FIRST LIGHT: A STUDY OF GENESIS * SESSION 5

The Ark and the Waters

Genesis 6-9

Leader Preparation Guide

SESSION OVERVIEW

Discovery Aim. The group discovers that the flood is told as de-creation and re-creation, that the ark is
God's offered salvation through water, and that the New Testament reads the whole event as a figure of
baptism and the Church.

Catholic Touchstone. The covenant with Noah (CCC 56-58, 71) and the ark as a prefiguring of
salvation by baptism (CCC 1219, 1094) and of the Church (CCC 845).

WHAT YOu NEED TO KNOW

The flood narrative opens with a diagnosis, and the diagnosis is the key to everything: “the wickedness
of man was great in the earth, and... every imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil
continually” (6:5), and “the earth was filled with violence” (6:11, Hebrew chamas). This is not a story
about a short-tempered deity; it is a story about a world that has chosen violence all the way down, and
a God who is “sorry” and “grieved to his heart” (6:6). The Bible's first description of God's inner life in
the face of sin is not fury but grief. The anthropomorphism is inspired pedagogy: sin wounds the heart
of God.

On the “sons of God and daughters of men” (6:1-4): be honest that this is a genuinely disputed text.
Some Fathers and much of ancient Judaism read the “sons of God” as fallen angels; later Fathers,
including St. Augustine, read them as the godly line of Seth intermarrying with the line of Cain. The
Church has not defined the matter. What the text asserts either way is clear: the boundaries God set are
being trampled, and evil is compounding. Do not let the session get stuck here.

Watch the flood as de-creation. On day 2 God separated the waters above from the waters below; in 7:11
“the fountains of the great deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened”: the
separations of creation week are unsealed, and the world sinks back toward the watery chaos of 1:2. The
world that filled itself with violence receives the dissolution it enacted. Then watch re-creation begin
with a deliberate echo: “God made a wind blow over the earth” (8:1), the same Hebrew word (ruach) as
the Spirit-wind over the waters in 1:2. Dry land emerges, the ark's door opens, and God repeats the
creation blessing to Noah almost verbatim: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth” (9:1). Noah steps
out as a new Adam onto a washed world. Your group read chapters 6-9 at home hunting for creation-
week echoes; harvest their findings before you show your own.

Then the sober turn that makes this chapter honest: the new Adam falls too. Noah plants a vineyard,
drinks, and lies naked and uncovered (9:20-21); shame and covering replay in miniature. And God
Himself says, after the flood, “the imagination of man's heart is evil from his youth” (8:21): the same
diagnosis as 6:5. The waters washed the world; they did not wash the heart. The flood teaches its own
insufficiency: judgment alone cannot fix us. Something else will be needed, and 8:21 shows God binding
Himself to that something else: “I will never again curse the ground because of man.”

The word “covenant” appears here for the first time in the Bible (6:18, then 9:8-17): God's sworn family
bond, offered to Noah before the flood and sealed after it with a sign. The Hebrew of 9:13 says God sets
His bow in the clouds: the word is the ordinary word for a war-bow. Many readers, ancient and modern,
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see the warrior hanging His weapon on the wall of the sky, its arc turned away from the earth: on that
reading, every rainbow is a disarmament treaty you can see.

OLD TESTAMENT ROOTS AND FULFILLMENT

The New Testament reads the flood in one direction: toward baptism. St. Peter says the eight souls “were
saved through water,” and then makes it explicit: “Baptism, which corresponds to this, now saves you”
(1 Peter 3:20-21). He adds that “God's patience waited in the days of Noah”: the years of ark-building
(the text never says how many) were mercy's countdown, not wrath's. Jesus Himself makes Noah's days
the figure of the last days (Matthew 24:37-39): ordinary life, eating and drinking, marrying, “until the
flood came and swept them all away.”

The Wisdom of Solomon, looking back at the ark, gives the Fathers one of their favorite lines: “blessed is
the wood by which righteousness comes” (Wisdom 14:7). In context it is the ark's timber; the Church's
tradition heard in it the timber of the Cross, and the Good Friday liturgy still sings of the faithful, blessed
wood: salvation keeps arriving by wood and water. And the dove that returns with the olive leaf (8:11),
announcing that the judgment is over and the world is habitable again, was seen by the Fathers
(Tertullian says it explicitly, On Baptism 8) as a figure of the Holy Spirit, who descends as a dove over
the waters of the Jordan at the baptism of the Lord (Mark 1:10).

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
St. Justin Martyr - Dialogue with Trypho

Writing within living memory of the apostles, St. Justin teaches, in substance, that the eight persons
saved in the ark are a figure of the eighth day: the day of Christ's resurrection, the first day of the
new creation. Noah's family passing through water into a renewed world prefigures the baptized
passing through the font into the life of the Risen One.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
St. Cyprian of Carthage - Letters; On the Unity of the Church

St. Cyprian teaches, in substance, that the ark is a figure of the one Church: as no one outside the
ark escaped the waters, so the one Church is the vessel of salvation God has provided. The
Catechism carries the image forward, calling the Church “prefigured by Noah's ark, which alone
saves from the flood” (CCC 845). The point is not smallness of mercy but seriousness of the vessel:
God saves by gathering, not by scattering.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
St. Ambrose of Milan - On Noah (De Noe)

St. Ambrose teaches, in substance, that Noah's obedient righteousness stood as a sermon to his
generation: God's patience giving a violent age time, and the just man's faith visible, like Abel's, in
what he does. The study's image for it: plank by plank, in front of neighbors who see no cloud in
the sky.
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CATECHISM CONNECTION
CCC 56-58: after the unity of the race was shattered, God made a covenant with Noah, an
everlasting order embracing all the nations; it remains in force while the Gospel goes out.

CCC 71: the covenant with Noah remains in force during the times of the Gentiles.

CCC 1219: the Church has seen in Noah's ark a prefiguring of salvation by baptism, for by it “a few,
that is, eight persons, were saved through water.”

CCC 1094: in the Church's baptismal catechesis, the flood and the ark stand among the great Old
Testament figures of baptism.

+ CCC 845-848: the Church, prefigured by the ark, is the vessel of salvation and the place of
reconciled humanity; read whole, the same paragraphs teach that this is no verdict on those who,
through no fault of their own, do not know Christ or His Church.

CCC 2569: the tradition of prayer sees in Noah's walking with God and his pleasing offering the
shape of the upright heart.

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

SACRIFICE THREAD develops: Noah's first act on the washed earth is an altar and an offering of
clean animals (8:20-21), and God's response is covenant. Abel's firstlings, Noah's altar; next stops
are Melchizedek (Session 7) and the Agedah (Session 10). Say nothing forward.

+ WOOD-AND-WATER THREAD formally begins: the ark's wood through the flood's water. The
tradition follows wood and water beyond this book (to the sea of the Exodus, and to the font), and
its full weight is the Cross through baptism. Tonight's Wisdom 14:7 Dig Deeper plants it; let the
group carry it unlabeled. Pastoral note: flood narratives can touch real losses (drowning, disaster,
the death of children); if the room carries such a story, acknowledge it plainly and see Leading
With Care. Honest reading of the text never requires minimizing grief.

New-Adam pattern: creation blessing repeated (9:1), garden planted, a fall, nakedness, covering.
Genesis is teaching by repetition that a fresh start is not a fixed heart. This pattern pressures the
group toward the real question: who can be the Adam who does not fall? Do not answer it.

SEED THREAD: quiet this session, but 9:26 blesses the God of Shem; the promise line is being
narrowed. Shem means “name,” which detonates next session at Babel.

Sealed guesses remain sealed. Two sessions to the reveal.

SESSION GOALS

1. The group harvests its homework and articulates the flood as de-creation and re-creation using the
textual echoes themselves.

2. The group can state the narrative's own diagnosis (violence, 6:5, 6:11) and God's grief (6:6), and can
distinguish judgment on evil from divine caprice.

3. The group works the steelman on the morality of the flood honestly, without papering over what
remains hard.

4. The group discovers 1 Peter 3:20-21 by live discovery and connects ark, water, and baptism.

5. Each participant names one “ark-building” obedience: a long, unglamorous faithfulness God is asking
of them.

TIMED PLAN (75-90 MINUTES)

Welcome and opening prayer (5 min)
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Win questions (10 min)

Build: harvest homework echoes, then Q1-Q3 on diagnosis, de-creation, re-creation (30 min)
+ Steelman: the morality of the flood (15 min)

Build: covenant and bow, Q4; live discovery on baptism (15 min)

Send, Live It, memory verse, closing prayer (10 min)

If time runs short: Cut the Dig Deeper on Wisdom 14:7 first (painful, but it returns in Session 10's orbit),
then compress Q4 by stating the war-bow point yourself. Never cut the steelman or the 1 Peter discovery.
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SESSION 5 - THE ARK AND THE WATERS

Discussion Guide

OPENING PRAYER

Father, Your grief over sin is older than Your judgment of it, and Your mercy built a door into the side of
the ark. Gather us in tonight. Wash what the years have dirtied, renew what the flood of this world has
battered, and hang Your bow over every fear we carried in here. Through Christ our Lord. Amen.

WIN - OPEN THE RooM

W1. Have you ever worked on something for a long time that nobody around you understood or
believed in? What kept you going?

W2. What is the closest you have come to a real storm or flood? What do you remember most: sights,
sounds, decisions?
BUILD - INTO THE TEXT

Do not read all four chapters aloud. Read 6:5-22 to open, then move by targeted readings (7:11-12; 8:1-12;
8:20-9:17). Open by harvesting homework: “You read 6-9 hunting for creation-week echoes. What did you
find?” List everything offered before adding your own.

Q1. Read 6:5-6 and 6:11-13 closely. What exactly is God's complaint about the world? And what,
strikingly, does Scripture describe God as feeling in the face of it?

ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The complaint is total corruption expressed as violence: every imagination of the heart only evil,
the earth “filled with violence” (chamas). This is not a world of minor infractions; it is a world
running on bloodshed, and the flood is God's verdict on violence, not on humanity's existence.

Scripture's first explicit description of divine grief: God is “sorry” and “grieved to his heart.” Before
a drop falls, Scripture shows us a wounded heart, not a lit fuse. Whatever else the flood is, it begins
in sorrow. That is the frame the text itself demands we keep.

Q2. Now the homework harvest, sharpened. Set 7:11 next to Genesis 1:6-7, and 8:1 next to Genesis 1:2.
What is the narrator doing with these echoes? What is the flood, in creation's terms?

ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

7:11 unseals day 2: the waters above and below, separated at creation, are released; the ordered
world sinks back toward the watery chaos of 1:2. The flood is de-creation: the world that chose
chaos receives chaos.

8:1restarts creation: a ruach (wind, spirit) from God moves over the waters, a deliberate echo of 1:2
(echo, not duplicate: the wording differs), and the sequence replays: waters recede, dry land
appears, creatures come out to be fruitful and multiply, and the creation blessing is spoken again
over Noah (9:1). Noah is written as a new Adam stepping onto a washed world. The narrator's
grammar is clear: God's judgments aim at new creation, not mere destruction.

Q3. Read 9:20-23 and 8:21. The world is washed; is the heart? What do Noah's vineyard and God's own
verdict tell us about what the flood could and could not do?
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ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The new Adam falls like the old one. The text asserts a vineyard planted, wine misused, nakedness,
and a covering by others' hands (9:20-23); in those details the narrator plants deliberate echoes of
Eden: a planting, fruit gone wrong, nakedness, covering. They are echoes, not an itemized repeat.
And God's post-flood verdict repeats the pre-flood diagnosis: “the imagination of man's heart is evil
from his youth” (8:21). The flood cleansed the earth and left the heart untouched.

This is the narrative's own theology of its limits: judgment, even total judgment, cannot fix what is
wrong with us. And God responds not by scheduling more floods but by binding Himself: “I will
never again curse the ground because of man.” The problem of the heart will have to be solved
another way. The rest of the Bible is that other way.

BUILD, THEN PRESS - STEELMAN
Build it at full strength; this may be the hardest objection in the whole study, so do not rush it.

“The flood is divinely commanded mass death: men, women, children, animals, drowned by their
Maker. If a human ruler did this we would call it what it is. Christians who defend it reveal that
their morality is just obedience to power; and if the story is not historical, then the Church has
spent centuries venerating a genocide myth. Either way, this chapter should end belief in a good
God.”

Press it: read 7:21-23 aloud, slowly, before answering. Let the group sit with the totality. Do not let
the answer begin until the weight is real.

ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Begin with genre, honestly held: this is primeval history, the same inspired mode as Genesis 1-11
throughout, using the narrative forms of its world (the ancient Near East told flood stories; Israel's
is a theological correction of them). The Church does not oblige us to read it as global geophysical
reportage, and its inspired teaching does not depend on that question. But do not hide behind
genre: the text means to say something true and severe about God and evil, and we owe it a real
answer, not an escape.

So take the severe truth straight, and do not pretend it costs nothing. First, the flood is a verdict on
violence: the text's stated ground is an earth “filled with violence,” and its dissolution is the shape
of its own choice. And still the honest reader asks about the infants, the children, the animals. The
text does not itemize culpability, and the Church does not pretend the question away: she says the
Judge of all the earth does right (18:25), that the ways of His providence are often unknown to us
and will be fully known only when we see Him face to face (CCC 314), and that the genre here is
primeval narrative teaching the reality of judgment, not a casualty ledger inviting our arithmetic.
Second, the text surrounds the judgment with mercy at every seam: God grieves before He judges;
the building years were, as St. Peter reads them, God's patience waiting (1 Peter 3:20); and the story
ends with God hanging up the war-bow and swearing never again. Third, and deepest: the narrative
itself declares the flood's failure to cure the heart (8:21). Scripture rules out this judgment's ever
being repeated (9:11) and points forward: God's final answer to a violent world will not be
drowning sinners. It will be the Son going under the waters Himself: into the Jordan, and into the
death of the Cross, where the One who will judge the world takes the side of the judged and,
without ever being a sinner, assumes us in our estrangement and offers Himself for our sins in
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redeeming love (CCC 602-603).

What remains hard, leave hard. The deaths of the innocent, then and now, are not tidied by any
paragraph; the Church sets them inside the mystery of a God who keeps every life in His hands
beyond death, and who has answered evil finally not with water but with His own blood. A faith
that can say that at a graveside is not obedience to power; it is trust in the One who took the flood
on Himself.

Q4. Read 9:8-17. Here the covenant God announced to Noah before the flood (6:18) is formally
established, sealed, and given its sign. Who is included in it? What is the sign, and what is that sign,
literally, in Hebrew?

ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

The covenant is staggeringly wide: Noah, his descendants, “and every living creature,” the birds
and beasts included, “for all future generations.” Before God ever narrows the story to one family,
He binds Himself to the whole living world. The Catechism reads this covenant as still in force for
the nations (CCC 58, 71).

The sign is God's “bow”: the ordinary Hebrew word for a war-bow. God hangs His weapon in the
sky; a hung-up bow, many readers ancient and modern observe, is a bow no longer in hand. On that
reading every rainbow is the Creator's visible disarmament, a treaty written in light. The next time
the group sees one, they should know what they are looking at.

LIVE DISCOVERY

Live discovery. Send readers to 1 Peter 3:18-22 and Matthew 24:37-39. Read both aloud. Ask: “What
does Peter say the flood corresponds to? What does Jesus do with the days of Noah?”

ANSWER - SHARE AFTER THE DISCUSSION

Peter reads the whole event as a figure of baptism: eight souls “saved through water,” and “baptism,
which corresponds to this, now saves you... through the resurrection of Jesus Christ.” The font is the
flood turned to mercy: the old self drowned, a new creation stepping out. This is why the Church
put the flood in her baptismal catechesis from the beginning (CCC 1219, 1094).

Jesus makes Noah's generation the mirror of the last days: eating, drinking, marrying, ignoring,
until the flood came (Matthew 24:38-39); Genesis adds that the Lord Himself shut the door (7:16).
The point is not date-setting but wakefulness: mercy's patience has a horizon, and the ark's open
door is an invitation with a deadline. The Church, St. Cyprian's ark, keeps her door open now.

DIG DEEPER - BLESSED IS THE WOOD

The Wisdom of Solomon, meditating on the ark, writes: “blessed is the wood by which
righteousness comes” (Wisdom 14:7). In context, the ark's timber; but the Church could not read it
without seeing another wood by which righteousness comes, and the liturgy of Good Friday still
sings of the faithful Cross. Salvation in Scripture keeps arriving by wood and water: the ark
through the flood, the basket on the Nile, the staff at the sea, and at the center of history, the Cross
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and the font. Keep your hand on this thread.

SEND - OUT THE DOOR

S1. Where is God asking an ark of you: a long, unglamorous obedience, built plank by plank in front of
people who see no cloud in the sky? What is the next plank?

$2. The flood washed the world but not the heart. Where have you been trying to fix by external
overhaul what only grace can change from inside?
LIVE IT THIS WEEK

Renew your baptism deliberately once this week: bless yourself slowly with holy water on entering
church, and name what those waters did to you.

+ Identify your next plank: one concrete act this week in the long obedience you named at Send, and
tell one person in the group what it is.

When you see rain or a rainbow this week, say aloud: “You have hung up Your bow.” Let the sky
preach the covenant to you.

Read Genesis 10-11 before next session. Yes, including the names in chapter 10: count how many
nations you can tally, and notice what everyone on the list has in common.
SCRIPTURE MEMORY VERSE
“I set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me and the earth.” (Genesis
9:13)
CLOSING PRAYER

Lord Jesus Christ, You went under the flood of judgment so that we could come through the waters alive.
Keep us in the ark of Your Church, patient in the long obediences, awake while the door stands open, and
grateful every time the sky remembers Your covenant for us. Amen.
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SESSION 5 - THE ARK AND THE WATERS

Leader Reference Card

Every passage used in the Discussion Guide, in order.

Where It Is Used Passage

Opening reading Genesis 6:5-22

Q1 diagnosis and grief Genesis 6:5-6, 6:11-13

Q2 de-creation and re-creation Genesis 7:11 with 1:6-7; 8:1 with 1:2;
9:1

Q3 the unwashed heart Genesis 9:20-23; 8:20-21

Steelman reading Genesis 7:21-23

Steelman answer 1 Peter 3:20; CCC 58, 71, 314

Q4 covenant and bow Genesis 9:8-17

Live discovery 1 Peter 3:18-22; Matthew 24:37-39

Dig Deeper Wisdom 14:7; Genesis 8:11; Mark 1:10

Memory verse Genesis 9:13
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