. 3 Every 

moving thing that lives shall be food for you; and as I gave you the green plants, I give you everything. 4 Only 

you shall not eat flesh with its life, that is, its blood. 5 For your lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning; of 

every beast I will require it and of man; of every man's brother I will require the life of man. 6 Whoever sheds 

the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed; for God made man in his own image. 7 And you, be fruitful 

and multiply, bring forth abundantly on the earth and multiply in it." 8 Then God said to Noah and to his sons 

with him, 9 "Behold, I establish my covenant with you and your descendants after you, 10 and with every 

living creature that is with you, the birds, the cattle, and every beast of the earth with you, as many as came out 

of the ark. 11 I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a 

flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.." 12 And God said, "This is the sign of the 

covenant which I make between me and you and every living creature that is with you, for all future 

generations: 13 I set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth
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Genesis 9 (cont.)

Questions on the Text

A Blessing from God

Read Genesis 9:1-7

14 When I bring clouds over the earth and the bow is seen in the clouds, 15 I will remember my covenant 

which is between me and you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall never again become a 

flood to destroy all flesh. 16 When the bow is in the clouds, I will look upon it and remember the 

everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is upon the earth." 17 God 

said to Noah, "This is the sign of the covenant which I have established between me and all flesh that is 

upon the earth." 18 The sons of Noah who went forth from the ark were Shem, Ham, and Japheth. Ham was 

the father of Canaan. 19 These three were the sons of Noah; and from these the whole earth was peopled. 20 

Noah was the first tiller of the soil. He planted a vineyard; 21 and he drank of the wine, and became drunk, 

and lay uncovered in his tent. 22 And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his 

two brothers outside. 23 Then Shem and Japheth took a garment, laid it upon both their shoulders, and walked 

backward and covered the nakedness of their father; their faces were turned away, and they did not see their 

father's nakednes 24 When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, 25 

he said, "Cursed be Canaan; a slave of slaves shall he be to his brothers." 26 He also said, "Blessed by the 

LORD my God be Shem; and let Canaan be his slave. 27 God enlarge Japheth, and let him dwell in the tents 

of Shem; and let Canaan be his slave." 28 After the flood Noah lived three hundred and fifty years. 29 All the 

days of Noah were nine hundred and fifty years; and he died.

1.  Read Gen. 1:28-31 and Gen. 9:1-7.  How are these two scenes similar and how are they different?  What do 

you think explains the difference?

2.  Why do you suppose that when Cain feared that someone would kill him because he murdered Abel, God 

preserved his life, but in the renewed world, those who kill others will lose their lives?

3.  In vs. 4, God prohibits the eating of the flesh of animals that has any blood in it.  Why do you think that God 

announces this strong taboo on blood?

4.  How can the reference to capital punishment in this passage be understood in light of the recent campaign by 

the Catholic Church, headed by Pope John Paul II, against it?

The Sign of the Covenant

Read Genesis 9:8-17

5.  God makes a covenant with Noah and his sons.  A covenant is an agreement between parties that creates a 

family relationship among them.  What promise is God making to mankind in this covenant?  What do you think 

is the significance of a promise like this (that is, what does God seem to want to communicate to mankind about 

Himself)?

6.  Why do you suppose God uses something in nature to be the sign of the covenant?

7.  What potential temptation was there for man to have God so closely identify Himself with something beautiful 

in the sky?   Why do you think God took that risk?
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Questions on the Text (cont.)

The Sons of Noah

Read Genesis 9:18-29

Birth of Nations

[The picture in this chapter is one of the slow but steady re-population of the earth.  Of particular interest to us will 

be the descendants of Shem and Ham.  Among Ham's descendants, Nimrod's name stands out as one who gained a 

certain ascendancy.  The phrase "before the Lord" is not meant to suggest a relationship with God.  It is used as a 

way of expressing the degree of his notoriety.]

13. Nimrod built Babel.  Even though the story of the Tower of Babel doesn't appear until the next

chapter (you can read it in Gen. 11:1-9), what does his association with that kingdom (as well as with Nineveh, the 

great city that the prophet Jonah was later sent to) suggest about him? 

14.  Think about how the civilization of man developed from Noah and his sons.  Although Noah was a righteous, 

faithful man, his drunkenness made him vulnerable to an outrage by one of his sons.  He had to put some of his 

own descendants under a curse.  As the sons of Noah have families, there are some who gain reputations for all the 

wrong reasons.  This all looks strangely familiar.  Did the re-creation of the earth work?  If not, why?

Read Genesis 10

Read Genesis 10 in your own Bible, all the way through, at least once.  Then answer these questions on the text.

8.  The narrative makes it clear that it was from Noah and his sons that all people on earth, then and now, have 

descended.  Interestingly, the scientific evidence from human DNA tells the same story.  What are the social and 

spiritual implications of this fact?

9.  Read vs. 20.  Noah is a gardener (of a vineyard) who abuses the fruit he has there.  What kind of warning do 

you think this ought to be?

[It is difficult to know precisely the nature of Ham's offense against his father.  Read Lev. 18:8-16 to see how the 

phrase "uncover nakedness" had sexual meaning for the Hebrews.  This is quite possibly a reference to incest on 

the part of Ham.  In Lev. 18:16, the nakedness of a brother's wife is called the brother's nakedness; could the 

nakedness of Noah be a reference to his wife's nakedness?  In addition, when Noah awakes from sleep and realizes 

what has happened, he curses Canaan, not Ham.  Would this perhaps be the son of that incestuous episode, which 

explains why the son and not the father is cursed?]  

10.  What kind of son does Ham appear to be (vs. 22)?

11.  What strength of character did Shem and Japheth show?

12.  A better translation of vs. 26 is "Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem."  This is the first time in the Bible that 

God is identified with the name of a man.  Shem is set in a position of superiority over his brothers.  Although 

little information is given about him, what can we assume was to be the rightful place of Shem and his sons among 

the descendants of Noah?
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Questions for Reflection

One of the best ways to meditate on God's Word is to take it deeply into your life through memorization.  The 

suggested memory verse is always highlighted in the text in the lesson.  Or you may choose one of your own.  For 

further reflection, consider these questions:

1.   Sometimes Catholics are accused by others of caring more about the outward forms of sacraments than about 

the direct encounter with  Jesus that they are meant to give.  This shows up in people who would never miss Mass, 

who go to confession, who have all their children baptized and confirmed but who seem not to have a living, vital 

relationship with God.  If they are people who do not exhibit the fruit of the Spirit in their lives-such as kindness, 

self-control, and especially charity-then they appear to outsiders as people who could gaze on a rainbow and not 

meet the God Who set it in the sky.  Would anyone be able to say that of you?  It is always good for our souls to 

check to see if we have fallen into ritual presumption.  If we love the sacraments, our lives should bear the fruit of 

Divine encounters.  Ask God to help you be honest with Him about this today.  Perhaps He has a word for you.

2.  Look around your world today.  Even if you don't see a rainbow in the sky, what is there in your line of vision 

that is a powerful reminder of Who God is and how much He loves you?  Thank Him for it.
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Did you feel disappointed when Noah, a man so bright in faith and obedience, succumbed to drunkenness, which 

led to something even darker?  In the bleak wasteland of a world given over to evil, Noah seemed like a man we 

could trust.  He looked like a hero.

Why is it so difficult to accept flawed heroes?  Is it because all humans long for a perfect human, one who will not 

disappoint us and let our dreams die?  Ever since Adam, we have been looking for one who won't botch things up.  

We want to see a human be all that God meant for us to be.

The characters of the Old Testament, like Adam and Abel and Noah, begin to prepare us for just such a Person.  

Even though humans in the story until His arrival disappoint us from time to time, we should never let their 

humanity sour us or tempt us to be contemptuous of them.  We must never forget that God's promise in Gen. 3:15 

to defeat His enemy through humans means that step by step in this battle, God's work will have a human face on 

it.  This is the magnificent condescension of God to man.  It is also God's resounding confirmation that He did not 

make a mistake in creating him.  God knows very well what weaknesses beset humanity.  Nevertheless, He works 

relentlessly to make sure that someday our dream of human perfection will be a reality, not a dream.  To be a 

Christian means not being squeamish about human beings doing divine work.  This is especially true for 

Catholics, because sometimes our Protestant brethren protest that we have too many "mere humans" in our 

understanding of redemption.  We have Mary, "just a woman," as Queen of Heaven and Mother of the Church.  

We have a pope, "only a man," who sits in the line of Peter and holds the keys of the kingdom.  We have saints, 

men and women who are "just like us," to serve as our examples and advocates in their lives as God's friends.  

When this charge is raised against us, we should bow our heads, give thanks to God, and smile deeply in our 

souls.  A "human" Church?  Exactly.

Catechism Connection

Excerpted from the Catechism of the Catholic Church:

On the birth of nations - "After the unity of the human race was shattered by sin God at once sought to save 

humanity part by part.  The covenant with Noah after the flood gives expression to the principle of the divine 

economy toward the 'nations,' in other words, toward men grouped 'in their lands, each with [its] own language, 

by their families, in their nations.'" (56)

On the covenant with Noah - "God made an everlasting covenant with Noah and with all living beings (cf. Gen. 

9:16).  It will remain in force as long as the world lasts." (71)

On blood as a sign of life - "The covenant between God and mankind is interwoven with reminders of God's gift 

of human life and man's murderous violence:

For your lifeblood I will surely require a reckoning…

Whoever sheds the blood of man, by man shall his blood be shed:

For God made man in his own image.

The Old Testament always considered blood a sacred sign of life.  This teaching remains necessary for all 

time.""(2260)
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Summary

In this lesson, we observed that:
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1.  When Noah and his family got off the ark, God blessed them and gave them a command to be fruitful and 

multiply.  Although the earth and life on it underwent a renewal, there was still evidence that men were not as 

they had once been in Eden.  The dread that animals would experience toward man would be a sign of the loss 

of that harmony.

2.  Man was to respect the blood of every living thing, even that of animals, because it is a sign of life, a gift 

from God.  God instituted a law of capital punishment for murder in order to keep in check the violence in 

man's nature that too easily overwhelms the good.

3.  God established a covenant with Noah and his family, promising to never again destroy all life on the earth 

or disrupt its order by a Flood.  He used an element in nature, the rainbow, to seal this promise.

4.  Noah became drunk in his vineyard, making it possible for his second son, Ham, to sin against him.  Ham 

lacked respect for his father, perhaps reflecting in him a spirit of insubordination and rebellion. This was 

evidence that although God had renewed the earth, sin was still present and active in men, wreaking its 

destruction.

5.  Shem and Japheth, the oldest and youngest brothers, did what they could to rectify Ham's offense.  Noah 

blessed Shem, perhaps indicating his role as an example to his brothers as one who respected and honored his 

father's dignity.

6.  Noah cursed Canaan, the son of Ham.  He and his descendants were to serve Shem and his descendants.

7.  This account indicates that the Shem-ites would be people who lived the covenant God had made with 

them and that the Canaanites, among whom were men like Nimrod, would live outside of it.

A Message from the Authors

Are you enjoying our study? Would you like this important service to continue? If so, please be aware that 

Catholic Exchange is a non-profit charitable organization totally dependent on your financial support to maintain 

both our website and our groundbreaking Catholic Scripture Study.  So please make an on-line donation with your 

credit card at www.catholicexchange.com, call 1-888-477-1982, or mail as generous a donation as possible to: 

Catholic Exchange 

P.O. Box 231820 

Encinitas, CA 92023 

Thank you for making the Word of God available to anyone who wants it anywhere in the world. 


