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A Blessing from God

NOTE; BE SURE TO ANSWER ALL THE QUESTIONS YOURSELF BEFORE READING 

THE ANSWERS IN ORDER TO MAKE THE MOST OF THIS STUDY.
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Genesis

Read Genesis 9:1-7

1.  In both scenes we see God pronouncing a blessing on human beings.  Intimately associated with 

that blessing is a command to be fruitful.  We must not miss this fact.  When men are pleasing in God's sight 

(which is what it means to be "blessed" by God), His desire for them is to reproduce themselves.  Why?  It is 

because the earth was empty?  No, it is because man is created in the image and likeness of God.  Since He is the 

author of human life-the One Who thought of it and created it-then man's clearest reflection of Him will be to 

continue to love and create other human beings, which is a divine power he has from God.

Both scenes also include a reference to dominion.  In the first, God grants man dominion over every living thing.  

In the second, this dominion has a new dimension-fear.  The harmony of the first creation has been broken; now 

the living creatures will fear man as he exercises dominion over them.  The fear of creatures for man will be a 

reminder to him that he is not who he thinks he is and not at all who he was meant to be.  As painful as it is to 

experience this dread in animals, it is a great mercy to us.  In our spiritual blindness, we can look very good in our 

own eyes.  With the loss of grace in Eden, we simply cannot see the truth about ourselves.  We have an amazing 

capacity to minimize our sin, forgetting our true destiny.  A little bird hopping away from us in fear gives us a 

moment to see ourselves reflected in its eyes-we are not the holy creatures we were meant to be.  In fact, we are 

scary.  We need help.

In both scenes, there is a reference to food.  In the first, man and beast will eat what grows out of the earth.  In the 

second, man will eat the creatures (another reason for dread!).  This is an intensifying of the break in the harmony 

of creation because of sin.  Once the earth could easily have grown all the food that was necessary to sustain life; 

now, perhaps as a result of the judgment of the Flood, which may have wiped out much of what grew in the 

ground, man will eat the animals as well to stay alive.

The significance of the differences between the two scenes reminds us that although God has taken the initiative 

to cleanse the earth of evil and make a fresh start, human existence is still under the just punishment of God.  Sin 

and its devastating effects have not been completely rooted out of creation.  Man should never get too comfortable 

in a world which is fallen.

2.  The prohibition against taking life, which is to be penalized by death, indicates the direction of human 

civilization.  It reflects the reality of wickedness and the power of evil over the human heart.  It is a response to 

the fact that violence and corruption spread so thoroughly in the human community at the dawn of history that 

God had to send the Flood to purge it.  God cannot trust men to curb their appetite for violence.  Now, in the 

renewed earth, He will use laws with drastic penalties to reign it in.  We are to interpret this as a sober sign that 

whereas God left Cain to his own conscience, without requiring his life for his act of murder, now He must act 

with laws to preserve safety on earth.
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3.   This taboo on blood reflects the value of all life, both human and animal.  Even though  God permits man to 

eat animals, he is not thereby to be callous towards animal life.  He is to continue to show respect for life, since it 

comes directly from the hand of God.  Man, in his spiritual blindness, is subject to pride, in which he sees himself 

as the center of the universe.  It is a short step from there to abusing elements in that universe to serve his own 

purposes.  Prohibitions such as this keep that impulse in check.

4. The Catholic Church's teaching on capital punishment has undergone development throughout the centuries of 

her history.  At the time of Noah, after wickedness and violence had become widespread because there was no 

way to contain it, God ordered capital punishment as a way to deter sin and wanton disregard for life.  Yet earlier, 

before there was a large human community on earth, He had prevented anyone from taking Cain's life, even 

though he was a murderer.  The Church teaches that for much of human history, killing certain kinds of criminals 

was the only way to protect society against them.  Now, however, in the modern era with its penal institutions, 

societies are capable of curbing violence without killing those guilty of it.  Pope John Paul II has been a strong 

voice speaking out against capital punishment because of his unwavering commitment to the dignity and 

sacredness of human life, even when men sin greatly.  As God says here in this passage:  "God made man in His 

own image" (vs. 6).  If, by imprisonment, we can protect society and prevent danger from a criminal, we should 

not take his life.  Governments should respect life, not taking it unnecessarily.  Further, they can aim to 

rehabilitate criminals to live a more productive life, while the Church prays for their repentance, conversion, and 

reconciliation with God.

A Blessing from God (cont.)

5.   God promises never to blot out all life or to disturb the order on the earth by a flood again.  He shows Himself 

to be desirous of being connected to His creation-all of it-in such a way as to create confidence in Him and peace 

among His creatures.  He wants to be trusted as the loving Father that He is.  The severe judgment on the earth in 

the Flood appears to have served God's purposes and will never happen again.  Man does not have to live in 

perpetual fear of this kind of calamity. He should be able to understand from it that God is the just Judge of His 

creation.  This should convince him to live in the light of that truth.

6. God magnificently communicates Himself through what He has created.  Not everything that can be known 

about Him is apparent in what He has made, but nature does make a very good start.  "God speaks to man through 

the visible creation.  The material cosmos is so presented to man's intelligence that he can read there traces of its 

Creator.  Light and darkness, wind and fire, water and earth, the tree and its fruit speak of God and symbolize 

both His greatness and his nearness." (CCC 1147)  God must choose to reveal Himself in order for man to truly 

know Him.  By using the rainbow and by making a statement about what He promises to do, He gives man both 

kinds of knowledge, natural and supernatural.  Man, who is body and soul, is perfectly suited to this kind of 

communication with God.

The Sign of the Covenant

Read Genesis 9:8-17
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7. Responses will vary.  Man, weakened by sin, has the potential to miss the messages God gives him.  Was it 

possible that men would see the importance God attached to that beautiful rainbow and begin to worship it instead 

of God, Who created and used it?  Certainly.  We know for a fact that men regularly worshipped what God 

created instead of the Creator Himself.  Nevertheless, God took that risk in order to communicate with man in a 

truly human way.  As the Catechism says, "In human life, signs and symbols occupy an important place.  As a 

being at once body and spirit, man expresses and perceives spiritual realities through physical signs and symbols.  

As a social being, man needs signs and symbols to communicate with others, through language, gestures, and 

actions.  The same holds true for his relationship with God." (CCC 1146)  In our human lives, we make use of 

natural and social symbols all the time.  In fact, we can't imagine life without them.  God, in the rainbow, joins 

Who He is and what He does to an element in nature that will have meaning to mortals.  We call these actions 

"sacraments."  Scripture is full of examples of God working this way among His people.  The culmination, of 

course, is the Incarnation-God taking on the most profoundly human form of communication, flesh, to reveal to 

men Who He is.  The sacramental nature of Catholic life is deeply rooted in this biblical truth about how God 

works among men, glimpsed first in the beautiful bow in Noah's sky.

The Sign of the Covenant (cont.)

8.   Responses will vary.  If all humans have descended from Noah and his family, we are reminded that the 

human community is really a family.  We knew this at the time of the creation, and we are seeing it again here.  

The longing that men have for universal peace, the end to wars, and respect for human life and ways in every 

culture stems from this deep awareness that we are all related to each other and ought to live together in familial 

peace.  In addition, of course, all men are God's children, even when their national religions have lost much of the 

truth about God that Noah and his family would have possessed.  As the family of man spread out over the earth 

and through the centuries, various cultures may have preserved elements of the one truth about God even as they 

lost others.  With additions and subtractions, with distortions and misunderstandings, those elements could have 

become the basis for various religions of the world.  It is not difficult to imagine a process like that-a fracturing of 

the covenant story handed down through Noah's generation.  The Church teaches that many non-Christian 

religions contain some of these elements of truth; it is the Christian gospel and the teaching of the Church that 

gives men the possibility of knowing and experiencing the fullness of the Truth (see CCC 842-845).

9.   Responses will vary.  We have seen a gardener abuse fruit before (in Eden).  That did not produce a happy 

outcome.

10. Although we can't be sure of his offense, Ham appears to be severely lacking in respect for his father.  If he 

was guilty of incest, it would demonstrate not just a lack of respect but possibly an attempt to reject his father's 

authority.  He perhaps boasted about his deed to his brother, always a sign of pride and arrogance and perhaps an 

attempt to usurp the position of superiority of the firstborn son, Shem.

11. Shem, the firstborn son, and Japheth, the youngest, go into the tent to make things right.  They take every 

precaution to keep their father's dignity intact.  Perhaps we can presume that because Shem was the oldest, he was 

the one who turned a bad situation away from complete disaster by having his youngest brother assist him rather 

than stay back and hear more talk from Ham.

The Sons of Noah

Read Genesis 9:18-29
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12. Noah sets Shem above the son of Ham, Canaan.  In fact, the sons of Ham are destined to serve the sons of 

Shem.  Noah says that God will "dwell in the tents of Shem," suggesting a close and blessed relationship between 

the Shem-ites (whom we call now "Semites") and God.  This blessing and curse helps us understand the later 

troubled relationship between the Israelites (Semites) and the Canaanites (more on that in a later lesson).

The Sons of Noah (cont.)

13. Babel was a place where the pride of men grew so great that they attempted to build a tower up to heaven.  We 

see in this flashes of the resistance to authority that we saw in Ham.  Nineveh was a city renown for great 

wickedness (see Jonah 1:2), perhaps another indication that its founder was one who rebelled against God's 

covenant.

14.  Responses will vary.  If we think of the re-creation as an act of God to wipe out wickedness on the earth, it 

didn't work.  But if we understand the Flood to be an act of Divine Revelation, it was everything it needed to be.  

First, it served as a demonstration that God will not restrain His judgment on sin forever.  Men need to know this 

so they can live in truth.  It was an act in nature which served as a type of the final and complete punishment that 

will come at the end of time, when this earth will end and all things will be made new.  There will be no more 

cataclysms until the last one.  The rainbow reminds us of that.

Second, it was a lesson for man in his own history that the solution to the wickedness of the human heart must 

come from inside of him.  Sin is inherent in his nature.  It is systemic.  The waters of the flood cleansed the earth 

of sinners, not sin itself.   It will take the waters of baptism to wash clean the human soul.  "Baptism, which 

corresponds to this [the Flood] now saves you, not as a removal of dirt from the body but as an appeal to God for 

a clear conscience, through the resurrection of Jesus Christ" (1 Pet. 3:21).

Third, the re-creation is one in a very long line of episodes in Scripture in which the persistent longing of God for 

men is made crystal clear.  In it we see His willingness to do whatever it takes to keep them in the covenant with 

Him.  The promises He makes give them every reason to love Him back in the way He loves them.  Frail mortals 

like us need to read these re-creation stories over and over until it finally sinks in-God will never give up until He 

has us.

Birth of Nations

Read Genesis 10


