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Two contrasting families (Genesis 4:17-5:32) 
Genealogies are important in the Bible because knowing where we came from reminds us who we are.  After 
God dealt with Cain, he travelled the east where he began to have descendants who accomplish great things in 
terms of city building, culture and music (4:17-22).  Genesis Chapter 5 then lists the names of eleven 
generations of Adam’s family through his third son Seth, ending with three sons of Noah.  Importantly, the list 
describes Adam as God’s son, made in His likeness, and says that his own son was born in his likeness.  To be 
human, and a divine image bearer, is to be descended from Adam.   
 

There is a clear contrast between the family lines of Seth and Cain: 

 Within Seth’s family, unlike Cain’s, people begin to call on the name of “the LORD” (4:26).  It seems that 
this is when they began using God’s personal name Yahweh rather than just speaking of ‘God’.   

 Compare the two men called Lamech (the only people in these genealogies whose words are recorded) – 
the one descended from Seth prophesied about relief to come from God through his son, Noah (5:29), 
whereas the one in Cain’s line boasted about his vengeful nature (4:23-24).   

 The other person who stands out in Seth’s family is Enoch (5:21-23).  He did not die but was taken out of 
the world by God because he walked with God.  It seems most people (perhaps even in Seth’s family) did 
not have a good relationship with God and Enoch is an exception.  He lived by the way of faith.   

From this point on, the story of Genesis focuses on one family.  This is a reminder that the Bible is not intended 
as an account of all of human history, but of how God works out his plan for human beings.  Seth’s family is the 
line through which the seed of the woman who will defeat Satan – the promised rescuer – will come.   
 

God’s justice – sin must be judged (Genesis 6) 
Genesis Chapter 6 tells how the human population grew rapidly but human sin also grew greater, causing pain 
to God’s hearts so that He decides to act in judgement.  Even the family line of Seth did not remain untouched 
by this – they intermarried with Cain’s descendants (this is probably what v4 is referring to, although there are 
other explanations of what it might mean).  Sin has consequences and God is just and will not leave sin un-
judged.  It is His right to judge mankind, as He is the Creator, and His judgement is based on truth since He 
alone sees all things – including the thoughts and motives people try to hide from others (v5).  This basic 
quality of God’s character is fundamental to the biblical story.  Sin is, first and foremost, a personal offence 
against God.  Human beings have tried to declare independence from Him and live without His rule, but He 
remains in control (He is sovereign) and we cannot escape His judgement. 
 

Against this dark background, verse 8 introduces some light.  One man, Noah, was different.  He found “favour” 
with the Lord.  Noah was living by faith close to God (v9), but, in contrast, the earth was corrupt in God’s sight 
and full of violence (v11).  This is a powerful demonstration of the two ways to live: 
 
 

 Way of faith Way of disobedience 
People Abel, Enoch, Noah Society as a whole 
Attitude to 
God 

Walking faithfully and closely with God – obeying 
and worshipping Him 

Corrupt – disobeying Him and 
worshipping other things 

Actions Righteous before God (doing what is right) and 
blameless before others 

Violence 

 

As we have seen before, the problem root problem of sin is wrong worship (alienation from God) and wrong 
actions are a result of this heart problem.  The way of faith begins with worship of God (trusting that His will is 
best) and is worked out in right actions towards God and towards other people.  It is not that God only loved 
Noah, but only Noah was seeking God and living for God.  Only his life was approved by God.  The message of 
the Bible is that God’s favour is undeserved by people, but that we can receive it through faith.  Noah’s faith 
was demonstrated by his obedience to God’s command to build a boat (or ark) to save himself and the animals. 

 How will God respond to human sin? 
 Can human beings overcome our sinfulness on our own? 
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God’s grace – salvation for sinners (Genesis 7:1-9:17) 
The Flood was a dramatic event that changed the face of the earth, with massive volcanic activity (7:11-12) that 
may have caused mountains to rise and continents to separate rapidly.  A canopy of water in the atmosphere is 
also said to have collapsed, perhaps indicating major climate change and rapid polar cooling.  Most importantly, 
however, the flood is a reversal of the separation God made between the water and the dry land on the second 
day of creation (Genesis 1:6-7).  Creation is being undone, but not completely.  Amazingly, Noah, his family and 
the animals God brought to the ark were saved, spending more than a year in total on the boat. 
 

Sacrifice and grace 
After the flood, Noah and his family offered a sacrifice to God (they took more than two of the kinds of animals 
and birds approved for sacrifices).  The theme of sacrifice began with the skins God provided to Adam and Eve 
and continued with the tragedy of Cain and Abel.  Here we see, for the first time, the symbolism of animals 
dying in place of human beings.  Noah knew he deserved to die like so many others and that his salvation was 
undeserved.  God’s salvation of Noah and his family is evidence of God’s grace – His undeserved favour 
towards human beings that causes Him to rescue us from sin.  His sacrifice expressed his faith in God and 
thanks to God for his salvation.  This idea becomes clearer later in the Old Testament (see Leviticus 17:11), but 
there is a very important principle here: sin can only be forgiven on the basis of sacrifice.  Animal sacrifices 
were, however, limited because they could never really pay for the sins of human beings – animal lives are not 
of equal value.  They point to our need for a perfect sacrifice of a sinless person to fully pay for our sins. 
 

A covenant with creation 
Noah’s sacrifice pleased God and He made a promise that He would never again destroy all living creatures in a 
flood.  Rather, there will be a predictable cycle of days and seasons (8:22).  God also spoke to the human beings 
He had saved, pronouncing a new beginning with the same command Adam was given to increase in number 
and fill the earth that, although without the hope of subduing the earth (compare 9:1 with 1:28).  Instead, the 
animals will now fear human beings, although humans are also given a new freedom to eat meat, so long as it 
has no blood in it (9:3-4).  Importantly, the sacred nature of human life, created in God’s image, is re-
emphasised and protected with the principle that murder is punishable with execution (9:5-6).  Despite the 
effects of sin on human beings, we remain divine image bearers with a special God-given privilege and status. 
 

In Genesis 9:8, these promises are bound together in the first covenant in the Bible.  A covenant is a special 
relationship between God and others in which God promises some blessing, often commanding them to obey 
some laws in order to maintain these blessings.  A covenant always has a sign to remind God and people of it.  
 

Parties Creation – Noah, his descendants and every living creature (9:9-10) 
Promise There will never be another flood to destroy the earth (9:11) 
Commandment NONE 
Sign The rainbow (9:12-17) 

 

This covenant with creation gives hope that God will sustain His creation.  It reminds us of God’s care for all he 
has created, but also of how the fate of all creation is bound up with human beings 
 

Origins of the nations (Genesis 9:18-11:9) 
Despite God’s cleansing of the world through the flood and His covenant with creation, the problem of sin had 
not gone away.  Noah acted foolishly, getting drunk, and his son Ham dishonoured his father and was cursed as 
a result.  Chapter 10 tells how Noah’s three sons became the ancestors of all nations, fulfilling God’s command 
to multiply, but sin resurfaces in Chapter 11 as human beings try to make a great name for themselves by 
building a tower to reach into heaven.  In doing so, they also refused to spread out as God had commanded.   
 

This celebration of themselves met with God’s judgement and He confused their languages to prevent them 
causing greater sin and to force them to scatter as He had commanded.  The implication is clear: human beings, 
since the Fall, have an innate tendency to put themselves in God’s place, worshipping their own greatness and 
serving their own desires.  No human political system or social vision can correct this problem – only God can. 
 

 
 

SUMMARY: God must judge sin, but He also wants to save sinful human beings 
 God’s justice means He cannot and will not ignore sin.  He will judge sinners and punish sin. 
 God’s grace means He wants to forgive sinners, but this is only possible through faith and sacrifice. 


