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Text 
When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to them, 

2 
the sons of God 

saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any of them they chose. 
3 
Then the LORD 

said, "My Spirit will not contend with man forever, for he is mortal; his days will be a hundred and twenty 

years." 
4 
The Nephilim were on the earth in those days-- and also afterward-- when the sons of God went to 

the daughters of men and had children by them. They were the heroes of old, men of renown. 
5 
The LORD 

saw how great man's wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his 

heart was only evil all the time. 
6 
The LORD was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart 

was filled with pain. 
7 
So the LORD said, "I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the 

earth-- men and animals, and creatures that move along the ground, and birds of the air-- for I am grieved 

that I have made them." 
8 
But Noah found favor in the eyes of the LORD. 

 

Introduction 
 In the genealogy of chapter 5 that we looked at last week, we started with Adam 

and we ended with a man named Noah.  The repetitive formula of “and then he died,” 

was broken for a guy named Enoch, who “walked with God; then he was no more.”  We 

talked about that a bit last week. 

But the standard formula was also disrupted for Noah.  We didn’t really mention 

that last week.  At the end of the genealogy we have Noah’s father, Lamech, giving an 

explanation for Noah’s name.  Noah itself means “rest.”  And then he says, “He will 

comfort us in the labor and painful toil of our hands caused by the ground the Lord has 

cursed” (v. 29).  There’s a keen awareness that there is no rest and there’s a hope that 

maybe this guy could turn things around.  There’s an anticipation that something was 

going to happen with Noah.  Little did Lamech know exactly what that was going to be. 

The story of Noah and the ark and the flood is one of the most well-know Bible 

stories.  It was recently the inspiration for a major motion picture – Evan Almighty – 

starring Steve Carell.  It’s kind of funny to me how a story about lots of people being 

drowned has become commercialized and is a best-selling wall-paper theme for kids’ 

rooms.  It’s really not a very happy story when you think about it.  It’s also a story with a 

lot of weird stuff, not very G-rated – the sons of God marrying the daughters of men 

(what the heck is that all about; we’re going to tackle that today), the Nephilim (we’ll get 

to that too), and then a little later after the flood we’ve got Noah getting drunk and getting 

naked.  It’s a really interesting story, much of which people aren’t aware of or just gloss 

over. 
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And here’s the thing: I think most people who think they know the story of Noah, 

when they think about it, totally get it wrong.  Most people think Noah is a good guy and 

everybody else that got killed in the flood was a bad guy.  But in reality, Noah was a bad 

guy.  And when we look at this story we think that we’re good guys that God will save, 

but in reality we’re bad guys too.  It’s an interesting story.  We’ve got lots to cover, so 

let’s dig right in.  We’re just going to cover the first 8 verses of chapter 6 because v. 9 has 

another toledot, signaling a division in the author’s mind.  As we look at these 8 verses 

setting up the fuller development of the story of Noah, what we’ll see is just this: God 

has mercy on bad people. 

 

Let’s pray… 
 

Sons of God and Daughters of Men 

 “When men began to increase in number on the earth and daughters were born to 

them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of men were beautiful, and they married any 

of them they chose” (vv. 1-2).  How many of you have heard explanations of this text that 

would make a great plot for a B-movie horror flic?  Angels (fallen angels) coming down 

to earth and having sex with women and making these freakish demon-babies.  Trippy, 

huh? 

 What do we make of this?  Well, there are three (maybe three and a half) different 

major interpretations of what’s going on here.  Let me lay them out for you and then tell 

you what I think makes the most sense, but you’ve got to understand: there’s no 

consensus among interpreters as to what to make of it.  This is a hard one. 

 

(Fallen) Angels – The first interpretation is the one that says this is talking about angels 

and humans hooking up.  It’s the earliest Jewish interpretation.  It was probably the 

majority understanding among the early church.  It also claims the clearest linguistic 

support.  The exact phrase – “sons of God” – is used 3x in the book of Job to speak of 

angelic beings.  So it seems to be the most natural way to take it here.  People who hold 

this position also point to NT passages that seem to possibly link angels with the flood 

(1Pt. 3:19-20; 2Pt. 2:4-6; Jd. 6).  It’s bizarre, but as on scholar puts it, “Those who 

believe that the creator could unite himself to human nature in the Virgin’s womb will 

not find this story intrinsically beyond belief.”
1
 

 I obviously believe in the supernatural, so I guess this could have happened.  But 

is it the best interpretation?  Here are a few reasons against it: 

(1) It’s weird! 

(2) Jesus says in Matthew 22:30 when anti-supernaturalists are mocking him 

about his belief in the resurrection of the dead by asking the question about a woman who 

had been married 7 times to men who all died and whose wife she’d be in the new 

creation… he says that “at the resurrection people will neither marry nor be given in 

marriage; they will be like the angels in heaven.”  So angels don’t get married, according 

to Jesus. 

(3) Jesus says in Matthew 24 that “in the days before the flood, people were 

eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage up to the day Noah entered the ark” 

(Mt. 24:38).  That’s what people were doing; people were marrying and being given in 

marriage.  Jesus doesn’t say anything about strange angel love.  It was just life as usual. 
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(4) But the biggest problem with the angel interpretation is that it just doesn’t 

make much sense contextually.  The whole story of Genesis is about human sin, the 

spread of human sin.  The first part of chapter six is setting the stage for the flood, which 

is God’s judgment on wicked people, not angels.  If it’s that angels came and married 

humans it doesn’t seem like a good explanation for why God decided to practically wipe 

out the human race.  And that’s exactly what the first part of Genesis 6 is setting up. 

A variation of the (fallen) angel theory is that these are demon-possessed people.  

Demons are looking for bodies to inhabit (i.e. Mk. 5:11ff) and so they take over human 

bodies and marry women that way.  But is that really what Genesis is trying to say? 

 

Kings – A second interpretation is that the phrase “sons of God” refers to kings.  So then 

this is talking about the power-hungry rulers of the day taking for themselves harems and 

multiple wives, abusing their authority by enlisting any women they chose to be a part of 

his royal harem.  This is probably the least popular theory with the least support. 

 

Sethite vs. Cainite – The third interpretation is that the “sons of God” refers to those with 

a heritage of God-worshippers, most likely the Sethites, and the “sons of men” are those 

who ran away from God, most likely the Cainites.  Remember in chapter 4 we read of the 

line of Cain and the degeneration of society but we also read at the end about a 

countercultural movement linked with the line of Cain’s replacement brother, Seth, and 

comprised of people who “called upon the name of the Lord.”  That line was traced in 

chapter 5 and included Enoch who “walked with God.” 

 So perhaps this is talking about a time when even those who claimed to be a part 

of God’s people had become completely like the world around them.  Perhaps it’s telling 

of how the Sethite counterculture movement couldn’t last forever, couldn’t hold up 

against the pressures to compromise, and like every movement, dissipated after several 

generations.  The constant pull of the world is always away from God.  There had been a 

small movement of people who worshipped God and fought the sin within, but over time 

their progeny had completely abandoned any lines of distinction and lived and married 

however and whoever they wanted.  Perhaps this is talking, to use an anachronistic term, 

about “Christians” marrying non-Christians. 

 One person put it well when he said, “It is impossible to be dogmatic about the 

identification of ‘sons of God’ here….  The evidence is ambiguous and therefore defies 

clear-cut identifications and solutions.”
2
  I can’t be sure this is what this is talking about, 

but it seems most likely to me. 

 And what’s crystal clear from the rest of the Bible is that if you want to be lured 

away from God, dating (and marrying) the wrong person is one of the best ways.  I think 

of 1 Kings 11:1-4 where it says, 

 

King Solomon, however, loved many foreign women besides Pharaoh’s 

daughter – Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians and Hittites.  They 

were from nations about which the Lord had told the Israelites, “You must 

not intermarry with them, because they will surely turn your hearts after 

their gods.”  Nevertheless, Solomon held fast to them in love.  He had 

seven hundred wives of royal birth and three hundred concubines, and his 

wives led him astray.  As Solomon grew old, his wives turned his heart 
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after other gods, and his heart was not fully devoted to the Lord his God, 

as the heart of David his father had been. 

 

In Ezra 9:1-2, 10:1-44, and Nehemiah 13:23ff it was strictly forbidden for the 

Israelites to marry non-Israelite people.  That’s a bad idea.  When that happens, the 

spiritual state of God’s people is in a bad place.  And in the NT we see the same 

principle.  Paul says in 1 Corinthians 7:39 that “a woman is bound to her husband as long 

as he lives.  But if her husband dies, she is free to marry anyone she wishes, but he must 

belong to the Lord.”  2 Corinthians 6:14 says, “Do not be yoked together with 

unbelievers.” 

Who you marry is a big deal.  And dating is nothing other than gearing up for and 

testing out marriage.  If you love God with all your heart, mind, soul, and strength you 

can’t, you won’t join yourself in such a way to a non-believer.  It’s simply incongruous.  

Don’t even play around with that.  Who cares how beautiful she is! 

The sequence here in v. 2 mirrors the temptation in the Garden.  Eve saw (ha'r') 
that the fruit was beautiful (bAj) and she took (xq;l') it and ate.  The sons of God saw (ha'r') 
that the daughters of men were beautiful (bAj) and they took (xq;l') any they chose.  This is 

a echo of the original temptation to sin.  And these men totally gave in.  They did 

whatever they wanted without restraint.  When those who in some way bear the name of 

God start marrying those who don’t, Genesis says, things have gotten really bad.  

Everyone was bad.  There were none who remained faithful to the Lord. 

That’s what I think is going on here.  Maybe I’ve convinced you.  If not, I still 

think we can agree with Derek Kidner when he says, “More important than the detail of 

this episode is its indication that man is beyond self-help, whether the Seth-ites have 

betrayed their calling, or demonic powers have gained a stranglehold.”
3
  With the growth 

of the human race, the world had gotten progressively worse.  It was in a bad place. 

 

A Hundred and Twenty Years 

 So “the Lord said, ‘My Spirit will not contend with man forever, for his is mortal; 

his days will be a hundred and twenty years” (v. 3).  This passage is chock full of 

interpretive conundrums.  I’ve always read this as saying that God makes the human age 

limit to be 120 years.  That’s why we don’t have people living to be 969 years old like 

Methuselah anymore.  It’s a valid way to understand this sentence, but there’s a problem.  

What is it?  Well, throughout the rest of the book of Genesis we have people still living 

longer than 120 years.  The genealogy in chapter 11 has people living 500, 403, 430, 209 

years…  Abraham lived to be 125 years old.  Isaac made it to 180.  Jacob was 147 when 

he died. 

 Some people say that at least the numbers are going down and by the time you get 

to Moses, Moses lived exactly 120 years.  But it still seems like a problem.  There’s 

another way to read this verse in Genesis 6 that I think makes sense and that is not as a 

shortened lifespan but as a period for repentance.  1 Peter 3:20 speaks of “God [waiting] 

patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built.”  Perhaps this is God giving 

the sinful human race 120 years to repent.  It’s him holding back his judgment and not 

just wiping everyone out right away but saying, “I can’t permit this forever, I’m going to 

give them 120 more years.”  And in 2 Peter 2:5 we see Noah described as “a preacher of 
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righteousness.”  Maybe he was warning people to turn from their wickedness while he 

was building the ark?? 

 Again, we can’t know for sure, but we do know that “the Lord is slow to anger, 

abounding in love and forgiving sin and rebellion.  Yet he does not leave the guilty 

unpunished” (Nu. 14:18).  He is patient and 2 Peter 3:15 says, “Bear in mind that our 

Lord’s patience means salvation.” Every day you have is a gracious gift from God, 

another chance to repent.  We saw something kind of like this with Nebuchadnezzar in 

the book of Daniel.  Nebuchadnezzar has a weird dream, Daniel interprets it as a warning 

of coming judgment on him for his pride and then we read, “O king, be pleased to accept 

my advice: Renounce your sins by doing what is right, and your wickedness by being 

kind to the oppressed.  It may be that then your prosperity will continue” (4:27).  And 

then we read that “twelve months later” (4:29) all the judgment came upon 

Nebuchadnezzar.  He had a year to think about it and take Daniel’s advise and repent.  

Every day God keeps the world going is him giving more people more of a chance to turn 

from sin and turn to him. 

 

The Nephilim 

Alright, next verse: “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days – and also 

afterward – when the sons of God went to the daughters of men and had children by 

them.  They were the heroes of old, men of renown” (v. 4).  It’s not getting any easier.  

Who are these Nephilim?  Well, if you take the angel theory we talked about earlier then 

you most likely see the Nephilim as the mutant offspring of those unions.  The word is 

used one other time in the OT in Numbers 13:33 to describe the people the Hebrew spies 

saw in the Promised Land.  They were described as giants, men of imposing stature, 

leading some to speculate that the Nephilim here were these huge monsters of men, a race 

of giants. 

First of all, we’ve got to be clear that the Nephilim in Numbers couldn’t have 

been descendants of the Nephilim here, unless they were really good swimmers and could 

tread water for 40 days.  But we read that the flood wiped everyone out.  So what does it 

mean to be called Nephilim?  I think the text tells us – “heroes… men of renown.”  The 

Nephilim in Numbers were men whose aura was larger than life, they were heroes, 

daunting, towering over those around them. 

The Nephilim are around today.  They are especially present in cultures that are 

especially depraved.  They’re the Michael Jordans, the Bill Gates, the Tupac Shakurs, the 

Tom Cruises.  It’s referring to the cult of celebrity.  The living legends.  This is 

describing a culture that idolizes and scrutinizes their stars.  Think of People magazine, 

and Entertainment Tonight.  The Nephilim are around today.  When God has been 

discarded we worship our heroes. 

 

Total Depravity 

 And now verse 5 is the culmination, the conclusion.  The human race has reached 

its nadir.  “The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that 

every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time” (v. 5).  There was 

no trace left of any kind of worship of God.  The primeval people of God had assimilated 

into the mainstream of culture.  They worshipped their celebrities.  Sin had been passed 

on from generation to generation and was only exacerbated by the growth of civilization 
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(culture can’t save anyone) until finally God was no more than a faint memory.  This is 

the natural progression of the world due to sin if God doesn’t intervene: complete and 

total godlessness. 

 And we get here the best description of total depravity anywhere in Bible – “every 

inclination of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only evil all the time” (v. 5).  “It means 

even the reflections of fantasy, the rising and freely formed movements of the will were 

‘only evil continually.’”
4
  Not only do we do evil things, we think evil thoughts.  We 

have evil imaginations.  We have evil desires.  To quote the Heidelberg Catechism, “We 

are inclined by nature to hate God and our neighbor.”  We resent God.  We don’t love 

anyone but ourselves. 

 This is the natural state of every single person.  “As it is written: ‘There is no one 

righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All 

have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, 

not even one’” (Rom. 3:10-12).  “No one living is righteous before [God]” (Ps. 143:2).  

“We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way” (Is. 53:6).  

This describes every single person that has ever lived (except Jesus).  We are wicked.  

We are vile.  We are self-centered.  We are hateful.  We deserve God’s judgment. 

 “The Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was 

filled with pain.  So the Lord said, ‘I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the 

face of the earth – men and animals, and creatures that move along the ground, and birds 

of the air – for I am grieved that I have made them” (vv. 6-7).  God sees where things 

have ended up and he himself is flooded with emotions – anger mixed with sadness. 

 There are those who falsely think that since God is the Absolute Sovereign in 

complete control of this world, the Unmoved Mover, that he is free of emotions.  The 

philosophical term is impassible – incapable of feeling passions.  But the God of the 

Bible is anything but unfeeling.  He is affected.  He feels.  He is full of emotion.  We see 

it clearly here in this passage. 

 There are also those who say that since God is open to emotion that must mean 

that he is not in complete control or that his knowledge of the future is somehow limited.  

After all, why would he be surprised by things he planned or be grieved about something 

he could have foreseen and prevented.  But the God of the Bible is in no way limited or 

not in complete control. 

A bunch of women are getting together this afternoon to watch Pride & 

Prejudice.  My wife has read the book at least 3 times and watched the 5-hour movie 

more times than I can count.  She knows exactly how it’s going to end, but she still feels 

the suspense in the romance between Darcy and Elizabeth, she still feels the amazement 

at Mrs. Bennet’s audacity, she still laughs at Mr. Collins, she still finds Wickham 

despicable.  Even a playwright like Arthur Miller could watch his Death of a Salesman 

staged and cry when Willy Loman’s gun goes off and he kills himself. 

God is not caught off guard by the outcome of his creation.  But neither is he 

immune from feelings of grief.  Our sin breaks God’s heart and stokes his wrath. 

 

Unconditional Election 

 But because God is not immune to feelings of grief and anger, neither is he 

incapable of feeling deep affections like love, pity, mercy, compassion, and grace.  We 

read in Genesis 6 that the whole world has turned against God.  Everyone is wicked, 
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“every intent of the thoughts of [their hearts] was only evil continually” (v. 5, NASB).  

This includes everyone… even Noah.  Did you ever think of it that way? 

 Then we read the key verse, verse 8 – “But Noah found favor in the eyes of the 

Lord.”  That word for favor is the word for grace.  Noah found grace in the eyes of the 

Lord, or rather grace found Noah.  God decided to have mercy on a guy named Noah, to 

lavish his grace on him and his family, to spare them from the coming flood, to save 

them.  And it wasn’t because of anything good in Noah that compelled God to spare him.  

It was sheer grace.  “Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord” precedes the subsequent 

description of Noah in v. 9 as “a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, 

and [who] walked with God.” 

You see, grace is by definition unconditional, not based on any current or 

foreseen merit, and therefore God’s grace always precedes any of our good.  In fact, it 

causally precedes our good.  We always think that Noah was preserved because he was a 

good guy.  This is how we tend to think; this is essentially how every human religion 

works – there are good people and there are bad people and God loves the good people 

and punishes the bad people, so be a good person.  And all other religions teach you to 

think of yourself as a good person.  But here’s where the Bible and Christianity is utterly 

unique: it says that we’re all bad people!  Nobody’s a good guy.  We’re all bad, but God 

has mercy on bad people. 

 So here it is in the OT – Paul’s glorious declaration: “For it is by grace you have 

been saved, through faith – and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God” (Eph. 2:8).  

Salvation is and always has been through God’s lavish, overflowing, and free grace 

alone.  Tis mercy all, immense and free!  No one is saved because of their own merit or 

their own doing.  Left to our own devices “every intention of the thoughts of [our hearts 

are] only evil continually” (v. 5, ESV).  Before men could begin to call upon the name of 

the Lord after the birth of Seth, God had to call their names.  Before Enoch could walk 

with God, God had to reach out and grab his hand.  Before Noah could be a righteous 

man who “did everything just as God commanded him” (v. 22), God had to extend his 

favor to Noah.  And if any of us are going to be spared from the eternal judgment we 

justly deserve, it’s going to be because of God’s grace and mercy, nothing else. 

 I called someone on the phone this week and greeted him with the standard 

pleasantries – “Hey Larry, this is Nathan Carter from Immanuel Baptist Church in 

Chicago.  How are you doing?”  I expected a quick, “Fine!” so we could move on.  But 

he caught me off guard with his immediate and genuine response – “Better than I 

deserve.”  I didn’t know what to say next.  I paused for a bit and exclaimed, “Amen, 

brother.  Amen.” 

 

Conclusion 
I love this concept of grace, don’t you?  Nobody here is a good person.  Every 

breath of oxygen we take is way more than we deserve.  How much more amazing is 

eternal life when I deserve to be damned?  That’s what God, who is rich in mercy, did at 

the cross.  He died for bad people… 

 

The Lord’s Table 
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Benediction 
May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face shine upon us, that [his] ways 

may be known on earth, [his] salvation among all nations. – Ps. 67:1-2 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This sermon was addressed originally to the people at Immanuel Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois, by 

Pastor Nathan Carter on Sunday morning, November 18, 2007.  It is not meant to be a polished essay, but 

was written to be delivered orally.  The vision of Immanuel Baptist Church is to transform sinners into a 

holy people who find eternal satisfaction in Christ. 
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