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PREFACE 

 

To write a thesis on a theology of heroism has been my plan for more than twenty 

years. Originally, I had thought to take the entire Bible as the arena of my study. Years 

ago, I was helped to see that that was too broad a scope, and I set my sights on the book 

of Samuel with the plan of beginning with a chapter surveying the primordial background 

of heroism in the first eleven chapters of Genesis. In the course of this study, it became 

clear that the project needed to begin with a focus on just the Genesis material.  

It is my hope that the present volume will serve as a foundation for future studies 

(mine and others’) of the theological theme of heroism. The conclusion and appendix at 

the end of this study call for further work and provide some suggestions to that end. 

My approach here is Christian and confessional. I carry out this study with the 

firm belief that the Bible is the word of God, and my goal above all else, is to honor Him. 

I sit beneath—not above—the Scriptures. I do not accept the common notion that true 

scholarship must be dispassionate and critical. As a consequence, I am not reticent to see 

the Messiah in the pages of Old Testament scripture. I do recognize, however, the need 

for a disciplined hermeneutic and exegetical method. My desire is to see Messiah where 

He is present and in the ways in which He is present in the text, not to see Him where He 

is not or in ways He is not. 

I will endeavor to make clear and cogent arguments for any particularly Christian 

interpretations of the Hebrew Scriptures. I do not apologize for having a Christian 
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approach, but I would certainly want to repent of poor exegesis, if in fact I had turned out 

to offer it at any point. To this end, I invite helpful criticism at all levels of the study. 

This thesis is intended as more than an academic study, but also as a project of 

sorts. The aim here is to write a thesis with one foot in the academy and one in the 

church. Academic tradition may have it that a student is to write a scholarly thesis in the 

language of the academy and then convert it to sermons or books at a later time, if he 

chooses to do so. My aim is to serve the church—now, not just at some later point—and 

in this thesis, not with a diluted form of a study originally accessible only to 

academicians. 

In their book, The Pastor Theologian, Hiestand and Wilson distinguish between 

three types of pastors who purposefully carry on theological work as leaders in the 

church. The first they term the “local theologian,” a pastor who “constructs theology for 

the laity of his local church.” The second is the “popular theologian,” who “provides 

theological leadership to Christian laity beyond his own congregation.” The third is the 

“ecclesial theologian,” who “constructs theology for other Christian theologians and 

pastors.”
1
 The aim of this thesis is to serve the church at a level at or between the 

“popular” and “ecclesial” levels envisioned by these authors. 

Nevertheless, this is an academic thesis and it is intended as serious scholarship 

and solid biblical theological work. The Christian in the local church I have in mind is 

one who can read and profit from high level academic work, but may not be trained in 

biblical languages. Most readers of this kind will be able to read this thesis, skipping past 

                                                           
1
 Gerald Hiestand and Todd Wilson, The Pastor Theologian: Resurrecting an Ancient Vision (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2015), 80. I do not actually prefer the term “popular.” Nor do I hold to a model of 

ministry which distinguishes so sharply between clergy and laity. But I strongly affirm the book’s thesis 

that there is a great need for people in local church leadership who are writing solid theology for the church 

today as was done centuries ago. 
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the material that is in Hebrew and Greek fonts, paying attention to the transliteration and 

translation. For example, the reader will often encounter the likes of this: ~yhil{a/h'-ynEB. 

(B•nê hä´élöhîm), “sons of God.” In general, once this threefold rendering has been 

established, I will use either the transliteration or translation in subsequent references to 

the same thing within a given section of the study. In some cases, however, I may 

continue to use the Hebrew, particularly as it may be pertinent to the discussion at hand.  

It may seem, then, (especially to the academician who does not need the aid of the 

transliteration) that I am being inconsistent in this regard. It should be known that on 

every page of this thesis, I have kept both the seminary trained academic and the 

intellectual (but not seminary trained) Christian in mind. The footnotes, however, will not 

usually be concerned to clarify Hebrew or Greek. 

Finally, I believe that, since God gave His name to Moses to pass on to His people 

as a “memorial name for all generations” (Ex. 3:15), we are right to use it. I will usually 

render the name of God as YHWH. The gloss “the LORD” is also good, but does not 

meaningfully reflect the name which is based on the Hebrew stative verb. When quoting 

other authors, of course, I will maintain their format, including their choices in such 

matters as God’s name, capitalization of divine pronouns, transliteration of Hebrew, and 

so on. 

 

 

KC Stewart 

Fourth week of Lent, 2017 
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ABSTRACT 
 

 

Like any Christian theology, a theology of heroism must begin with the Bible. 

This theme, it turns out, is a theological concern of the earliest pages of Scripture. The 

reader encounters it in significant ways in the first eleven chapters, a section to which we 

refer as “primeval Genesis.”   

A foundational premise of this study is that the Primeval Age of the world, as 

portrayed in Genesis 1-11, is archetypal. This means that, for the various types of ideas it 

presents (gardening, marriage, parenthood, murder, city—to name but a few examples), 

primeval Genesis sets the original pattern, a sort of primordial essential quality which 

remains the root of the idea even as it undergoes expansion and even transformation in 

later ages of biblical and world history. This is true of the idea of heroism as well. 

After a brief survey of the biblical language of heroism (primarily the rbg word 

family), we follow the literary structure of primeval Genesis, tracing its presentation of 

our theme. The broad structure of primeval Genesis is constructed around three acts, each 

of which contains the following three movements: God’s creative goodness, man’s 

wickedness, and God’s response to that wickedness. In each act, the theme of heroism 

appears in the dark context of man’s wickedness. The idea of the heroic is initiated by 

God in His promise of a “Seed” in the judgment of the serpent (3:15). It then reappears in 

the pre-flood narrative in the mention of the heroes of antiquity (6:4). Finally, a specific 



xiv 

 

hero emerges in the midst of the Table of Nations (10:8-12), Nimrod, the king who is 

presented as, among other things, the leader of the building project at Babel. 

We find that, in the Primeval Age just as in our own, humankind has a fascination 

with heroism. People want to be or to find heroes with great names, leaders or paragons 

on whom they may pin their hopes for restoration and greatness. Though the idea of 

restoration and greatness through the promise of a Hero is initiated by God, it is quickly 

perverted by humanity and serves as a major vehicle for our fallenness and rebellion. 

Meanwhile, God consistently shows a different way, brushing aside humanity’s grandiose 

ideas of heroism to show the lives of those who walk with Him in humble obedience. 
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Introduction 

 

TOWARD A THEOLOGY OF HEROISM: 

BEGINNING WITH PRIMEVAL GENESIS 

 

We live in a world obsessed with heroes. Human beings always have. The early 

21
st
 century American culture in which the present work is produced is enamored with 

superheroes, sports heroes, war heroes, even the “everyday” heroes featured at the ends 

of newscasts. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Graffiti on Construction Site at SE 2nd Ave and Clay St, 

Portland, Oregon
2
 

 

 

The home page of the website of the recently formed think-tank, Heroism 

Science, reads, “Heroism is all around us. The media and popular culture are constantly 

                                                           
2
 Photograph taken by KC Stewart, March 1, 2017. 
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generating stories of heroism and villainy, in fictional or real contexts. Whether we 

realise it or not, we are all engaged with the heroic in some shape or form…”
3
 

Ryken would seem to agree: “Creating heroes is one of the most significant things 

that cultures do. In fact, choosing a hero is one of the most basic of all human 

activities…. Heroes function as an inspiration. As a human race, we demand images of 

greatness. Heroes satisfy that demand. Heroes also codify a culture’s and person’s values 

and beliefs, and focus their consciousness.”
4
 

It is the position of this thesis that Ryken is correct in saying that the concept of 

heroism is deeply embedded in our humanity, both as individuals and as cultures. Further, 

we take as foundational that this has been true of humanity since the beginning—at least 

since the fall of the first humans into sin. Finally, we hold that this idea is a substantial 

concern of the Bible, not least in its opening chapters. 

The subject of this thesis is the study of the concept of heroism as a theological 

theme in the first eleven chapters of Genesis, the portion which covers the Primeval Age 

of the world. Primeval Genesis has much to say to us about the idea of the heroic. In this 

study, we will endeavor to listen. 

Treating, as it does, only the first eleven chapters of Scripture, this thesis does not 

expect to discover a full biblical theology of heroism. Rather, it is undertaken in the hope 

that it will serve as a helpful first step toward that end. A Hero-ology (or as we have 

                                                           
3
 “Heroism Science « Promoting the Transdisciplinary Study of Heroism in the 21st Century,” accessed 

March 26, 2017, https://heroismscience.wordpress.com/. 

 
4
 Leland Ryken, Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible, 2nd ed (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Book House, 1992), 108–9. 
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called it elsewhere, “Geberology”
5
) is a needed piece in Christian theology with areas of 

overlap and connection with virtually all of the other areas usually covered in systematic 

theology (Christology, Anthropology, etc.).
6
 But as with all theology, the work must be 

done with the biblical text first. 

The questions that immediately arise in a Christian theological consideration of 

heroism are varied, but all greatly important: What is a Christian attitude toward the idea 

of heroism? What does God think of heroes? Is it acceptable or desirable for Christians to 

have human heroes? Should a Christian strive to be heroic? 

The webpage page at Heroism Science (cited above), continues, 

Heroism and heroic individuals represent the pinnacle of humanity – what we can 

become, do and experience. But, as we are discovering, decoding the heroic 

process, its antecedents and impacts is far from simple. Heroism science seeks to 

uncover the many complex layers of this state of human consciousness which has 

fascinated us since the dawn of humankind, as we look to the future in both awe 

and fear of what we might achieve…. 

We hope you enjoy the journey with us as we travel down the road to the exciting 

discoveries that lie ahead, and are inspired in the process to dare to think beyond 

the ordinary, talk about issues you have not done so before, and embark on your 

own heroic path, whatever that may be. 

 

Christians whose Bible-reading and theology makes them wary of grandiose 

humanistic visions may feel the need for caution when reading this positive talk of 

heroism in terms of “what we can become, do and experience.” Does God call believers 

                                                           
5
 “GEBEROLOGY | A Theology of HEROISM, POWER and WEAKNESS,” accessed March 25, 2017, 

https://geberology.wordpress.com/. 

 
6
 We have already written, in another academic context, a paper contending for a heroic theory of the 

atonement, one that sees Christ as Hero and His atoning work as the work of a hero. Much work on this and 

other aspects and implications of geberology remain to be done. 
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to realize their heroic potential? Hook and Reno have written a book-length exploration 

of that question, carefully arguing for a more or less affirmative answer.
7
  

In thinking this way, we begin to see that perhaps we have started too far 

downstream. Maybe we should start with a more basic question: What is a hero? 

 

Defining “Hero” 

It is difficult to know whether we need to define heroism and hero before 

beginning our study or to wait and let Scripture define it. We cannot help having some 

idea of heroism in mind before we begin. (Without it the above discussion leading to this 

point would make no sense.) Most people come to a functional understanding of what is 

meant by the word “hero” while still very young. Indeed, simple, clear categories of hero 

and villain (or “good guy” and “bad guy”) are arguably essential to a healthy childhood. 

Reflective questions such as, ‘What makes someone a hero?’ come later. Given this 

burden (or gift) of an early deposit in the mental category of hero, we will begin by 

seeking to clarify something of the picture of heroism already semi-loosely present in 

most of our minds. As we go through our study, then, we will let the biblical data speak 

for itself and selectively critique our understandings of the concepts of hero and heroism.  

It is not necessary at present that we define the terms hero and heroism separately. 

We will concentrate on the former and trust that it suffices to elucidate the latter.  

The word “hero” is derived from the Greek h[rwj, (hērōs) which was originally 

used in ancient epic literature. This is the focus of the first of several definitions given in 

the Oxford English Dictionary. The first four are: 

                                                           
7
 Brian S. Hook and Russell R. Reno, Heroism and the Christian Life: Reclaiming Excellence, 1st ed 

(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2000). 
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1. a name given(as in Homer) to men of superhuman strength, courage, or 

ability, favoured by the gods 
 

2. a man distinguished by extraordinary valour and martial achievements; one 

who does brave or noble deeds; an illustrious warrior 
 

3. a man who exhibits extraordinary bravery, firmness, fortitude, or greatness of 

soul, in any course of action, or in connexion with any pursuit, work, or 

enterprise; a man admired and venerated for his achievements and noble 

qualities 
 

4. the man who forms the subject of an epic; the chief male personage in a play, 

poem, or story; he in whom the interest of the story or plot is centred
8
 

 

Most reflections on what a hero is render ideas that may be assembled in one of 

two broad semantic categories, that of champion or paragon and that of protagonist. In 

the former category, we find ideas such as courageous representative, self-sacrificing 

rescuer, role model and so forth. The latter category, shown in the fourth OED definition, 

is the use of the word hero in discussions of literature or cinema. This latter category has 

an important place in a broader theology of heroism as will be evident from simply 

asking the question, ‘Who is the hero (protagonist) of the story of the Bible?’
9
 But this is 

not the concern of the present study. When the author of Genesis mentions, for example, 

the “heroes of antiquity,” he is not telling us about protagonists, people who are the main 

characters of other stories; rather, he is telling us about characters within his story who 

are, in some sense, heroes. 

Our concern will be with the category of hero as exemplar, champion or paragon. 

The second and third OED definitions, therefore, are the most germane. Even within this 

one category, we do well to draw two other distinctions. First, there is a difference 

between the essential concepts of greatness of achievement and greatness of attraction. 

                                                           
8
 John Andrew Simpson, ed., The Oxford English Dictionary. Vol. 7: Hat - Intervacuum, 2. ed., reprinted 

(with corr.) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1991), 171.  (Hereafter cited as, OED.) 

 
9
 We have addressed this question elsewhere. See KC Stewart, “The Story of the Bible,” in Starting Point 

Study Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002), 1484-91 
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The two are generally found together in a hero, but they are separate aspects of his 

heroism. The hero does great things, and consequently, he stands as a paragon, one to 

whom others look for inspiration, hope, and example.  

Second, it will be observed that in none of the OED definitions above is there a 

strong emphasis on moral virtue (except, perhaps, in the word “noble”). Yet for many 

understandings of hero, moral goodness is an essential characteristic. Sauer writes, “The 

hero… is one who, though he can avoid danger and even loss of life, exposes himself to it 

for the sake of an ideal. There are five factors which belong to the essence of heroism: 

freedom of will, single-mindedness in pursuit of an ideal, readiness to act, self-sacrifice, 

devotion even to death. In self-sacrifice, heroism reaches its peak.”
10

 It would seem that 

to qualify as a hero, one must have some claim to moral goodness. The mere aggregate of 

power, achievement and human-level intelligence would seem to be sufficient to make 

one what legends call a “monster,” but not a hero. There need not be universal 

agreement, but to be a hero, it seems that one must be seen as morally “good” at least to 

some degree and in some eyes. Goliath may be a monster when viewed from the Israelite 

side of the Valley of Elah, but from the Philistine perspective, he is a “hero” (1 Sam. 

17:51). 

So as heroes serve as paragons, those who look to them for inspiration and 

example do not merely want to be strong. There is some kind of value judgment in the 

very admiration of a hero. Ryken is helpful again here: 

The heroes that we encounter in literature and the Bible represent one of the 

oldest and most universal impulses of the human race—the desire to embody 

accepted norms of thought, feeling, or action in a character whose destiny is 

typical or representative and in some sense exemplary. A hero is an idealized 

figure—a person whom people respect and admire…. 

                                                           
10

 Erich Sauer, The King of the Earth, lst USA ed (Palm Springs, CA: R.N. Haynes Publishers, 1981), 116. 
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Because heroes sum up what a whole culture wants to say, we can profitably view 

the image of the hero as a comment on the three great issues of life: values (what 

matters most and least), morality (what constitutes good and evil behavior), and 

reality (what really exists in life and the universe).
11

 

 

In considering these many thoughts about the notion of hero, it has not been our 

aim to front-load the study with unnecessary semantic freight. It has been, as we said 

above, an attempt to bring clarity to the somewhat unclear collection of associations with 

the term already present in our minds. We trust that our lexical study of the rbg root in 

chapter 1 and our exegetical studies of the biblical material of primeval Genesis in 

subsequent chapters will be aided, rather than encumbered, by this discussion. 

 

Methodology and Approach 

Before we begin our introduction to the study of heroism in primeval Genesis, it 

will be beneficial to explain a few matters regarding our methodology in and approach to 

the study. 

 

Limits of Study 

Textual and Thematic Limits.  Our pursuit of the theme of heroism will draw 

our attention to three major areas of the primeval Genesis text: the judgment in the 

garden in chapter 3, the description of the situation prior to the flood in chapter 6, and the 

Nimrod-Babel material in 10 and 11. We will not attempt to cover everything in those 

sections. However, we will have reason to discuss numerous issues of the text in those 

sections which are not directly dealing with heroism, yet are integral parts of the passages 

which host our theme.  

                                                           
11

 Ryken, Words of Delight, 108. 
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On the other hand, we are not limited to the areas of chapters 3, 6 and 10-11. We 

will often go beyond those environs into the other parts of primeval Genesis (e.g., 

discussing Cain and his descendants in chapter 4), because the narrative is composed as 

an integrated whole. Tracing the theme of heroism in Genesis 1-11 cannot be a matter of 

skimming over the surface of the text and snatching a phrase or sentence out of it like an 

eagle taking a fish from a lake. We must gain something of an understanding of the 

landscape of the text in which we seek to trace the theme, yet hopefully without getting 

bogged down in details which, in the end, have little to do with forming a theology of 

heroism. 

In the specific case of Genesis 6:1-8, it will be necessary for us to devote a 

significant amount of space to the exegetical features of the pericope over all, even 

though all the explicit language of heroism is found in verse 4. So in our treatment of the 

primeval Genesis material, we will seek to strike a balance between overly-protracted 

attention paid to too much of the text on the one hand, and too light and passing attention 

paid to it on the other. At some points, it may seem, briefly, that we have lost track of our 

theme, but we beg the reader’s patience at these points. We trust that, when we come to 

the discussion of conclusions regarding our theme, no major aspect of our exegetical 

survey will seem to have been frivolous, but that all will have played worthwhile parts in 

helping us form the theme of heroism as the Scriptures actually present it. 

Linguistics Limits.  This thesis, in both the research and the writing phases, has 

been limited to English and the biblical languages, Hebrew and Greek.  
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Hermeneutical and Exegetical Criteria 

A few explanatory remarks here regarding our hermeneutical and exegetical 

approach to the text will be helpful to the reader throughout the study. 

Translation of the Biblical Text.  Except in a few cases of brief, incidental 

asides to some short phrase of Scripture, the biblical translation in this thesis is original. 

Here and there a phrase will be mentioned in such a way that none of the flow of our 

argument rests on the wording of the text in question, and a brief mention of it is 

sufficient. In some such cases, we have simply used the phrasing of the New American 

Standard Bible. But even in many of those cases, we have translated the phrase ourselves. 

And certainly in all uses of Scripture of a verse or more, or where the wording of the text 

is at all at issue, the translation is original. 

Literary-Canonical Hermeneutic.  Much of the scholarly work on Genesis (and 

the Pentateuch, generally) has been guided by hermeneutics which see the keys to 

understanding the text as lying outside the text itself. In particular, the Documentary 

Hypothesis, the idea that the text of the Pentateuch is a patchwork of passages drawn 

from various sources (Yahwist, Elohist, Priestly and Deuteronomist) has held great sway. 

We have no interest in such considerations. Whatever the process of enscripturation of 

any given part of the Bible, it is the Bible as we have it now that concerns us. Here and 

there, we may pay a moment’s attention to some scholarly interpretation of a given detail 

as based on something from outside the biblical canon, but never at length or to any 

serious degree. 
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Our interpretive field is the biblical canon of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures of 

the Old and New Testaments.
12

 And our exegetical approach will be to take the text as 

narrative literature. 

Intertextuality and the Nature of Biblical Detail.  Much work has been done in 

the past few decades on intertextual method. We cannot devote space here to a complex 

explanation of methodology. A few guiding thoughts will suffice.  

Students of the Scriptures frequently disagree over the viability of specific 

connections made between texts. Some are apt to see connections, others are more 

reticent. Most would agree that to see a connectedness between two biblical passages 

based on the mere fact that they both contain the phrase “and it came about” or “and he 

said” is less than well-founded. But a shared use of more specific phrasing between two 

passages, especially if it employs comparatively rare vocabulary, tends to be more 

convincing. Jacob’s travels brought him near a place called rd,[e-lD;g>mi (migDal-`ëder), 

“Migdal Eder,” a name which means “tower of the flock” (Gen. 35:21). Later, the 

prophecy of Micah will use this exact phrase, apparently addressing the city of Jerusalem 

(4:8). For some, that alone is enough to suggest a connection between the two texts 

(which is to say nothing of the specific nature of the connection). Others might remain 

skeptical.  

Sometimes the connection between two texts is not based on specific wording, but 

on similar ideas, images, motifs or events. This is admittedly less provable and perhaps 

more vulnerable to abuse, but Christians who see something of Good Friday in the 

offering of Isaac by Abraham in Genesis 22 must hold it as allowable in some way. When 

                                                           
12

 Biblical Aramaic would be included here as well, if it came within the field of our study; but it does not. 
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similarity of idea, image or event is combined with a verbal parallel, the connection 

should, as a general rule, be taken as established—not to say that there is automatic 

agreement on the nature of the connection. In the case of the migDal-`ëder linkage of 

Genesis 35 and Micah 4, it is of no little significance that the context of both references 

involves the image of exceptionally difficult and painful childbirth (Gen. 35:16-19; Mic. 

4:9-10). This, combined with the common phrase migDal-`ëder, should sufficiently 

strengthen the intertextuality almost to put doubt of its legitimacy beyond reach. But what 

is the nature of the connection? Again, that is a separate matter which will need further 

consideration. 

To some degree, these issues are bound up with one’s view of Scripture, what one 

expects from the biblical text. One person sees a pattern of men of God meeting women 

at wells and having a conversation which leads to a number of specific kinds of events 

and ultimately to a wedding (Gen. 24; 29; Ex. 2; John. 4; cf. 3:29; Rev.19). Another 

shrugs and says, “People in the ancient world frequently met at wells. So what?” Let not 

the former person think the latter stubborn; and let not the latter think the former over-

exuberant. 

This study assumes a high degree of artfulness and intentionality in the Scriptures 

owing both to human excellence in its composition and miraculous providence in its 

inspiration by the Spirit of God. There are no theologically insignificant details in the 

Bible. Even more common phrasing (e.g., the rapid succession of 

“saw”…“good”…“took” in Gen. 3:6 and 6:2) may serve to show a connection, given a 

context of a significant and shared idea, image or event. Not all will be convinced at 

every point. But the approach of this study to intertextual connections will be to make a 
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due effort to show good cause in the connections without great amounts of space given to 

arguments for their viability. This is not, after all, a thesis on intertextual method. Let the 

reader decide whether our connections are more or less compelling. 

Polysemy, a Helpful Device.  At several points in our exegetical survey of the 

text, we will find one particular rhetorical feature suggesting itself, namely the literary 

device called polysemy. It is “the form of ambiguity where 2+ related senses are 

associated with the same word,”13 or as may be the case, the same phrase. In fact, we will 

observe the possibility of a sort of polysemy at broader levels than phrasing. Entire 

conceptual pictures drawn by the narrative may be taken in more ways than one. This, 

might be termed macro-polysemy, but we will generally just continue to use the terms 

“polysemy” or “polysemous,” whether in regard to a single word or phrase or to larger 

pieces of text.  

This is not the same as sensus plenior, or a hermeneutic which holds that a given 

text may, in fact, have multiple meanings. What we are suggesting is the possibility that, 

while an author may have a specific reference in mind as he writes, he may do so in a 

way that imports a deliberate ambiguity of reference into his text so that his readers may 

need to accept a certain level of ambivalence in their grasp of that text.14  

In any case, we may freely admit that we are afforded greater freedom in 

entertaining the possibility of polysemy because the object of our study of the text is to 

                                                           
13

 Stefan Gries, “Polysemy,” in Handbook of Cognitive Linguistics, ed. Ewa Dąbrowska and Dagmar 

Divjak, HSK Handbucher Zur Sprach-Und Kommunikationswissenschaft, Band 39 (Berlin; Boston: De 

Gruyter Mouton, 2015), 472. 

 
14

 A classic example of this is the oracle in Jonah 3:4, where Jonah uses the verb %p;h' to describe what 

will happen to the city of Nineveh 40 days hence. The verb can mean either that the city will be 

“overthrown” or that it will be “changed.” The semantic range includes the concepts of both destruction 

and metamorphosis. By the end of the story, we know what actually came about, but we may still wonder 

how God or Jonah meant the word. Indeed, Jonah himself seems unsure (4:5)! Without a doubt, polysemy 

plays a major role in the intense artfulness of the narrative. 
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see the theme of heroism herein, not to come to definite conclusions regarding all it says. 

On returning to the same texts for other purposes in the future, especially the purpose of 

expository study of the text itself, we might need to press harder on some of the 

“polysemous” issues and arrive at definite interpretive decisions. But for our present 

purposes, proffering a polysemous interpretation will be helpful in many cases, providing 

us with the opportunity to delve into the text just deeply enough to see what is—or might 

be—there and then to see what it has to offer us for a theology of heroism. 

 

Beginning with Primeval Genesis 

Genesis 1-11 tells the story of the Primeval Age, the first age of the world, from 

creation to the beginning of the story of Abraham. This means that what it reveals and 

teaches about the ideas and phenomena it contains will be archetypal and, therefore, 

fundamental, radical, elemental. Worship, faith, sin, marriage, sexuality, civilization, 

urbanity, murder and much more begin right here. All else to be learned about these 

things is so much expansion on what is revealed here. This is the primordial root from 

which the tree grows. For example, every murder of a human being by another 

throughout the history of the world has been an echo of the first murder in Genesis 4. The 

phenomenon of murder, the psychology of it with its hatred and objectification of one’s 

fellow human being, is all there to be seen in the text of primeval Genesis.  

This is no less the case with the idea of heroism. The work of Campbell in 

comparative mythology has convincingly shown that the idea of the “hero” is pan-

cultural in the history of the world.
15

 Every culture has had some sense of the heroic, and 
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 Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, 3rd ed, Bollingen Series XVII (Novato, CA: New 

World Library, 2008). 
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amid the diversity of its manifestations, some commonality shines through. This is not to 

say, however, that every culture sees heroism rightly, or as God sees it. For that, we need 

the Bible. And so our starting place will be the beginning of the beginning, primeval 

Genesis. This narrative, it turns out, has no small stake in the idea of heroism. 

 

The Literary Structure of Primeval Genesis and the Theme of Heroism 

The narrative of primeval Genesis consists of three great dramatic acts. Each of 

these acts, in turn, is composed of three major movements. The first movement in the 

action shows God as a good Creator. The second movement shows man as an impudent 

sinner. And the third shows God responding to man out of His righteousness. 

 

 
Figure 2.  The Three-Act Structure of Primeval Genesis. 

 

 

Each movement features a special element which appears within that movement 

in all three acts. In the first movement of each act, God bestows His blessing upon 
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humanity. In the middle movement of each act, we find an element of heroism. True to 

the nature of drama, the Scriptures introduce these elements of heroism in the dark 

contexts of human wickedness. Finally, even as the third movement of each act shows 

God’s righteous response to man’s wickedness, it also features some clear signal of His 

propinquity, His nearness or accessibility to humanity.  

In order to understand what primeval Genesis has to teach us about heroes and 

heroism, this thesis will study each of the three middle movements which provide the 

contexts for the element of heroism in each act. We will also have occasion to consider 

the other pieces, such as blessing and divine propinquity, as they relate to our theme. 

 

Mapping the Study 

Prior to our direct approach to the text, however, chapter 1 of our study will 

introduce the biblical language of heroism, surveying the word family based on the root 

rbg. Chief among the words in this family is the word rABGI (GiBBôr), which is often 

translated “mighty man” or “hero.” 

Chapter 2 will then offer a brief study of the beginning of the idea of heroism in 

the promise of God embedded in His judgment of the serpent in Genesis 3:15. Following 

from that, we will see a complicated human treatment of that promise in Genesis 4 and 5. 

Chapters 3 and 4 will examine the complex pericope of Genesis 6:1-8. It is here 

that the Bible first uses the word GiBBôr. And it is here that we see a striking picture of 

the world of humanity just prior to the flood. 

In chapter 5, we will examine the two passages that bring up the theme of heroism 

in the third act. Genesis 10:8-12 introduces Nimrod, the first GiBBôr after the flood and 
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the last one in primeval Genesis.  Then 11:1-9 describes the project he led at Shinar to 

build a city with a tower. 

Chapter 6 will summarize the study, particularly chapters 2-5, and then offer 

extended theological and spiritual comment. 

Finally, our conclusion will consider ways to continue and build on this study. 
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Chapter 1 

ON HEROIC DICTION 

 

Before we embark on our study of heroism in primeval Genesis, it behooves us, 

by way of brief survey, to ensure familiarity with the most pertinent terms used in our 

text and throughout the Hebrew Scriptures to speak of heroes and heroism. This is not to 

suggest that the theological theme of heroism is only present in texts where these terms 

are present.  Writing in English, we might easily compose lengthy material developing a 

clear theme of heroism without ever using any form of the actual word “hero.” In the 

same way, the presence of the concept of heroism in a given biblical text need not depend 

on the presence of such terminology. Indeed, as we will observe in the next chapter, the 

Bible begins the theme without using the terms we will examine here. Nevertheless, since 

biblical Hebrew does contain terms that are often employed as key means for the 

development of the theme of heroism, we must attend to these terms, if we are to gain a 

sense of what the Scriptures would tell us about the theme. 

 

The rbg Family of Words 

Built on the tri-radical root rbg (GBr), we find a small cognate family of words in 

biblical Hebrew. Not all of the words in this group appear in our focus text, but a brief 

look at the whole family of words will help us to understand the rich semantic character 
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of the root. Khülewein gives “to be superior, strong” as the basic meaning of the root 

itself.16  

But as we will see, the semantic field covered by this word group is much larger 

than that. The most commonly attested word in the group is rABGI (GiBBôr). Although it is 

also the most significant for our study, we will come to it at the end of our survey of the 

rbg family. 

 

Terms Other than rABGI 

Heading up the family is the verb rb;G" (Gäbar), which occurs some 25 times in the 

Hebrew Bible. The Brown-Driver-Briggs Lexicon (hereafter, BDB) gives its basic 

meaning in the Qal stem as “be strong, mighty” or “prevail.”17 According to both BDB 

and Kosmala18, there is an original comparative or relative sense built into the root also, 

which is tapped and drawn out when the verb is placed in relation to various prepositions. 

 with !mi (min) —  “be stronger than” 

 with B. (B• ) —  “be mighty among” 

 with l[; (`al) —  “prevail over” 

 

                                                           
16

 Ernst Jenni and Claus Westermann, eds., Theological Lexicon of the Old Testament, vol. 1 (Peabody, 

MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1997), 299. J. Kühlewein is the contributor of the rbg article in Vol. 1 (299-

302). Hereafter, this set will be cited as TLOT. 

 
17

 Francis Brown et al., The New Brown, Driver, Briggs, Gesenius Hebrew and English Lexicon: With an 

Appendix Containing the Biblical Aramaic, trans. Edward Robinson (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1979).  

149.  

 
18

 G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren, Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament (Grand 

Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1974).  368. Hans Kosmala is the contributor of the rbg article in Vol. 2 (367-82). 

Hereafter, this set will be cited as TDOT. 
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About two thirds of the occurrences of Gäbar are in the Qal stem. The Piel and 

Hiphil stems together account for about five occurrences and both generally convey a 

basic causative sense, “make stronger.” And in its three occurrences in the Hithpael stem, 

it has a reflexive sense, “make oneself stronger than” (i.e. boast), or “prove oneself 

stronger than.”  Kosmala notes that in a number of contexts the verb must be translated 

more freely with phrases such as “be prominent, important,” “have significance,” 

“exceed,” or “win the victory.”  Wakely includes among the Hithpael senses such 

meanings as “behave/act with defiant hostility” and “show oneself insolent, proud.”19 

The point worth noting in all of this is the inherent notion of contest. Even when 

this verb seems merely to be saying that someone is strong, there is in the background a 

comparative sense, carrying a suggestion of strength over against someone or something, 

whether stated or implied. 

Similarly, the noun rb,G<ñ (Geber) carries a semantic weight of relation that sets it 

apart from its synonyms. It is one of four major words for “man” in biblical Hebrew, each 

of which offers a different set of connotations. The word ~d"a' (´ädäm), occurring some 

560 times, can refer to a “man” or to “humanity” generally and is also the proper name of 

the first human being. It is the term for man which best points to his creatureliness, being 

formed as it is from hm'd"a] (´ádämäh), the red earth from which man was created. With 

almost 2,190 occurrences, vyai (´îš ) is a more general term for man. Depending on 

context, it can be as ordinary in meaning as a “guy” or more specifically focused as, for 

                                                           
19

 Willem A. VanGemeren, ed., New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology & Exegesis 

(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Pub. House, 1997). 806. Robin Wakely is the contributor of the rbg article 

in Vol. 1 (806-16). Hereafter, this set will be cited as NIDOTTE. 
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example, a “husband.” Finally, though it only appears 42 times, vAna/ (´énôš ) is perhaps 

the most simple and basic term for “man.” 

Appearing just 66 times in Scripture, Geber connotes something like manly man, 

or at least it tends in that direction. It is often similar to what is conveyed when one says 

to another, “Be a man!” or as in the current colloquialism, “Man up!”20 YHWH Himself 

uses it in just such a way when He says to Job, albeit ironically, “Brace yourself like a 

man…” (38:3; 40:7). BDB defines it thus: “man as strong, disting. fr. women, children, 

and non-combatants whom he is to defend.”21 It can convey more than the strong vitality 

of manhood, moreover. According to Kosmala, Geber can convey a sense of male 

sexuality.22 And as he demonstrates over the space of several pages,23 it develops a 

spiritual meaning “in reference to a man who stands in a special relationship to God.” 

The three chief examples are Balaam (Num. 24:3,15), David (2 Sam. 23:1), and Agur 

(Prov. 30:1). Particularly as the term progresses through the Psalms and the wisdom 

literature of Job and Proverbs, a true Geber comes to be seen as one who becomes wise 

through simple trust in YHWH, thus possessing spiritual strength. Geber, then, is not 

dissimilar to the Latin vir (“man”), from which English derives not only the words 

‘virile’ and ‘virility,’ but also ‘virtue.’ It is consistent with the dramatic color inherent in 

the rbg family that nearly four out of five (52 of 66) of the occurrences of Geber are 
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 It is probably safe to say that, had the apostle Paul written I Corinthians in Hebrew, he would have used 

Geber when he enjoined the readers to “act like men” (16:13). 

 
21

 BDB, 150. 

 
22

 TDOT, Vol. 2, 378. 

 
23

 TDOT, Vol. 2, 378–81. 
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found in poetic contexts, whether in books that are commonly considered poetry (the 

Psalms, Job and Proverbs together account for a full half of the total occurrences [33x]), 

or in prophetic verse (e.g. Jer. 17:5,7) or in odes appearing within narratives (e.g. Judg. 

5:30).  

Related to Geber are three other terms which raise the social force of the root to 

the level of nobility. First is rybiG> (G•bîr), a term used only twice, both times in reference 

to the blessing of Jacob by Isaac, which makes him “lord” over his brother, Esau (Gen. 

27:29,37). Two feminine analogs, hr"ybiG> (G•bîräh) and tr<bñ,G> (G•beret), are more 

common, appearing six and nine times, respectively.24 These are essentially synonymous, 

as both signify a “lady” or “mistress” (Gen. 16:4,8-9) but both can be used of royalty as 

“queen” or “queen mother” (1 Kgs. 11:19).  

The noun hr"WbG> (G•bûräh) occurs 61 times and refers to “strength,” “might,” or 

“power.” It can refer to the strength of man or of animals. Often it is a reference to the 

power of God. In regard to God and man, it has not only a material focus, but more 

importantly, an ethical and spiritual focus. God’s G•bûräh is repeatedly associated with 

His creative and redemptive work, with His justice and goodness. As Kosmala observes, 

YHWH’s name is often connected with His might (G•bûräh).25 Man’s true G•bûräh is 

found in quietness and trust (Isa. 30:15). 

 

                                                           
24

 This count follows BDB (150). Others see tr<bñ,G> only in Isa. 47:5,7 counting the rest as occurrences of 

hr"ybiG>. 
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 TDOT, Vol. 2, 370–71. 
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The Word rABGI 

This brings us to the word that is not only the most frequently occurring member 

of the family, but also the most significant for our study of biblical heroism. In fact, it is 

rABGI (GiBBôr) which has occasioned our interest in the rbg family in the first place.   

With the doubling of the middle radical (B = BB) in rABGI (GiBBôr), we have an 

intensive form of the rbg root. This is an adjective with a fundamental meaning of 

“mighty.” But only in a small handful of its 159 occurrences does it function purely as an 

attributive adjective. For example, Daniel 11:3 tells of “a mighty king” who will arise. 

More than 150 times, GiBBôr is used as a substantival adjective, referring to one or more 

men as “mighty man,” “champion,” or “hero.” In such cases, it is effectively a masculine 

noun, capable of all the properties of a noun, such as bearing the definite article without 

need for a head noun.26  

It is sometimes held that the essential meaning of GiBBôr is “warrior.” For 

example, in his thesis, “The Gibborim of the Old Testament,” Edlin draws the conclusion 

“that the term gibbor connotes superiority in the realm of warfare.” He admits, “The 

references to the gibborim cover broad territory and exhibit much diversity. This creates a 

problem. When an attempt is made to collate these many references, the diversity among 

them gives the appearance of incompatibility.” But for Edlin, the difficulty is only in 

trying to ascertain the nature of the GiBBôrîm as a group social category.  Some 

references seem to reserve the term for a select group, a sort of “corps d’élite;” others 
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 With the article, the plural tends to show a defective Hölem vowel: ~yrIBoGIh;I (haGGiBBörîm). 
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speak of GiBBôrîm as large groups, or even whole armies. “One factor, however, does 

emerge as the pervading characteristic of the gibborim,” he writes, “They are militaristic. 

Almost every reference connects them with warfare in some manner. Thus, whatever the 

connection between the many diverse references, it must have to do with excellence in 

military activities.”
 27 This colors Edlin’s view of all passages in which GiBBôr appears. 

Since the word is used to describe Boaz (Ruth 2:1), for instance, Edlin reasons that he 

“was probably some sort of military commander.”28 

This is most likely an over-simplification of the meaning of GiBBôr. There can be 

no doubt that it is often—even usually—used in such connections, but that fact does not 

reveal the essence of the term. Kosmala is helpful here. He observes, “By far the most 

frequent use of the word gibbor occurs in connection with military activities, especially 

as a designation for a warrior, either a man who is eligible for military service or is able 

to bear arms, or one who has actually fought in combat, who has already distinguished 

himself by performing heroic deeds.”29 But he opens his section on the word this way: 

[G]iBBôr, with the doubling of the middle radical, is an intensive form, and thus 

means a particularly strong or mighty person who carries out, can carry out, or has 

carried out great deeds, and surpasses others in doing so. Therefore, the usual 

translation is “hero,” especially in military activities. But it can also be used in a 

broader sense to refer to any special degree of physical might, power, authority, 

and splendor (“glory”)…. Anyone who is exceptionally important or powerful in 

some field is a gibbor.30 
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 TDOT, Vol. 2, 374. 
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 TDOT, Vol. 2, 373. 



24 
 

This is more in keeping with the basic idea in the rbg root and helps to keep 

GiBBôr better connected to the other words in the family. That in most of its occurrences 

in Scripture the context explicitly or implicitly leads us to see the picture of “warrior” or 

“war hero” has more to do with what a GiBBôr tends to be in so many of the settings in 

which the biblical material is written. In other words, to put it in Kosmala’s terms, 

“anyone who is exceptionally important or powerful in some field is a gibbor,” and the 

field most often providing a context is that of warfare or physical fighting of some kind. 

Yet this clearer understanding of the basic meaning of the term GiBBôr itself allows us to 

see the possibilities of other nuances and directions for some references. A man might be 

a GiBBôr in business or in civil leadership—perhaps even a captain of industry. Such 

would seem to fit the character of Boaz. In any case, he was a man of power and 

influence, not one to be trifled with. 

It is also worth noting that, quite apart from GiBBôr, biblical Hebrew has a 

reference for “soldier” or “warrior.” It is hm'x'l.mi vyai (´îš  milHämäh), “man of battle, 

war.” This is only to say that, if GiBBôr were never to be seen as referring to a warrior at 

all, the language would not be without such a reference altogether. Still, it remains true 

that in most cases, a biblical reference to a GiBBôr is a picture of some sort of heroic 

fighting man, a warrior. 
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Over 40 times in the Hebrew Scriptures, GiBBôr appears in some form31 of 

construct relationship with the word lyIxñ; (Hayil ). Since this does not occur within the 

book of Genesis, we will not dwell long on it here. Yet because of the close relationship 

of the two words in biblical usage in general, and because the construct phrase lyIxñ; rABGI 

(GiBBôr Hayil ) plays such a major role in the overall biblical theme of heroism, it will be 

worth our while briefly to consider this word. More than any of the words in the rbg 

family, Hayil  (with some 245 occurrences) has a complex semantic range that is difficult 

to pin down. BDB simply and unceremoniously gives four different definitions: 

“strength,” “efficiency, ability,” “wealth,” and “army.”32 But most lexicographers and 

others agree the most fundamental meaning of Hayil is something like “ability” or 

“strength.” It is often associated with quality of character.33 So when Hayil is used as an 

ascription regarding a person, it may be to identify him or her as a person who is wealthy, 

or capable, or of high social standing, or of good character, or any combination of these.  

The phrase lyIxñ; rABGI (GiBBôr Hayil ) is sometimes translated “mighty man of 

valor.” But as is obvious from our discussion so far, the possibilities cover much more 

ground than this. Kühlewein points out that it can simply mean “capable man.”34 It is this 
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 When referring to a single man, a common form for the phrase is simply lyIxñ; rABGI, (GiBBôr Hayil ) 

where neither word is articular, and GiBBôr is not construct in form (as it is in state).  But either or both 

words can appear with the article, and when Hayil does, GiBBôr will usually be construct in form: yrEABGI 
lyIx;h; (GiBBôrê haHayil ). 
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phrase which is used to describe Boaz (Ruth 2:1). In his case, some have suggested a 

translation on the order of “man of substance,” and it may not be over-reading to find 

“man of heroic virtue” to be a better fit.  

 

Summary of the rbg Word Family 

In addition to the words we have surveyed here, there are several proper names 

which are based, in whole or in part, on the rbg root. So that the whole family may be 

included in our look at rbg, we will include these names in a summary list here: 

 

Word Frequency Basic meaning 

rABGI  (GiBBôr) 159 
“hero” “champion” “mighty man” 

“warrior” 

rb,Gñ<  (Geber) 66 “man” “(manly) man” “he-man” 

hr"WbG>  (G•bûräh)  61 “strength” “might” “power” 

rb;G"  (Gäbar) 25 
“be strong” “be stronger” “prevail” 

“win” 

tr<bñ,G>  (G•beret) 9 “queen” “lady” 

rb,G<-!Ayc.[,  (`ecyôn-

Geber) 
7 place name: “backbone of a man” 

hr"ybiG>  (G•bîräh) 6 “lady” “mistress” 

rybiG>  (G•bîr) 2 “lord” “master” 

laeyrIb.G:  (Gabrî´ël) 2 personal name: “man of God” 

rB'GI  (GiBBär) 1 personal name: “hero” 

rb,Gñ<  (Geber) 1 personal name: “(manly) man” 

rb,Gñ<<-!B,  (Ben-Geber) 1 
personal name: “son of a (manly)   

man” 

 

Figure 3. Summary of rbg 
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Translating rABGI 

Before turning from our survey of the rbg family, we must inquire as to a best or 

normal way of translating GiBBôr, the word that is our chief interest in the family. On 

balance, it seems that English has no exact equivalent to GiBBôr, something that is true of 

no small number of words in biblical Hebrew. Context will always be the most important 

determining factor for translation and interpretation. For a brief, rough and ready 

understanding of the term, Gregory Mobley’s explanation is among the best: “GiBBôr (pl. 

GiBBôrîm) means something like ‘hero’ or ‘champion.’ Etymologically, with its double 

middle consonant, GiBBôr is an intensive form of Geber, ‘man.’ In this regard, as 

masculinity squared, GiBBôr roughly compares to the English compound ‘he-man.’”35 

It would be difficult, in the work of translation, to force a single English word to 

fit every use of GiBBôr in all of its 159 appearances in Scripture. But hero covers the most 

ground by far. Recalling from our introduction the second and third definitions of ‘hero’ 

given by the Oxford English Dictionary will help us to see this. Covering the semantic 

sense of the warrior, we have the second definition: “a man distinguished by 

extraordinary valour and martial achievements; one who does brave or noble deeds; an 

illustrious warrior”36 And covering the broader sense of a hero is the third definition: “a 

man who exhibits extraordinary bravery, firmness, fortitude, or greatness of soul, in any 

course of action, or in connexion with any pursuit, work, or enterprise; a man admired 

                                                           
35

 Gregory Mobley, The Empty Men: The Heroic Tradition of Ancient Israel (New York: Doubleday, 

2005), 35. 

 
36

 OED, 171 

 



28 
 

and venerated for his achievements and noble qualities”37 These correspond almost 

exactly to Edlin’s concept of the GiBBôr as “militaristic’ and Kosmala’s wider concept of 

being “exceptionally important… in some field.” Thus, throughout our study, we will use 

“hero” as a basic, default translation for GiBBôr, with the understanding that a similar set 

of shades of meaning is inherent in both the Hebrew and English concepts. What remains 

to be seen is whether there is a noticeable difference between the two in terms of moral 

character. In contemporary English usage, the word hero often carries significant moral 

freight (as, for example, an antonym for villain). Does GiBBôr? 

 

The Word and Idea of ~ve 

Finally, we must make a few observations of another key term for our biblical 

study of heroism, one neither from the rbg family nor directly related to it in any 

commonly attested construct relationship. The noun ~ve (šëm), literally “name,” is of 

great importance throughout the Hebrew Bible. It occurs 852 times; we cannot devote 

space to it here that this word deserves, but we must have a brief overview before us as 

we head forward. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures, names and naming carry deep social and spiritual 

significance. One’s name is often a fairly direct statement of her character or expected 

destiny. To name is to assign essential identity. Just as in English and in most cultures, a 

person’s “name” often means more than simply the word which is his primary spoken or 

written identification. His name is his reputation, as when we say we want to protect our 
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“good name.” So the sage of Proverbs counsels, “A name is to be desired more than great 

wealth.” (22:1). It can go further than this, however, taking on the magnitude of “fame.” 

In the Scriptures, šëm is used these ways in reference to both humans and God. In the 

latter case, any familiarity with the Bible will make this plain. 

YHWH is zealous for His name’s sake, which is to say He is greatly concerned 

for His reputation, His fame, as it were. He has chosen Israel to be a people called by His 

name in full view of all the world (Deut. 28:10). His name (reputation, fame), then, is 

often given as His motivation in saving His people (Ps. 106:8) and in mercifully 

withholding judgment (Isa. 48:9). YHWH’s name comes to be associated with His 

attributes, and eventually, His own Person such that “the Name” can be another way of 

saying “Yahweh.” Today, Jewish people will often refer to God as “Hashem,”38 that is, 

“the Name.” 

For human beings, as well, names are of great importance. To cite but one 

example, the law of levirate marriage is given for the sake of establishing a brother’s 

name within the community (Deut. 25:5-10). The importance of a name (šëm) will be 

borne out as a prominent feature of our next chapters.  
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Chapter 2 

 

THE HERO BORN OF WOMAN:  

PROMISE AND PRESUMPTION 

 

 

Amid God’s announcements of the consequences of their sin, the original human 

pair is allowed to overhear a promise spoken as part of the judgment on the serpent. “As 

early as Adam’s exile from the garden, God has been at work in redemptive history to 

save humanity from the fall and its consequences,” writes Lister regarding this promise. 

“…[I]n its earliest expression, God declares to Adam and Eve that one of their 

descendants will deal righteously and punitively with the Serpent, an act that will bring 

forth redemption to God’s people.”39 

 

The “Seed” of Heroism 

 

And YHWH God said to the serpent, 

“Since you have done this,  

Cursed are you more than any beast 

And more than any creature of the field. 

On your belly you will go 

And dust you will eat 

All the days of your life. 

And antagonism I will put between you and the woman,  

Between your seed and her seed. 

He will smash your head, 

And you will smash His heel.” 

  — Genesis 3:14-15 
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This pronouncement of the sentence upon the serpent has been called the 

protoevangelium (sometimes spelled protevangelium), the “first gospel,” the first 

expression of God’s promise to send Someone to set things right, now that they have 

gone wrong. Not everyone agrees that such a promise is here. Hamilton surveys the field 

of opinion nicely: 

This verse is one of the most famous cruxes of Scripture. Interpreters fall into two 

categories: those who see in the decree a messianic import and those who see 

nothing of the kind. The more conservative and traditional writers… opt for the 

first approach, but the bulk of authors in the critical camp… fail to see any 

promise of a Messiah in this verse and agree that far too much has been read into 

it. At best, according to this school, the story is an etiological myth that explains 

why there is hostility between mankind and the serpent world.40 

 

“Christ completely renewed all things,” wrote Irenaeus in the 2
nd

 century, “both 

taking up the battle against our enemy and crushing him who at the beginning had led us 

captive in Adam, trampling in his head, as you find in Genesis…”41 He is generally 

credited with offering the earliest written Christian messianic interpretation of the 

pronouncement to the serpent. Some eighteen centuries later, von Rad exemplifies the 

modern critical approach when he writes, “The exegesis of the early church which found 

a messianic prophecy here, a reference to a final victory of the woman’s seed 

(Protevangelium), does not agree with the sense of the passage…”42  
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The “Seed,” Individual or Collective?   

The tracks of the debate over the identity of the woman’s “seed” are well-worn. 

Most often the discussion turns on the question of how the pronoun aWh (hû´ ), “he/it,” 

and its antecedent, the “seed” of the woman, are to be understood. Are these terms a 

collective singular noun and pronoun, meaning merely her “posterity” (the human race), 

or may they be seen as a reference to something more?  

Calvin is sometimes enlisted by those who deny the presence of messianic 

prophecy in Genesis 3:15. For example, Westermann claims that, on the question of 

whether the woman’s “seed” in this verse refers to Christ, “Calvin was most reserved.”43 

But speaking of interpreters who take the seed for Christ, Calvin declares, “Gladly would 

I give my suffrage in support of their opinion, but that I regard the word seed as too 

violently distorted by them; for who will concede that a collective noun is to be 

understood of one man only?”44 From there he goes on to explain that, though he takes 

the direct referent of the seed to be the posterity of the woman generally, experience and 

the rest of Scripture teach us that the sons of Adam are not up to the challenge of the 

contest with the serpent and his seed. Pointing to Paul’s promise in Romans 16:20, “The 

Lord shall bruise Satan under your feet shortly,” he sees faithful humanity as the locus of 

the fulfillment of the pronouncement. “But because one stronger than [Satan] has 

descended from heaven, who will subdue him, hence it comes to pass that, in the same 

manner, the whole Church of God, under its Head, will gloriously exult over him.”45 
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Thus, Calvin does see Genesis 3:15 as a prophecy which must be fulfilled through Christ, 

even if indirectly, through the channel of His church. 

Others see no great difficulty in regarding the seed of the woman as a more direct 

reference to Christ, even seeing the collective singular as an aid to this reading. As Kaiser 

points out, “the very fact that the noun ‘seed’ is a collective singular deliberately provides 

for the fact that it may include the one who represents the whole group as well as the 

group itself.”46 

“There is good New Testament authority for seeing here the protevangelium, the 

first glimmer of the gospel,” explains Kidner. This seed, “like the seed of Abraham, is 

both collective (cf. Rom. 16:20) and, in the crucial struggle, individual (cf. Gal. 3:16), 

since Jesus as the last Adam summed up mankind in Himself.”47 

Many more examples might be piled up on either side of the argument, but we 

have seen the basic reasoning followed by both. In large measure, it comes down to 

whether the interpreter is willing to let New Testament Scripture (Rom. 16:20; Rev. 12:9) 

frame this scene in the Garden of Eden in terms of the great conflict between a specific 

Person (whom later Scripture will show to be the Messiah) and the serpent (who will be 

revealed as Satan) and their respective peoples. Given the position we stated in the 

preface of a strongly confessional and messianic reading of Old Testament Scripture, it 

will be no surprise that our approach is firmly on the side of those who see the Lord Jesus 
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Christ—yes, and His church, redeemed humanity—in the “Seed” of the woman.48 But 

that comes short of establishing Genesis 3:15 as a source for a theology of heroism. To 

see how it is just that, we must continue the discussion of the seed of the woman a bit 

further. 

 

Proto-Heroism  

Eve and Lamech as Prophetic.  Kaiser is no friend to any hermeneutic which 

interprets a passage by use of teaching that is drawn from historically later Scripture. As 

he puts it, “It is a mark of eisegesis, not exegesis, to borrow freight that appears 

chronologically later in the text and to transport it back and unload it on an earlier 

passage simply because both or all the passages involved share the same canon.”49 Yet he 

not only affirms that the “protoevangelium is a presentation of the entire history of 

humanity in a miniature declaration”50 and sees the singular representative of the 

collective in the seed of the woman (as we have already noted), he avers that “it gave our 

first parents a glimpse, even if only an obscure one, of the person and mission of the one 

who was going to be the central figure in the unfolding drama of the redemption of the 
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world.”51 He takes 1 Peter 10:10-12 to indicate that the authors of Hebrew Scripture, 

being prophets, were highly informed regarding the long-range theological implications 

and spiritual significance of the things they wrote. Though they did not know exactly 

who Messiah would be, they were aware of how their writings were messianic.52  

Moreover, for Kaiser, this prophetic awareness may extend to the very characters 

within the narrative. His look at the mind of Eve in Genesis 4:1 is an excellent example.53 

Most translations render her statement at the birth of her first son along the lines of, “I 

have gotten a man-child with the help of the LORD.” But as Kaiser observes, there is no 

word for “help” in the Hebrew text (nor is there for “child”). Furthermore, since the 

vowel pointing was added to the text centuries after its writing and is, at times, incorrect, 

the preposition ta, (´et), in the phrase “with YHWH,” may actually be the marker of the 

direct object tae (´ët). This would mean the name YHWH is not the object of the 

preposition “with,” but an appositional restatement of the direct object, “man.” Eve’s 

claim, then, is a bold one: “I have gotten a man, that is, YHWH.”  

Kaiser sums up, saying, “If this suggestion is correct, then Eve understood that the 

promised male descendant of human descent would be, in some way, divine, ‘the LORD.’ 

If so, then Eve’s instincts about the coming Messiah were correct, but her timing was 

way off!” He does not insist on this interpretation, but he shows it to be just as likely as 

any other.  
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This begins to reveal the theme of heroism. If Kaiser’s reading is right, Genesis 

4:1 is the first example of the great theme of hopeful birth that runs throughout the Old 

Testament and into the New. By the time we reach the Song of Hannah (1 Sam. 2:1-10), 

it is clear that God’s people are expecting the fulfillment of a divine promise by way of 

an anointed King who will come to them as a baby boy, born of woman. But this notion 

did not start with Hannah. She is developing an idea that is rooted in ancient faith. It may, 

in fact, be as ancient as the birth of Cain, and if so, it includes a basic understanding of 

the incarnation. 

Such a view is strengthened when we read a similar birth pronouncement only a 

page or two later in the Genesis narrative. Lamech names his son x:nO  (nöaH, “rest” or 

“comfort”), saying, “This one will comfort us from our work and from the toil of our 

hands from the ground which YHWH has cursed” (5:29).54 The words “toil” (!AbC'[i), 

“ground” (hm'd'a]), and “cursed” (rr;a;) are all the same as those used by YHWH 

Himself when He told the man, “Cursed is the ground because of you. In toil will you eat 

of it…” (3:17). If Eve’s prediction regarding her son showed a basic incarnation 

theology, Lamech’s prediction regarding his son shows a broadening of the messianic 

hope from the crushing of the serpent’s head to a total reconciliation of all things, a 

putting right of all that had gone wrong in the garden and a restoration of man’s positive 

relationship to the earth. Like Eve, he is correct even if his timing is way off. 

Eve and Lamech as Presumptuous. Of course, neither Cain nor Noah turns out 

to be the fulfillment of the promised “Seed.” In these two birth pronouncements in 

                                                           
54

 It has been observed that there is a bitter irony in this prediction. Noah will be instrumental in mankind 

having a reprieve from working the ground, but probably not in the way his father imagines. See our 

discussion in chapter 4 of the present study. 



37 
 

Genesis 4 and 5, humans immediately earn a record of 0-2 in predicting the arrival of the 

messianic Hero born of woman, which may be a clue that a completely different reading 

of the pronouncements of both Eve and Lamech is called for.  

Cassuto offers such a view, holding that “the first woman, in her joy at giving 

birth to her first son, boasts of her generative power, which approximates in her 

estimation to the Divine creative power. The Lord formed the first man (ii 7), and I have 

formed the second man.”55 This would certainly be in keeping with the events of chapter 

3 in which Eve followed the serpent’s lead in a bid to be like God. 

Similarly, Sailhamer explains that Eve’s words in 4:1 “can also be read in a less 

positive light: ‘I have created a man equally with the Lord.’ In this sense, Eve’s words are 

a boast that just as the Lord had created a man, so now she also had created a man.”56 He 

admits that the immediate context does not do much to compel either a positive reading 

of Eve’s words as worshipful or a negative reading of them as boastful. But he sees two 

considerations favoring the latter. One is that, compared to her words in 4:1, Eve’s later 

words in verse 25, “God has appointed me another seed,” reflect a humbled perspective. 

In particular, her subject and verb in the first case are “I” and hn"q' (qänäh), “get, 

acquire;” at the end of the narrative, her subject and verb are “God” and tyfi (Sît) “put, 

set, appoint.” These verbal ideas, communicating respectively her own acquisition and 

God’s appointment, are so important to Eve that they form the basis of the boys’ names, 

!yIq; (qayin), “Cain,” and tfe (Sët) “Seth.” 
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The other consideration Sailhamer offers is stronger and carries even greater 

implications for our study. He reasons that 

throughout the narratives of Genesis, a recurring theme is that of the attempt and 

failure of human effort in obtaining a blessing that only God can give. God 

continually promised a person a blessing, and that person pushed it aside in favor 

of his or her own attempts at the blessing. The story of the building of Babylon 

(chap. 11) is the most familiar of such narratives. In particular, Eve’s situation 

brings to mind that of Sarah’s attempt to achieve the blessing through her 

handmaiden Hagar. Just as Sarah had tried to bring about the fulfillment of God’s 

promised “seed” (16:1-4) on her own, so also Eve’s words expressed her 

confidence in her own ability to fulfill the promise of 3:15.57 

 

In our study of primeval Genesis, we will indeed see the enormity of the motif of 

the human impulse to procure the blessing for ourselves. But Sailhamer’s final clause 

above suggests a possible middle ground between seeing Eve as a usurper of the divine 

purview and seeing her as an entirely faithful and worshipful prophetess of the 

Incarnation. It may be that Eve was, as Sailhamer suggests, thinking of the promise of 

3:15 but doing so in a way that alloyed her faith and worship with an over-aggrandizing 

of her own role and a presumption of ken in regard to when and in whom God would 

fulfill His promise. Such an admixture of faith and presumption is certainly characteristic 

of much human relating to God. 

Our view of the pronouncement of Lamech at the birth of his son Noah in 5:29 

will naturally follow our view of the pronouncement of Eve in 4:1. Lamech may be, as 

we imagined earlier, faithful and even prophetic, yet mistaken in thinking his son would 

be the promised One. Or he may be figuring that he will see to it that his son carries out 

his own program for setting things right in the fallen world. Or, as we pictured with Eve, 

there may be a middle ground in which Lamech, while trusting in the promise of 3:15, is 
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presuming to force God’s hand and claiming the authority to know when and in whom 

He will fulfill His promise. 

A Polysemous View of the Proto-Heroic Material.  If we are to take such a 

mediating view, we must recognize that we have arrived here by way of an effort to 

understand the words of Eve in 4:1, words which seem to offer themselves to two very 

different interpretations. This further suggests the possibility of authorial design in the 

ambiguity, an instance of that which we referred to in our introduction as polysemy. That 

is, at least for the purpose of our study of heroism in primeval Genesis, we may take the 

author to be writing these features of his text so as to leave the door open to both 

understandings, while yet having one or the other in mind as the actual referential 

meaning. We move forward, then, taking such a view. Specifically, we see Eve and 

Lamech as presuming upon the ken of God yet not from a place of utter rebellion, but one 

of believing His promise. In this way, a prophetic faith lurks behind their 

presumptuousness. Even in their presumption, therefore, their pronouncements serve to 

further the prophetic picture of the “Seed” to come (incarnation and creation 

reconciliation). 

 

 

Figure 4.  A Polysemous View of the Pronouncements of Eve and Lamech 
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In any case, in this messianic impulse of early humanity, we see the conspicuous 

strain of heroism. Even if there is presumption in human appropriation of the promise, we 

have the clear expectation of one on whom we may pin our hopes, one who will be a 

supreme righter of wrongs. In fact, even if the pronouncements of Eve and Lamech are to 

be seen in the worst light, that of an utterly evil human desire to usurp that which is the 

purview of God alone, it is still a matter of an attempt to secure the heroic promise for 

themselves as their own enterprise. And as we have already indicated, we do not see 

these pronouncements as being as dark as all that.  

Yet in what follows, we will begin to encounter a descent into greater human 

presumption, a rebellion that will be seen by God as “only evil every day.” 

 

  



41 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

ANCIENT HEROISM, PART I:  

HUMAN HUBRIS AND 

DIVINE DISTANCE 

 

 

Almost in the exact middle of primeval Genesis, we encounter a single verse that 

is the gravitational center of heroism in this part of Scripture: “The Nephilim were in the 

land in those days—and so also afterward (whenever the sons of God went to the 

daughters of man so that they gave birth for them); they were the heroes of antiquity, men 

of name” (6:4).  

This enigmatic text is the Bible’s earliest mention of heroes as such in the history 

of humanity. While the notion of heroism itself begins with God’s promise in the garden, 

the phenomenon of heroism in human culture is rooted here. Since the fall of our first 

parents into sin in the garden, basic human nature has not changed. And as we will see, 

technological advancements notwithstanding, the basic nature of human civilization is 

largely constant. As with most of the phenomena we encounter in primeval Genesis, 

whatever we learn here of the nature of heroism in human culture will be a reliable 

indication of its nature in human culture generally. 

In order to gain a requisite understanding of Genesis 6:4 for our study of heroism, 

we will need to examine the verse in its context. So we will attempt to frame it within the 

pericope of 6:1-8.  
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The Heroes of Antiquity 

1
 Now it happened that, as man began to multiply on the face of the earth, 

daughters were born to them.58  
 

2
 And the sons of God saw the daughters of man—that they were good, 

and they took for themselves wives from all around, whomever they 

chose.  
 

3
 So YHWH said, “My Spirit shall not remain with man forever, inasmuch 

as he is flesh too. Thus, his days will be one hundred and twenty years.” 
 

4
 The Nephilim were in the land in those days—and so also afterward 

(whenever the sons of God went to the daughters of man so that they 

gave birth for them); they were the heroes of antiquity, men of name. 
 

5
 And YHWH saw that the evil of man was abundant in the land, and that 

the entire framework of the thoughts of his heart was only evil every 

day.  
 

6
 And YHWH was sorry that he had made man over the land; and He was 

grieved in His heart.  
 

7
 So YHWH said, “I will wipe from the face of the earth man whom I 

have created, from man to beast, to crawling things, to flying things of 

the skies. For I am sorry that I made them.” 
 

8
 But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH. 

     — Genesis 6:1-8   

 

 

Genesis 6:1-8 as a Pericope 

This pericope59 brings before us the first occurrence in the Bible of the rbg root. 

The substantival adjective ~yrIBoGI, GiBBörîm,60 makes its first appearance in this 

description of the world just prior to the flood, an ancient time when there were heroes in 
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the land. Here is the primordial birthplace of heroism proper, the original source of 

scriptural attention paid to heroes as such. It will be crucial for any biblical theology of 

heroism to be anchored here.  

The Size, Fit and Function of the Pericope.  We begin with a look at the 

pericope itself. Why treat verses 1-8 together? Are not verses 1-4 and 5-8 two separate 

pericopae? More often than not, commentators and critical scholars take the first four 

verses of Genesis 6 to be a discreet unit that appears as an editorial insertion into the text, 

and an intrusive one at that.61 Increasingly, however, helpful work is being done by those 

who tend to see 6:1-4 as fitting purposefully into the overall flow of primeval Genesis. 

Coinciding with this persuasion is a tendency to take all of verses 1-8 as a unified 

pericope composed of two sections, verses 1-4 and verses 5-8. And within that pericope, 

the first section, verses 1-4, plays a vital role. Without the information it provides, 

moving from the genealogy of the line of Seth to the great wickedness of man in 6:5 

would be jarring to say the least. 

The same must certainly be said of the whole pericope of 6:1-8. Far from being an 

interruption of the flow of the narrative, it provides an explanation of how the world of 

men came to be in such a state that God has decided to destroy it and yet also preserve it 

through the salvation of one particular man. Chapter 5 breaks off its survey of the line of 

Seth with the mention of Noah and his sons (v.32), and in 6:9-10, the narrative picks up 
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 Even a commentator such as Brueggemann, not known for taking source critical approaches, will 

sometimes make claims like, “6:1-4 has no connection with chapter 5 or any of the preceding material.” 

(See Walter Brueggemann, Genesis, Interpretation, a Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching 

[Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1982], 70.)  As we said in the introduction, it is not our concern to discuss text 

sources and redactional theories. For the interested reader, there is no shortage of such discussions in the 

literature as regards Genesis 6:1-4. Journal articles of this sort are plenteous. Westermann is a good 

example of a commentary written with a view to source criticism. For an extended introduction to the 

Documentary Hypothesis as applied to Genesis, see pages xx-xliii of Speiser, E.A., The Anchor Bible: 

Genesis, ed. Speiser, E.A. (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1964). 
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where it left off: with the tdol.AT (Tôl•dot), the family story of Noah. And at 6:11 the 

flood narrative is underway. Taken together as a single pericope, then, 6:1-8 provides the 

bridge from the chronicles of the lines of Cain and Seth in chapters 4 and 5 to the flood 

narrative in chapters 6-8. 

 
 

4:17-24 4:25-5:32 6:1-8 6:9-8:22 

the line of Cain the line of Seth  explanatory bridge  flood story 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 5.  The Function of Genesis 6:1-8 in Context 

 

Fockner aptly defends the setting of the limits of the pericope with these eight 

verses. His explanation of the end helps explain the unity of the whole: “Verse 8 is not 

arbitrarily included in the section simply because it comes before the toledot formula. On 

the contrary, it serves an important purpose. The last verse brings the focus back on Noah 

who concluded the preceding family tree of Gen. 5.”62  

Literary Pattern of the Pericope. Most approaches to this part of the primeval 

Genesis narrative, as mentioned above, treat verses 1-4 and 5-8 either as separate 

pericopae or as two sections which comprise the one. However, as Andersen shows,63 it is 

better to see the pericope as consisting of three segments:  

1. Verses 1-3,  

2. Verses 4-7, and  

3. Verse 8.  
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He points out that the first segment, verses 1-3, is composed of a series of 

wayyiqtol clauses (“Now it happened,” “and they saw,” etc.). Verse 4 begins the second 

segment, using nominal and normal verbal clauses to present prefatory information for 

verses 5-7 which are also composed of a set of wayyiqtol clauses (“and He saw,” “and He 

regretted,” etc.). The third segment, verse 8, is an effective hinge sentence. It is both an 

epilogue to our pericope and a transition to the one that follows; not only does it 

reintroduce the character of Noah, it stands out as a brightening of tone at the end of a 

dark stretch, verses 1-7.  

In these first seven verses, we see a simple but profoundly telling pattern: There is 

a problem, God announces a resolute response, and a reason for His response is given. 

There are two passes through this pattern, corresponding to the first two segments. That 

is, as a way of communicating the nature of the situation here between God and 

humanity, the author puts down these features in his narrative, then does so again but 

with different content. In each pass, there is at stake an aspect of God’s person or 

character.  

In the first pass, verses 1-3, the problem is that the sons of God have taken wives 

for themselves from among the daughters of man. YHWH resolves that His Spirit will 

not remain with man forever, that instead his days will only number 120 years. The 

simple reason we are given for this is that man is also flesh. At stake is YHWH’s concern 

for His Spirit. In the second pass, verses 4-7, the problem seems to consist of two points 

which, at least at first blush, may be separate things—namely, that the Nephilim are in 

the land and that there are heroes who are men of name. YHWH resolves to wipe out man 

from the face of the earth. The reason is that man’s wickedness is great, and He regrets 
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making him on the land. As we will see there is the implication that God’s name is at 

stake. 

 

 
Problem God’s Response Reason 

Divine Aspect 

at Stake 

First pass: 

Verses 1-3 

sons of God taking 

wives from among 

the daughters of 

men  (vv.1-2) 

Spirit shall not 

remain with man 

forever; his days 

will be 120 years  

(v.3) 

man is flesh Spirit 

Second pass: 

Verses 4-7 

Nephilim are in the 

land; they are 

heroes and men of 

name; child-

bearing  (v.4) 

regrets making 

man; resolves to 

wipe them from the 

face of the earth  

(vv.5-7) 

man’s 

wickedness 

is great 

[Name] 

Epilogue: 

Verse 8 
“But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH.” 

 

Figure 6. The Pattern of Genesis 6:1-7 

 

Since the whole pericope is a unit which serves to move the primeval narrative 

from the lines of Cain and Seth to the flood story, we may say, then, that these two passes 

through this pattern are not actually showing two separate problems, with two separate 

responses. Rather, the pericope shows us one problem, human wickedness—and one 

divine response, a flood brought by a grieving God. The two passes are like two coats of 

the same paint, enriching the color and sealing the application. This is one effect of the 

reminder in the second pass of the ‘sons of God/daughters of man’ problem from the first 

pass.  

As we turn to consider the content of the pericope, we will look at each pass in 

turn, seeing the problem and the divine response to it. The remainder of this chapter will 

examine the first pass. In the next chapter, we will explore the content of the second pass. 
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First Pass: The Problem with the Sons of God (Verses 1-2) 

 “Now it happened that, as man began to multiply on the face of the earth, 

daughters were born to them. And the sons of God saw the daughters of man—that they 

were good, and they took for themselves wives from all around, whomever they chose.”   

When it comes to scholarly treatment of Genesis 6:1-4 as a unit in particular, most 

of the discussion among commentators has centered on the identity of the ~yhil{a/h'-ynEB. 

(B•nê hä´élöhîm), “sons of God.” With this question a number of others come in tow: 

Who are the ~d"a'h' tAnB. (B•nôt hä´ädäm), “daughters of man?” In what sense did they 

“take” (xq;l') these daughters? What is wrong with their union? And so forth. 

“Began” or “Profaned”?  Prior to the mention of the wife-taking in verse 2, the 

text may offer a clue which, while not resolving the foregoing question, sheds light on the 

nature of the wrongdoing here. The third word of the pericope in Hebrew, the word 

almost universally translated “began” in verse 1 is ll;x' (Hälal ). BDB shows two entries 

for this verb form; the two words are evidently homonyms of one another. The first verb 

means, “bore, pierce.”64 The other means, “pollute, defile, profane.”65 In the entry for this 

second homonym, the verb is said to mean “begin” in the Hiphil (and its passive 

counterpart, the Hophal) stem. To wit, the word means something like “profane” in the 

Niphal, Piel and Pual stems, but in the Hiphil stem, it is thought to carry the very 

different meaning, “begin.”  
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 BDB, 319 
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 BDB, 320. 
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In light of this lexical oddity, Andersen advances a theory of the word Hälal and 

offers an unusual reading of it in Genesis 6:1. Citing the ll;x' entry in NIDOTTE, he 

observes that 75 of the 134 occurrences of the word in the Old Testament convey the 

meaning “profane.” Then he notes that in at least three of the 56 occurrences in the Hiphil 

stem, the meaning is still “profane,” rather than “begin.” He reasons further,  

No compelling argument, however, has been advanced to show the semantic links 

that would allow the meanings “profane” and “begin” to reside in the same root. 

Hence, the Hiphil theme of “begin” is most likely the product of a root 

isomorphic with ll;x' “profane.” The root that appears in Genesis 6:1, therefore, 

is the one whose meaning best fits the context… [T]his context solely supports 

the meaning let be profaned, profaned as conveyed in the Hiphil stem.66 

 

In other words, the verb that appears over 50 times in the Hebrew Scriptures in 

the Hiphil form of ll;x' with the meaning “begin” is most likely a third homonym, a 

separate word from both the one meaning “pierce” and the one meaning “profane.” So in 

reading and translating Genesis 6:1, we must decide which of the three homonyms is 

being used there. Translators have almost always assumed it to be “begin,” rendering the 

clause, “when men began to multiply on the face of the earth.” Andersen’s translation is, 

“when men profaned abundantly on the face of the ground.” 

Assuming that 6:1 is clearly referring to a new turn of events in human history 

and not to something that began with the start of the expansion of the human race,67 

Andersen’s analysis and conclusion seem sound. But his translation should be corrected 

slightly. The Hebrew verb, just like the English verb profane, is transitive, and so should 

                                                           
66

 Andersen, 177. 

 
67

 This may not be a safe assumption to make, however. If, we read the pronouncements of Eve and 

Lamech in 4:1 and 5:29 as assumptive, then 6:1 may be referring to a profanation that has been present in 

human multiplying from the start. 
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have a direct object. ‘Profaned what abundantly?’ we might ask Andersen.68 Yet the 

clause does have a ready object for our verb. The infinitive construct brol' (läröb), 

usually translated “to multiply,” is rendered adverbially by Andersen: “abundantly”. It 

can, however, be read as a verbal noun functioning as an object,69 in which case the 

clause would read, “as man profaned his multiplying on the face of the earth.” If this is 

correct, it means that the author is recalling the blessing of humanity in 1:28, where God 

enjoined them to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the land”70 It is precisely this divine 

calling to be fruitful and multiply that man is profaning or defiling. 

As attractive as this reading may be, in the end it must give way to the fact that 

Hälal is by far the primary word for “begin” in the Hebrew Scriptures, and the 

overwhelmingly natural sense of the phrase in 6:1 is that man “began to multiply.” Yet 

the author is saying this with a word that he knows is a homonym of the word meaning 

“profane.” Given the context, it seems there is something of a pun present, one based on 

the connotation of the homonym meaning “profane.”   

                                                           
68

 Andersen’s answer is that the Name of YHWH is being profaned (176). But he explains this exegetically 

from context. Our concern at the moment is the grammatical issue of a missing object. 
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 Suggesting against this reading is the absence of the accusative marker tae-, which is “almost always” 

present with a definite direct object. (See C. L. Seow, A Grammar for Biblical Hebrew, Rev. Ed. 

[Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995], 98.) We could avoid this difficulty by assuming that the object is 

indefinite; however, the resultant sense of the clause would be, “as man profaned a multiplying.” If, as we 

are positing, the multiplying here in 6:1 is the multiplying referred to in 1:28, we would expect the object to 

be written as definite. Still, tae- is not absolutely demanded by the grammar; and since the anaphoric 

reference points to something as far back in the text as 1:28, we might not have as strong an expectation of 

a definite form. 

 
70

 The verb translated “multiply” in 1:28 is hb;r" (räbah), and the one is 6:1 is bb;r" (räbab). But that does 

little to attenuate the validity of the connection here. They are almost absolute synonyms, as is evident from 

a scan of their uses in a concordance. In any case, the conceptual similarity is sufficient for the connection. 
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It is similar to saying, “Cleaning the pool should not take long, if everyone jumps 

in to help,” or “This tennis racket is not very good, but I suppose it will serve,” or “when 

John heard that the coach was looking for a new long jumper, he leaped at the chance.”  

Thus, we can say with confidence that Genesis 6:1 tells us that men began to 

multiply, but the idea that they profaned their multiplying is winking in the background.71 

By itself, that is sufficient to suggest the connection to the multiplying in the blessing of 

1:28 and to cast an unpleasant pall over the next words of the text about the sons of God 

and their marriages to the daughters of man.72 So here we have our first instance in this 

pericope of, if not polysemy, at least wordplay. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.  A Wordplay View of llx in Genesis 6:1 

 
 

 

Who the “Sons of God” Were.  There are three major interpretive camps 

regarding the identity of the “sons of God.” There is also a fourth, less common one, 

which seems to have as much merit as the others. The three most common have been 
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 We will see more of this very use of llx in chapter 5 of this study. Whatever doubts about this 

polysemous understanding of the verb may linger here will certainly be removed there. 
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 If this understanding of Hälal is correct here in 6:1, it must affect our understanding of 4:26 as well. 

There we read either “At that time they began to call on the name of YHWH,” or “At that time they 

profaned their calling on the name of YHWH.” (The construction is nearly the same as in 6:1: llx in the 

Hophal stem + Qal infinitive construct with l prefix.) To be consistent, we will also have to view this 

through the lens of possible wordplay. Did people begin calling on God’s name in worship or had they 

already been doing so and now began to defile that worship? Perhaps the author is indicating the former 

but foreshadows events to come by saying so with a slight hint at the idea of profanation. 
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labeled the angelic, the Sethite, and the dynastic views.73 We cannot devote the space 

here to delve deeply into them. A brief description of each will suffice for our purposes.  

The Angelic View.  Based on the use of the phrase “sons of God” in the book of 

Job (1:6; 2:1; 38:7) and by way of indirect references from 2 Peter 2:4-5 and Jude 6-7, 

which mention angels who abandoned their proper place, the first view understands the 

sons of God to be angels who took up marital relationships with human women. Cassuto 

firmly states, “the reference is definitely to angels” and claims that this 

“interpretation…is the oldest in the history of exegesis.”74 It is indeed very old75 and may 

lie behind the LXX translation in verse 4 of both ~ylipiN>h; (hann•pilîm), “the Nephilim,” 

and ~yrIBoGIh; (haGGiBBörîm), “the heroes” as oi` gi,gantej (hoi gigantes), “the giants.”76 

That is, if the Nephilim are, in fact, the product of the sexual relations of angels and 

humans, it might serve to explain their unnatural size as described later in Numbers 

13:32-33. Some who take this view, understanding the problematic nature of assuming 

such biological compatibility between humans and angels, hold that the conjugal relations 

were between human bodies, but that the men involved were possessed by demons who 

were attracted to human women. The weightiest objection to this view, however, is not 

the fantastic metaphysical picture it draws but the fact that it tends to mitigate the 
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 See, for example Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 262–65. 
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 Cassuto et al., A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, 292. 
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 The pseudapigraphal book of Enoch (c. 300 B.C.) gives a fantastic version of this story, numbering and 

naming these lustful angels and describing their activities. 
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 In fact, the Codex Alexandrinus manuscript of the LXX simply translates ynEB. in verse 2 as “oi` a;ggeloi.” 
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culpability of human beings, a culpability which is crucial to the whole pericope and the 

flood narrative that follows.77 

The Sethite View.  A second view has the strength of reading chapter 6 in context 

as following chapters 4 and 5 which feature the ungodly line of Cain and the godly line of 

Seth. On this view, the sons of God are simply men of the line of Seth who began to fall 

away from YHWH and to intermarry with the evil line of Cain. As Augustine puts it, 

“[T]here were sons of God descended from Seth who abandoned their holiness and sank 

down into [the] city of men.”78 A primary weakness here is that this view seems to 

change the meaning of the phrase “daughters of man,” without justification, from verse 1 

to verse 2, from human women in general to Cainite women only.  

The Dynastic Ruler View.  The term ~yhil{a/ (´élöhîm), being plural in form, can 

be a literal plural meaning “gods” or “rulers, judges, either as divine representatives at 

sacred places or as reflecting divine majesty and power”79 (e.g. Ex. 21:6). The dynastic 

view, then, sees the sons of God as societally powerful men (usually rulers) whose sin 

was that they began to abuse their power and “take for themselves wives from all,” 

perhaps women who were not theirs to take. Some see these powerful men as likely being 
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 Hamilton, The Book of Genesis, 263. Or as he puts it in a later sentence, “The fact that God’s judgment is 

directed at man would argue strongly for the fact that the culprits must be mortals.” 268. 
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 City of God 15:23 cited in Louth and Conti, Ancient Christian Commentary, Vol. 1, 125. 
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“Cainite tyrants.”80 The use of élöhîm in Psalm 82:1 and 6 seems to reflect just such a 

sense,81 that of people who abuse their power in this world so as to pervert justice.  

The Men of God View.  The aim of Andersen’s thesis is to argue for a fourth view 

of the identity of the sons of God. He first divides numerous views into eleven 

“preternatural interpretations”82 and eight “natural interpretations.”83 The former are 

variations on the angelic view, and the latter are mostly variations on the Sethite and 

dynastic views. Andersen’s own view, the last in his survey of “natural interpretations,” 

he describes under the heading “men of God.”84 It is close to the Sethite view but distinct 

from it: “The ascription of the designation of the sons of God and the daughters of man is 

not determined by descent; rather, it is reflective of a core commitment either to the 

things of God or to the things of man.”85 Yet the commitment of these sons of God to the 

things of God has certainly faltered. For Andersen, that is exactly the point of the opening 

verses of the narrative. Things have deteriorated to the point that even the sons of God 

(with the singular exception of Noah) have wandered from God. They are “the recreant 

God-followers of Noah’s day,”86 “those who bore the Name but not the fruit.”87 
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absence of the article. 
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An Image-bearer View. Another view is possible, one similar to the Sethite, 

dynastic, and men of God views. But on this view, the “sons of God” in verse 2 are none 

other than the “men” in verse 1 seen from a different angle. The author’s slide from the 

term “men” in verse 1 to the term “sons of God” in verse 2 is similar to saying something 

like, ‘When a Christian takes care of his body, the temple of the Holy Spirit is honored.’ 

The term ‘temple of the Holy Spirit’ is not something other than the term ‘body;’ rather, 

it is a magnified and specifically nuanced reference to the same thing. The sons of God, 

then, are human men seen as the pinnacle of God’s creation. Whether they are Sethite or 

not, dynastic rulers or not, men of God or not, they are bearers of God’s image carrying 

the expectations of rightful fulfillment of that province. The “daughters of man” are 

human women seen as the complement to the sons of God, fellow image-bearers with 

them, yet as proceeding from them—“from man she was taken” (2:23). The picture is that 

drawn by the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:2-12. There we are told that “Christ is the 

head of every man, and the man is the head of a woman, and God is the head of Christ” 

(v. 2) and that man “is the image and glory of God; but the woman is the glory of man” 

(v. 7). How this view understands the problem in the 6:1-8 pericope, we will see below. 

What They Did. What exactly is wrong with the marriages here in 6:2? In the 

majority of the discussion among scholars, three possibilities present themselves.  

The Wrong Women.  The first possibility is that these daughters of man are the 

wrong women for the sons of God to marry. This seems to be the sense suggested by the 

passage itself when it tells us that sons of one sort took as wives daughters of another 

sort. This the usual answer of the Sethite and men of God views. The sons of God should 
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be selecting mates who will partner with them in their lives of faith, but they begin to 

take as wives women are not followers of YHWH. 

Polygamy.  A second is polygamy. If we read primeval Genesis as a unit and look 

to find clues within it to answer this question, we find a clue just a page or two earlier 

with the Bible’s first polygamist, Lamech of the line of Cain (4:19-24). The idea here 

would be that the sons of God began to follow the example of Lamech (and the Cainites 

generally?), violating the design of God for marriage (2:24) and taking multiple wives. 

This may fit with any of the natural interpretations of the sons of God. 

Expropriation.  A third possibility is that of expropriation, the taking over of that 

which belongs to someone else. This may be the longest interpretive reach of the three, 

but it has merit. Favoring a dynastic view, Westermann sees a pattern that reappears in 

Genesis 12 and then again much later in 2 Samuel 11. In both cases a beautiful woman 

who belongs to someone else is seen by a powerful man (Pharaoh, David) who then takes 

her for himself. In those later stories, Westermann rightly sees the “direct intervention of 

God which punished the transgressors.”
 88 

Hubristic Choosing.  There is yet a fourth possibility which is not entertained as 

often as the foregoing three. It is possible that, whoever the sons of God and daughters of 

man are, it is the phrase Wrx'B' rv,a] (ášer BäHärû), “whomever they chose,” that 

expresses the essence of the problem. In the first human marriage—and the only one 

before the fall—the man was given his wife by God. He did not initially choose her for 
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ensuing flood narrative, as just such a vengeance piece. At any rate, taking Westermann’s valuable insight 

into account, one wonders whether perhaps passages such as Genesis 12:17; 20:3-7; and 2 Samuel 12:10-12 

might be what the apostle Paul has in mind when he writes in 1 Thessalonians 4:3-6 of sexual immorality 

and the Lord being the “avenger in all these things.” 
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himself, though he did embrace the choice, seconding it as his own (2:23). Now we see 

marriages undertaken on the basis of individual choosing. And this is a choosing which is 

verbally connected to the fall. The wording used in 6:2 to describe the process by which 

“the sons of God saw (ha'r", rä´äh) the daughters of man—that they were good (bAj, 

†öb), and… took (xq;l', läqäH)” wives for themselves echoes that of 3:6, where “when 

the woman saw (ha'r", rä´äh) that the tree was good (bAj, †öb)…, she took (xq;l', 

läqäH)…” (3:6). The rapid-fire use of these familiar words here in 6:2 is meant to make 

us associate this new practice of wife-getting with the original decision of the gardeners 

of Eden to circumvent God’s way and to procure the good for themselves. 

 A brief look at the teaching of the book of Proverbs will help complete the 

picture of this idea of hubristic choosing as the crux of the problem. Throughout the book 

of Proverbs, a few major images are used to frame the distinction between wisdom and 

folly. One is that of listening to the calls of two alternative women, Lady Wisdom and the 

woman of folly, the latter of whom is often cast as the strange woman or the adulteress. 

Another major image is that of choosing the right “way” ($r<d<ñ, Derek). There is the way 

of righteousness which brings life (12:28); and there is the way that seems right to man, 

but which leads to death (14:12; 16:25). The images of the two women and the two ways 

are connected, as in 3:17, which refers to Wisdom, saying, “Her ways (($r<d<ñ) are 

pleasant ways (($r<d<ñ),” and 7:27, which refers to the strange woman, saying “Her house 

is the way (($r<d<ñ) to Sheol, a descent unto the chambers of death.”  
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In a passage that is clearly drawing on the image of the fall in Genesis 3 to 

ridicule the hubristic foolishness of human self-determination apart from God, the sage of 

Proverbs presents these words from the mouth of Wisdom herself: 

“For they hated knowledge 

And did not choose (rx'B', BäHär) the fear of YHWH. 

They would not accede to my counsel, 

They scorned all my reproof. 

So they shall eat of the fruit of their own way ($r<d<ñ, Derek) 

And be surfeited with their own devices” (1:29-31). 

It is not hard, in this light, to see the choosing (rx'B', BäHär) of wives for 

themselves by the sons of God in Genesis 6:2 as being a major factor in God’s 

observation that “all flesh had corrupted its way (($r<d<ñ) upon the land” (v. 12).  

Summary: A Polysemous View of the “Sons” and their Marriages.  The 

nature of the debate between the various interpretations of these “sons” and their 

marriages to the “daughters” is such that the view which seems most compelling is the 

view one is reading at any given time. And so here we proffer the possibility of a 

polysemy. Might it not be in the very design of the text to admit of several possible 

readings of who these sons of God were? In any case, having surveyed these several 

views, we can say that, for our purposes in tracing out the theme of heroism in this 

pericope, it is not critical that we decide for any particular one among them. We may, to 

some degree, hold the question in abeyance. It does seem vital, though, that we not lose 

the centrality of human culpability as the angelic view does. 

We tend to favor some form of the “natural” view, then. Though the Sethite, 

dynastic, and men of God views all have much to commend them, we think the image-

bearer view best. Since all these have viability, we will keep all in view. Yet, historically, 

the angelic view seems to cling to the interpretation of the pericope. Given the New 
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Testament connections and the deep historic traditions of the angelic reading, it cannot be 

easily or utterly dismissed. To be sure, there is something darkly spiritual going on here.89 

So for our purposes, we will take a polysemous view which foregrounds the natural 

interpretations, especially that of ‘image-bearer.’ But we leave the angelic in the 

background, blurred and out of focus, yet still present. This will be satisfactory, at least, 

as we pursue our theme of heroism here. 

Since the identity of the sons of God bears a direct relationship to the identity of 

the daughters of man, it will be no surprise that we suggest a polysemous view of the 

nature of the wrongdoing in these marriages. Just as ‘men of God’ was foregrounded in 

our view of the sons of God, here we will foreground ‘hubristic choosing.’ Yet this 

choosing may easily involve the other ideas as well. Quite apart from the wisdom and 

guidance of YHWH, men of all kinds, even those who may be called “sons of God,” are 

arrogating to themselves the choosing of life directions, as seen primarily in their marital 

choices. One hubristic choice may involve polygamy; another may involve expropriation; 

others may involve choosing the wrong woman.  

 

 

Figure 8.  A Polysemous View of “the sons of God” 
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 No doubt, this will seem to some readers a rather nebulous and unscholarly statement. But we think it 

apt. With regard to the ambiguity between “preternatural” and “natural” understandings of the marital 

goings on in Genesis 6: 1-4, it may be interesting and helpful to note that a similar ambiguity runs through 

the NT’s teaching on the powers, principalities, rulers, authorities, etc. Are these references to various 

echela of angelic beings or to the ordered, cosmological and institutional structures of human 

civilizations—or somehow both? 
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In an Image-bearer view of the sons of God, the hubristic choosing is about how 

men began to enter into marriages, namely, in a way (or ways) that did not rightly fulfill 

their identity as sons of God. This means “choosing” whomever they “saw” as “good” 

rather than seeking to receive from God that which He sees as good. 

Any and all of these explanations are possible. Thus it is also possible that the 

Scripture may be leaving the questions of identity and the nature of the wrongdoing and 

their possible answers here for our pondering. If we hold in abeyance a decision for one 

particular interpretation or another, we may keep them all in sight.90 As the Scriptures go 

on from here, powerful men will make choices in which they will transgress in all three 

of the ways usually given as interpretations of the wrong involved in the marriages of 6:2. 

In fact, all three—polygamy, expropriation, and intermarriage with the wrong people—

will be seen to plague both the people of God and their kings. In this light, it may be well 

to keep all of these ideas in view, either as concomitant with human hubris or as direct 

expressions of it. In either case, it is the hubris of human choosing that is central. 

 

 
 

Figure 9.  A Polysemous View of the Wrong in the Taking of Wives  

                                                           
90

 Thinking again of the connection to I Thessalonians 4:3-6 (see n. 46 above), it is interesting to mark the 

fact that a similar set of ambiguities besets the interpreter of that passage. The phrase skeu/oj kta/sqai (v. 

4a), in particular, has invited a variety of interpretive translations which seem strikingly familiar to the 

student of Genesis 6:1-4. They have been represented as “to acquire a wife,” “to live with one’s own wife,” 

and “to control one’s own body/sex organ.” (See Jeffrey A. D. Weima, 1-2 Thessalonians, Baker 

Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament [Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2014], 266–74.) 

Though he does not use our term, polysemy, Weima finally suggests a similar approach: “[I]t is perhaps 

wisest to translate the noun skeuos with its literal meaning of ‘vessel.’ Such a translation not only retains 

the ambiguous character of Paul’s language but also forces the modern reader to consider the different 

possibilities (body or sex organ) that the apostle evokes through his figurative use of this term.” 272. 
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First Pass: God’s Response (Verse 3) 

“So YHWH said, ‘My [S/s]pirit shall not remain with man forever, inasmuch as 

he is flesh too. Thus, his days will be one hundred and twenty years.” 

Verse 3 offers several separate pieces over which commentators debate. We will 

briefly consider these in reverse order from their appearance in the text. First, then, is the 

question of what is meant by the mention of 120 years. Some have taken it to be the 

(average) human lifespan in the post-flood world. Others have taken it as a reference to 

the length of time before the flood, that is, they take the statement as YHWH’s 

determination to give man a reprieve of 120 more years before judgment. This would 

seem to have little bearing on our theme of heroism, so we leave the question aside here. 

Second is the meaning of the phrase “inasmuch as he is flesh too.”  The term rf'B' 

(BäSär), “flesh,” is simple enough. The main question here is whether this refers merely 

to man’s corporeality or whether it takes a spiritual meaning akin to that of sa,rx (sarx) in 

the New Testament, that is, whether it is a reference to man’s creaturely mortality or to 

his sinful nature. Hanging together with that question is the meaning of the adverbial 

expression ~G:v;B. (B•šaGGam), “inasmuch as… too,” which is a contraction of B. (B• ) 

“in,” v, (še) “that,” and ~G: (Gam) “also, too.”91 In what direction does Gam point? Is it 

indicating that, just as something else—say, the other creatures—is flesh, man flesh too? 

Or is it that, in addition to having spirit, he is flesh too? The latter seems to fit better in 

                                                           
91

 Most scholars arrive at this understanding as the only viable option after some discussion of other far less 

likely possibilities. We take it to be accurate without spending time on treatment of the dubious 

alternatives. According to Cassuto, this form, ~G:v;B., is used in order to affect a high poetic style. Had the 

text broken the expression into the words ~G: rv,a]B;, “the language would have been prosaic.” See 

Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Genesis, 297. 
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the immediate context of the verse, but since the other creatures are going to play a role 

in the coming verses, we must not too quickly dismiss the former. Man is a creature, and 

Calvin may be right to take this as a declaration that man has, in some sense, degraded 

himself to the level of animal.92 In keeping with our approach to several interpretive 

moments in the pericope so far, we will hold this as another case of polysemy, a double-

entendre. In the foreground, we see a reference to man’s creaturely corporeality, in the 

background, a sense of man’s fallen sinful nature. We will hold this mention of “flesh 

too” in a polysemous view. 

Third is the unique verb form !Ady" (yädôn) used to express what it is that S/spirit 

of YHWH will not do forever with regard to man. We will not survey the various 

explanations proffered,93 but will stand with those who see the verb as meaning “remain.” 

That is, the S/spirit of YHWH will not remain with man forever.  

Finally, and most importantly, we have the question of whether yxiWr (rûHî  )94 

should be translated “My spirit” or “My Spirit,” that is, with a lowercase ‘s’ or with a 

capital ‘S.’ Since the noun x:Wr (rûaH) can mean “breath,” “wind,” or “spirit”—and since, 

in the last case, it can refer to any spirit, including the Spirit of God, context must always 

determine our understanding. Verse 3 may be a specifically anthropological version of 
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 Calvin, Genesis, 242–43. 

 
93

 The verb itself appears as !Ady (yädôn), which is, in this inflected form, a hapax legmenon. Along with 

conjecture based on other Semitic languages such as Akkadian and Ugaritic, various scribal alternatives are 

proposed, each suggesting a change in one or another consonant or vowel and thereby suggesting a 

different root and meaning. Among the propositions are: rWd (Dûr), “heap up, dwell;” !yDI (Dîn), “judge, 

plead cause” and !Wd (Dûn), “remain.” This last seems to be the take of the LXX (katamei,nh|) and the 

Vulgate (permanebit). 

 
94

 As might be expected, the LXX has to. pneu/ma, mou here. 
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God’s plan “to destroy all flesh in which is the breath (x:Wr) of life” (6:17), in which case 

we would translate with a lowercase ‘s.’ On the other hand, it could be God’s 

determination to remove His Spirit either from indwelling man or from active 

involvement with man,95 and so would be rendered, “My Spirit.”  

We must not miss, however, that verse 3 both recalls events from chapters 2 and 3 

and looks forward to events to follow in chapters 6 and 7. Looking back, we see that in 

2:7 YHWH God blew the breath (hm'v'n>, n•šämäh) of life into the nostrils of the man. 

After the fall of the man and woman into sin in chapter 3, YHWH God deliberated with 

Himself and then put them out of the garden, saying, “lest he stretch forth his hand and 

take also from the tree of life and eat and live forever (~l'A[l., l•`öläm)” (v. 22). Here in 

6:3, YHWH says His S/spirit (x:Wr) will not remain with man forever (~l'A[l., l•`öläm). 

Thus, He may be indicating that the breath of life that He originally put into man will not 

be staying with man in perpetuity. It is true that the word for breath in 2:7 is not rûaH but 

n•šämäh. But the latter only occurs one other time in Genesis, and that is in the ensuing 

flood narrative, when it is directly associated with the former. And so we see one of the 

places to which 6:3 looks forward, namely 7:15, where we read of the perishing of “all in 

whose nostrils was the breath (n•šämäh) of the spirit (rûaH) of life.”96 

Given the overall context of this part of primeval Genesis, it seems that “spirit,” 

the breath of life in man, is the reference being made in 6:3. On this reading, the phrase 

“he is flesh too,” would seem to make the point that, man not only has spirit, but is also 

                                                           
95

 Isaiah 63:10-11 is sometimes cited in this connection. 

 
96

 The first connection of the flood narrative to 6:3 comes in 6:17 where we read God’s intent for the flood 

“to destroy all flesh (BäSär) in which is the breath (rûaH) of life.”  
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laden with flesh. Again, however, we will take a polysemous view with the idea of the 

Spirit of YHWH, the third Person of the Trinity, in the near background.97 So both 

tensions, man’s spirit : man’s corporeal flesh and YHWH’s Spirit : man’s sinful flesh are 

in view.  

 

Figure 10.  A Polysemous View of the s/Spirit in Verse 3 

 

What is clear, in any case, is that God’s response to the situation described in 

verses 1-2 is a distancing of Himself from man, whether by the revocation of the gift of 

life-breath or by the removal of the presence or involvement of His own Spirit.  

                                                           
97

 The Greek word pneu/ma carries the same range of meaning as x:Wr. It happens that in several places a 

similar kind of ambiguity of reference occurs in the NT, not so much between the Spirit of God and the 

human breath of life, but between the Spirit of God and the spirit of a human being. A key example is 

Romans 7:6 where the NASB reads,”…so that we serve in newness of the Spirit…” then offers the margin 

note, “Or the spirit.” Conversely, in 8:15 the NASB reads “…but you have not received a spirit of adoption 

as sons…” then offers the margin note, “Or the Spirit.” This ambiguity runs through the first half of chapter 

8 (and in parts of Galatians 5), where the flesh and the S/spirit are contrasted. Is it our flesh versus our 

spirit, or is it our flesh versus God’s Spirit? If we see something like polysemy at play here, we might 

answer, “Both.” The metaphysical and theological implications are substantial. 
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Chapter 4 

 

ANCIENT HEROISM, PART II:  

REPUTATION AND REPROBATION 

 

 

We now undertake to study the second pass through the pattern of the Genesis 

6:1-8 pericope. Whereas the first pass consisted of two verses explaining the problem and 

one verse describing God’s response, here the distribution of material is reversed—one 

verse explaining the problem, and three describing God’s response. Yet it is verse 4, the 

one showing forth the problem, which has attracted our attention to this pericope in our 

pursuit of the theme of heroism in primeval Genesis. In fact, this verse of a mere 23 

words (in Hebrew) is densely packed with material that is essential for our study. 

Therefore, as important as the divine response in verses 5-7 and the epilogue in verse 8 

are, it is verse 4 which will receive most of our attention in this chapter of the study. 

 

The Heroes of Antiquity 

4
 The Nephilim were in the land in those days—and so also afterward (whenever 

the sons of God went to the daughters of man so that they gave birth for them); 

they were the heroes of antiquity, men of name. 
 

5
 And YHWH saw that the evil of man was abundant in the land, and that the 

entire framework of the thoughts of his heart was only evil every day.  
 

6
 And YHWH was sorry that he had made man over the land; and He was grieved 

in His heart.  
 

7
 So YHWH said, “I will wipe from the face of the earth man whom I have 

created, from man to beast, to crawling things, to flying things of the skies. For I 

am sorry that I made them.” 
 

8
 But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH. 

     — Genesis 6:4-8 
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Second Pass: The Trouble with the Nephilim (Verse 4) 

“The Nephilim were in the land in those days—and so also afterward (whenever 

the sons of God went to the daughters of man so that they gave birth for them); they were 

the heroes of antiquity, men of name.” 

Like the previous material, this verse presents a number of puzzles. There are 

questions of identity (Who are the Nephilim? Who are the heroes of old? Are they the 

same people?), relationship (How are the Nephilim and/or the heroes related to the sons 

of God?), and context (How do these things serve to introduce the material of verses 5-

7?). The most common understanding is that the Nephilim are the heroes of old and are 

the offspring of the sons of God with the daughters of man. But other opinions are easily 

found.  

Piecing Together the Relationships of Verse 4.  Birney surveys the passage 

exegetically and concludes, “Verse 4 refers not to the products of the polygamous 

marriages, but to their perpetrators.”98 Reading rv,a] (´ášer) as a relative pronoun, he sees 

the sons of God and the Nephilim as being the same people. He translates the first part of 

the verse, “The nephilim were in the earth in those days and after that as well, which sons 

of god went in to the daughters of men so that they bore to them…” He also sees the 

pronoun hM'he (hëmmäh), “they,” as referring to the same group, so that “the ‘sons of 

god’ are identified as Nephilim, as GiBBörîm (mighty kings), as men of the primitive age, 

and as the men of renown.”99  
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 Birney, “An Exegetical Study of Genesis 6:1-4,” 52. 

 
99

 Birney, “An Exegetical Study of Genesis 6:1-4,” 51. Emphasis added. 
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Hamilton rejects Birney’s view with the argument that ´ášer is almost certainly 

temporal, explaining when the Nephilim were on the earth, namely when the sons of God 

came to the daughters of man and they bore to them. We have joined Hamilton and the 

majority of translators in a temporal understanding, but with an aspectual nuance: “The 

Nephilim were on the land in those days—and so also afterward, (whenever the sons of 

God went to the daughters of man…)…” Along with this goes the understanding that the 

Nephilim are the heroes of antiquity and, therefore, the men of name. 

Most commentators and translators tend to see the sons of God as the antecedent 

of the prefixed pronoun ~h,l' (lähem), “to/for them,” as referring to the sons of God; so 

the clause is usually translated “and they bore [children] to them.” The verb dl;y" (yälad), 

“bear, give birth” when predicated of females, and “beget, sire” when predicated of 

males, is normally transitive with an active voice.100 Men beget sons and daughters; 

women bear children. But here there is no object; thus, translators gloss in some object 

such as “children.” This rendering is possibly accurate but not likely. There are two better 

alternatives. 

First, the pronoun may refer to the offspring, rather than the fathers. In this case, the 

l prefix would be expressed as “to,” the English idiomatic adverbial particle of the verb 

“give birth.” The lähem, then, is functioning syntactically as an accusative. This would 

have the verse telling us that “the Nephilim were in the land… whenever… the daughters 

of man… gave birth to them.” 

                                                           
100

 Sometimes dl;y" appears in a passive construction, but then there is a subject to express what is born. 

For example, in verse 1 we read, ~h,l' WdL.yU tAnb'W, “and daughters were born to them.”  dl;y" is in the 

Pual stem, and the subject is “daughters.” 
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Figure 11.  The Relationships of Genesis 6:4, ~h,l' as Accusative 

 

The second possibility takes the prepositional phrase ~h,l' as a dative
101

 in its 

syntactical force, specifically a dative of interest (i.e., ‘for their sake’). The antecedent of 

the pronoun is the sons of God. On occasion yälad can be active and intransitive. When it 

is, the point of emphasis is not the bearing of a (given) child, but the action or the 

avocation of giving birth.102 Thus, the clause could read, “whenever the sons of God went 

to the daughters of man so that they gave birth for them.” That is to say, in the interest of 

the sons of God, the daughters of man gave birth. 
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 We recognize that dative is not treated as a case in Hebrew grammar in terms of morphology. We refer 

here (as well as later in the study) to the datival concept inherent in any language. 

 
102

 Interestingly, in Genesis 16:2, where Sarai says to her husband, td,L,mi hw"hy> ynIr:c'[], “YHWH has 

kept me from giving birth,” dl;y" is a verbal noun (!mi prefix + Qal infinitive construct). Still, one would 

normally expect to find an object of the verbal (e.g. ‘children’). But again, the issue is not a specific child at 

this point, but rather the avocation of child birth. 
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Figure 12.  The Relationships of Genesis 6:4, ~h,l' as Dative 

 

 

On this view, the absolutely clear message is that an age in which the daughters of 

man give birth for the sons of God is an age in which the Nephilim will be present in the 

land. The phrasing stops short of declaring the presence of the Nephilim to be the result 

of the childbearing. The Nephilim may yet be the offspring of the unions of the sons of 

God to the daughters of man. Indeed, they likely are, for that is what the reading seems to 

suggest. (We will see yet another view below.) But this reading stresses other points as 

well. First, it brings the activity of childbirth itself into sharper focus than that of the 

identity of the specific offspring. Second, it shows that the sons of God have a vested 

interest in childbirth. It is done for them. 

An Archetypal Age.  Each part of verse 4 serves to connect this age to other ages 

which will follow it in the course of biblical and world history. In terms of the primeval 

age, we are told that the Nephilim were in the land in those days and that they were the 

heroes of that age. Of subsequent ages, we are informed that the Nephilim will be present 
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in any age in which the sons of God and daughters of man marry and have children. 

Furthermore, that they will be the Nephilim of these ages to come means that they will be 

the heroes of those ages, the men of name in their respective days in history. The age of 

which we are reading in Genesis 1-11 is unique in that it is the primeval age of the world, 

and therefore, the archetype of other ages.103 It is not unique, however, in seeing the sons 

of God intermingle with the daughters of man—not unique in having heroic men of 

name. 

In and of themselves, the references to marriage in verse 2 and to procreation in 

verse 4 seem so quotidian as to be hardly worth mentioning. It does not make this 

primeval age stand out as unique among the ages of the world. It certainly does not seem 

to be worthy of God’s evaluation of great wickedness on the earth and continual evil in 

the human heart. Thus, as a way of answering the question of why things are so bad that 

YHWH finds it necessary to wipe man out, interpreters have focused on the identity and 

nature of the sons of God, the daughters of man, the Nephilim, and so forth. And this is 

not wholly off the mark. We are no doubt meant to make something of the designations 

“sons of God,” “Nephilim,” and the rest. 

Nevertheless, it can be a fact of no small significance that, in both Matthew 

24:37-39 and Luke 17:26-27, when Jesus treats our pericope, He makes no mention at all 

of these categories of people. Rather, it is the very ordinary nature of human society that 

is, for Him, so telling about “the days of Noah”: “They were eating, they were drinking, 
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 Strictly speaking, the divide between “in those days” and “afterward” is probably not between Genesis 

11 and 12, but between the antediluvian world and the world after the flood. So from the point of the 

disembarking of Noah’s family from the ark, the narrative has reached the time of “afterward.” Yet for the 

author of the Torah, it is at the arrival of Abram on the scene that the text divides. Having covered 

thousands of years from creation to Babel in a mere few pages (chs. 1-11), he then slows down to devote 

the rest of this volume called “Beginning” to a span of little more than two centuries, just four generations 

of one family.  For this reason, we see “afterward” as a reference extending through the immediate post-

flood narrative and on into Israelite history. There is, in fact, no specific terminus given to “afterward.” 
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they were marrying, they were being given in marriage, until the day that Noah entered 

the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all (Luke 17:27).” The first problem to 

arise in the narrative of primeval Genesis is established around the motif of eating (3:6); 

the last problem in the Noah narrative arises from the motif of drinking (9:20-24). In the 

middle sits our pericope with its problem of marriage. For Jesus, it would seem that life 

as normal, with its eating and drinking and marrying, is a setting fit for sudden 

destruction. 

The Nephilim. The main force of verse 4 is the first clause, “The Nephilim were 

in the land in those days.” To emphasize this point, the author sets aside the normal word 

order for Hebrew verbal clauses, placing the subject first. Delitzsch notes that, “the 

narrator does not write Wyh.YIw:, because he wants to give emphatic prominence to the 

subject ~yliypiN>h; [sic].”104 In other words, the author underlines the significance of the 

Nephilim for what he is about to reveal in the following material. These strange people 

are the crux of the problem, as he now sets it down. 

The word ~ylipin> (n•pilîm) itself is somewhat mysterious. It occurs only three 

times in Scripture, once here and twice in Numbers 13:33, where the Israelite spies report 

on their experience of spying out the land: “And we saw there the Nephilim (the sons of 

Anaq are of the Nephilim); and we were like grasshoppers in our own eyes, and so we 

                                                           
104

 Delitzsch, Franz, A New Commentary on Genesis, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1899), 231. Delitzsch 

consistently spells the word, whether vowel-pointed or not, with the y matres in the pretonic syllable. The 

critical apparatus in the BHS text shows no documentation of such a variant. However, with the first of the 

two uses of the word in Numbers 13:33, the reverse is the case; the spelling is full, and there is no 

indication of a defective variant. 

The wayyiqtol 3
rd

 person masculine plural form Wyh.YIw: (“and they were”) which Delitzsch mentions here is a 

standard beginning for verbal clauses in the normal verb-subject-object Hebrew word order, heading verbal 

clauses 12 times elsewhere in primeval Genesis (e.g. 2:25). That the author chooses to breach the normal 

pattern here is indeed emphatic. 
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were in their eyes.” In both Genesis 6 and Numbers 13, the LXX translates n•pilîm with 

the word gi,gaj (gigas), “giant,” probably because of the latter context. But there is 

nothing about the word itself which would suggest any meaning like “giants.” 

“Nephilim” as from lpn.  Most scholars understand ~ylipin> (n•pilîm) to be based 

on the root lpn (npl ). Heading this small family of words is the verb lp;n" (näpal ), “fall, 

lie.” Its inflected form seems to be either a slightly transformed version of the Qal 

participle ~ylip.nO (noplîm), or a qa†îl-pattern adjective. In either case, the basic meaning 

would seem to be “falling ones.” Since it is clearly functioning as a proper noun referring 

to a special group of people, most translators simply transliterate and capitalize it, as we 

have done.  

A less popular version of this etymological understanding of n•pilîm as derived 

from lpn is that of Aquila who translated it evpipi,pontej (epipipontes), “those who fall 

upon.” Luther followed this interpretation and spoke of the Nephilim as cruel “tyrants.”105 

The verb näpal does sometimes have the sense of falling upon someone in an attack, but 

as Delitzsch points out, that is a metaphorical use based on context, because “lpn cannot 

itself have the meaning of hostile attack and surprise.”106  

Hamilton states the basic alternative, “A literal translation of Nephilim is ‘fallen 

ones.’ The full implication of the passive adjectival formation (qa†îl ) can best be brought 
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 Both Aquila and Luther cited in H. C. Leupold, Exposition of Genesis, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Book House, 1942), 258-9. 

 
106

 Delitzsch, A New Commentary on Genesis, 1:232. He then adds the interesting comment, “We must 

perhaps take lpn in the sense of Isa. xxvi. 18, comp. lp,nE, abortion…, and regard ~ylypn as designating, 

like chance-child = bastard, the fallen as unnaturally begotten.” 



72 
 

out by something like ‘those who were made to fall, those who were cast down.’”107 

Something like this understanding characterizes most treatments of the Nephilim. 

Cassuto briefly points out an interesting connection to our pericope from later 

Scripture,108 one which we will do well to observe with some care. Almost at the far end of 

Old Testament history from the primeval age in which our pericope is set, the prophecy of 

Ezekiel will devote a large section (chs. 25-32) to God’s judgment on a number of Gentile 

nations. About the last half of this section (chs. 29-32) details the judgment upon Egypt.109 

The last part of this movement, chapter 32, includes a poetic lament over Egypt (vv. 1-16) 

and a final word of YHWH as a prophetic discourse on her descent, along with other 

nations, to Sheol, the pit of death (vv. 17-32).  

In this context, we find four of Ezekiel’s six uses of the term GiBBôr.  We also see 

the verb näpal used six times. The first of each shows up in a single verse in the lament: 

“By the swords of the heroes (GiBBôrîm), I will make your multitude fall (´aPPîl ), the 

terrors of the nations, all of them; and they will ruin the excellence of Egypt, and her 

entire multitude will be annihilated” (v. 12). Then the rest of his uses of GiBBôr and näpal 

come densely packed into part of the prophetic discourse (vv. 20-27): 
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 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1 - 17. The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 270. 

 
108

 Cassuto et al., A Commentary on the Book of Genesis. He further takes this passage, which uses the 

phrase “land of the living” five times, as an explanation of the words “were on the earth in those days.” 

“[I]n those days—that is, before the Flood—they were still upon the earth and had not yet descended into 

Sheol (the expression on the earth means here, in the land of the living).” 298 

 
109

 Throughout Scripture (and beyond in world history), Egypt stands as the land of death. Since we cannot 

devote space to explaining and defending this statement, we merely mention it here in the notes. But we 

must at least put it here, since it adds an ironic depth to the focus of the passage to which we refer here.  

It is also interesting to note that the first homonym of ll'x', the one meaning “bore, pierce” (see discussion 

of Genesis 6:1 in our previous chapter above) occurs 13 times in verses 20-32. This is probably of very 

little significance, but it is possible that there is here a collateral connection to Genesis 6 by way of a slight 

wordplay running in the background. 
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Son of man, wail for the multitude of Egypt (v. 18)…. They shall fall (yiPPölû ) 

in the midst of those who are pierced by the sword (v. 20)…. The gods among the 

heroes (´elê GiBBôrîm) shall speak of him and his helpers from the midst of Sheol 

(v. 21)…. Assyria is there and all her assembly, its graves round about, all of 

them are the pierced ones, those fallen (hannöplîm) by the sword (v. 22)…. …All 

of them are pierced, fallen (noplîm) by the sword, who dispensed terror in the 

land of the living (v. 23). Elam is there and all her multitude… All of them are 

pierced, those fallen (hannöplîm) by the sword…. Do they not lie beside the 

fallen heroes (GiBBôrîm noplîm) of the uncircumcised, who went down to Sheol 

with their weapons of war and whose swords were laid under their heads? But the 

punishment for their iniquity rested on their bones, though the terror of the heroes 

(GiBBôrîm) had been in the land of the living” (v. 27). 

 

The bad news of this passage for Egypt is that she will share in the fate of all 

these other powers who went down to the pit of Sheol with their fallen heroes. But 

according to Cassuto, verse 27 is making an explicit reference to the ancient Nephilim of 

Genesis 6:4. Kamrada makes the connection too, yet with an odd textual twist. Referring 

to the heroes of Genesis 6:4, she writes,  

In the same verse these heroes are specified as the offspring of the sons of God 

(Elohim) and the daughters of men, viz. as some kind of semi-divine heroes. They 

are also identified with some sort of giants, the so-called Nephilim (~ylpn) in 

Gen 6:4. Ezekiel 32:27 describes the GiBBôrîm as follows: “…lie with the fallen 

warriors of long ago [or ‘giant heroes of long ago,’ ~lw[m ~ylpn ~yrwbg] who 

went down to Sheol with their weapons of war…”110 

 

The oddity is the appearance of ~lw[m, (më`ôlam) “of long ago,” where BHS has 

~ylirE[]me (më`árëlîm), “of the uncircumcised.”111 There is no Hebrew manuscript 

evidence to support this; it seems to be based on an error of sight by the translators of the 
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LXX, which has tw/n giga,ntwn tw/n peptwko,twn avpo. aivw/noj (tōn gigantōn tōn 

peptōkotōn apo aiōnos), “the fallen giants from long ago.”112 If the Hebrew text were in 

agreement with the LXX, that is, if the word më`ôlam were, in fact, used in Ezekiel 

32:27, it would certainly settle the matter in favor of Cassuto and Kamrada. For the verse 

would read, “Do they not lie beside the fallen heroes of antiquity…?,” not quite a 

verbatim copy of Genesis 6:4, but close enough. As it is, the connection is less sure.  

Nevertheless, we can agree with them about the connection. Ezekiel 32:27 seems 

to be speaking of a special set of fallen heroes associated neither with Egypt nor with any 

of the several other nations in the discourse; they serve as an elemental type on which the 

fallen heroes of the nations are based. The association of Genesis 6:4 and Ezekiel 32:27 is 

right, even if the two must lean on each other, rather than the latter supporting the full 

weight of the former in the connection. The mere presence of GiBBôr and näpal together, 

as they are used in the Ezekiel passage is almost reason enough to see the two texts as 

connected and, therefore, to regard lpn as the root of “Nephilim.” 

The rectitude of the association is sealed by a third text, David’s lament over Saul 

and Jonathan in 2 Samuel 1:19-27, where the use of these terms and others makes the 

connection unmistakable. Three times in this lament (vv. 19, 25, 27), we read Wlp.n" %yae 

~yrIABGI (´ëk näplû GiBBôrîm) “How the heroes have fallen!” The final lines (v. 27) of the 

lament read, 
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 ~yrIABgI Wlp.n" %yae   (´ëk näplû GiBBôrîm)   

“How the heroes have fallen!” 

 hm'x'l.mi yleK. Wdb.aYOw:   (wayyö´b•dû K•lê milHämäh)   

“And the implements of war perished!” 

 

Ezekiel 32:27 is clearly drawing on this lament with the use of these words: “Do 

they not lie beside the fallen heroes (GiBBôrîm noplîm) of the uncircumcised, who went 

down to Sheol with their implements of war (~T'm.x;l.mi-ylek.Bi, Biklê-milHam•TTäm)…” 

This is not to say that Saul and Jonathan are themselves the fallen heroes to whom 

Ezekiel refers. As we have observed, it is more likely that he refers to a general 

phenomenon of fallen heroes that is older and more basic, one that has been around since 

the first age of the world, one that serves not only as a template for the nations in his 

passage, but as well for Saul and Jonathan whose davidic lament he draws upon. 

In putting all this together, perhaps the most boldly interpretive step is taken by 

Hendel. Referring to a variety of stories in which the various “giant” peoples are defeated 

by Israelite characters, he writes,  

The function of the Nephilim-Rephaim in all of these traditions is constant—they 

exist in order to be wiped out: by the flood, by Moses, by David and others. 

The function of the Nephilim in Israelite tradition, I submit, is to die….113 

Nephilim literally means “the fallen ones,” indicating, apparently, the ones fallen 

in death. Similar usages of the verb näpal and its derivatives are found elsewhere 

in the Hebrew Bible, as in David’s lament over the death of Saul and Jonathan... 

or Jeremiah’s warning to the false prophets and priests: “they will fall among the 

fallen,” läKën yiPPélû Bannopélîm (Jer. 6:15;8:12). It appears relevant to a 

discussion of the Nephilim that the generic term Rephaim has a double meaning: 

(1) the giant aboriginal inhabitants of Canaan and (2) the shades of the dead. The 
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connection between death and the Nephilim appears to be basic to the several 

forms of the tradition.114 

 

It seems, then, that n•pilîm must, indeed, be based on näpal, that the Nephilim are 

the “fallen ones.” 

“Nephilim” as from alp  / hlp.  Yet Andersen offers a completely different 

etymology for n•pilîm, one we must not ignore. Following J. P. Lange, he reasons that 

the name “Nephilim” seems to be the ancient appellative which was adopted by the 

people so-named. And if that is the case, it would seem unlikely that they would 

electively refer to themselves with “a name of either degeneracy or reproach,” as either 

violent attackers or as those who have fallen. The better option, says Andersen, is to 

derive n•pilîm “from the root alp or from its parallel form hlp.”
115

 The verb al'P' 

(Pälä´ ) appears in the Niphal stem where its plural masculine participle would be 

inflected as ~yail'p.nI (niplä´îm) and would mean “those beyond one’s power,” “those too 

difficult to deal with,” or simply “extraordinary ones.”116 Similarly, the verb hl'P' (Päläh) 

appears in the Niphal stem where its plural masculine participle would be inflected as 

~ylip.nI (niplîm) and would mean “separate ones,” “distinct ones,” or “wonderful ones.”117 

Based on these considerations, Andersen calls the Nephilim the “marvelous men.”118 
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Furthermore, by a comparative generational count in Genesis 4 and 5, he reckons 

Noah and his sons to be roughly contemporaneous with the great civilizational achievers 

of the line of Cain.119 These include Jabal, the father of ranching (4:20); Jubal, the father 

of the musical arts (v. 21); and Tubal-Cain, the father of metallurgy (v. 22). With their 

father Lamech, who is the first known polygamist, infamous for throwing his weight 

around in violence (vv. 19,23-24), they would all be among the “marvelous men,” the 

Nephilim who were in the land in those days. Andersen’s interpretation of the sons of 

God as “recreant God-followers”120 regards them as making “strategic alliances” with the 

Nephilim who were the societal power-players. They saw, then, that marrying and having 

children with the daughters from these powerful families would be “good” and that they 

would be “secured through these children in their newly formed alliances.”121 

A Polysemous View of the word “Nephilim.”  We are, therefore, faced with 

another interpretive choice between two compelling alternatives. The alternative 

derivations of a participle or adjectival noun from either näpal (“fall”) or Päläh (“be 

extraordinary”) each are both viable and attractive. The connections with Ezekiel 32 and 

2 Samuel 1 are too clear and pointed to dismiss. Yet the fittingness of the idea of 

“marvelous ones,” together with Andersen’s explanation of the near context in primeval 

Genesis, is also strong. So again, we will assume a polysemous view, realizing that these 

options might easily have been in the author’s view as he wrote. But it seems that näpal 

is the foregrounded idea. Perhaps Andersen (after Lange) is correct that “Nephilim” is a 

name that these ancient people took on themselves, and they saw themselves as 
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“marvelous ones.” But it is the viewpoint and writing of the word of God that concerns 

us. And however it may have begun, the Scriptures seem to have made of the name 

something of a joke so that being “marvelous” is upstaged by being “fallen.” 

 

 
 

Figure 13.  A Polysemous View of the Meaning of “Nephilim” 

 

 

 

The Original Heroes.  As we noted at the beginning of the previous chapter, it is 

here in Genesis 6:4 that we finally encounter the diction or vocabulary of heroism. For 

the first time in the Bible, we are introduced to the rbg root. It appears in the phrase 

~l;A[me ~yrIBGIh; (haGGiBBörîm më`ôlam), “the heroes of antiquity” (v. 4). This 

expression communicates more than the obvious fact that these were the heroes of the 

particular age in which the narrative is set. Both by the fact that the age in question is the 

first age of the world and by the use of the word ~l;A[ (`ôlam), “antiquity,” the author 

stresses that these were the heroes of the first age of the world. In other words, these are 

the first heroes human society has ever had. The phenomenon of heroism in human 

culture begins here. 

The continuity between the Nephilim of Genesis 6 and those of later ages (e.g., 

Num. 13:33) is not one of hereditary descendancy. There is no reason to think that even 
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the ancient Nephilim were all related to one another biologically.122 They are presented 

more as a social group category (perhaps something like the Freemasons or the so-called 

Illuminati) than as an ethnic people. Their recurrence in history might be seen as a 

phenomenon similar to the revival of the Olympic Games in the modern age. There were 

ancient Olympic athletes, and now there are modern ones. That people who could be 

called “Nephilim” arose again in human society in later ages when sons of God and 

daughters of man married and had offspring is not only possible, but perhaps even to be 

expected. 

Men of the Name.  These original heroes were ~Veh; yven>a; (´anšê haššëm), “men 

of name.” But of exactly what name were they?  

“The Name” as God’s Name.  In keeping with his argument for seeing the sons of 

God as recreant God-followers, Andersen holds that these were men of the Name of 

YHWH. He points out that in addition to signifying the name of a given person, the noun 

šëm has two other semantic meanings. One is that of reputation or fame. The other is 

when “~Veh; is the particular Name, the unique Name, being isonomic with hwhy, the 

tetragrammaton. The expression ~Veh; is used to represent God—it not only refers to 

God, it stands in lieu of Him.”123 He argues rather convincingly that, since the other three 

times šëm appears with the article (haššëm, Lev. 24:11, Deut. 28:58, Ezek. 22:5)124 are all 
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references to YHWH, we should understand it the same way here in Genesis 6:4. 

Therefore, he sees it as “designating God-followers, men of the Name, even though they 

were no longer living in submission to God.” This would certainly accord well with 4:26 

where we read that “men began to call upon the name of YHWH.”125 

Yet as we saw above, Andersen’s view is dependent on understanding the sons of 

God as becoming the heroes of antiquity through intermarriage with women from the 

families of the Nephilim. And this puts too much strain on the wording of the verse. First, 

instead of letting haGGiBBörîm më`ôlam and ´anšê haššëm enjoy their natural 

relationship of apposition, it sets the two phrases at odds with one another, requiring a 

reading like, “They were the heroes of antiquity despite being men of the Name.” 

Second, the Nephilim, in fact, are the heroes of old who are “men of the name.” So if 

haššëm is the very Name of YHWH, it is the Nephilim who belong to Him, and their 

heroism—and with it, the intermarriage and procreation of the sons of God with the 

daughters of man—is good, not bad. At this point, there is no longer any causal 

connection from verses 1-4 to the flood. 

 “The Name” as Notoriety.  The majority of interpreters see haššëm in the sense 

of reputation or fame here in 6:4. This is what best fits the sense of the verse and the 

overall passage (especially if Andersen’s understanding of the Nephilim as “marvelous 

men” is at all in view!). And as we will see further on in our study, it also fits the overall 

context of primeval Genesis. 

The phrase ´anšê haššëm, “men of name,” is in apposition to the phrase 

haGGiBBörîm më`ôlam. In particular, “men of name” restates the head noun, GiBBör, 
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“heroes.” The effect, then, is not to say ‘the Nephilim were heroes and they were men of 

name,’ but rather to say, ‘the Nephilim were heroes; in other words, they were men of 

name.’  

Thus, here in the place where the Bible introduces the idea of heroes (GiBBörîm), 

the content given to the idea is that of being “of name” (haššëm). There is little doubt, of 

course, that the picture is of men whose power included physical prowess of some kind or 

degree. As we said in chapter 1 of this study, it is clear that in the vast majority of its 

uses, context gives (or perhaps brings out of) the term GiBBôr a physical significance, 

pointing to the courage and skill of a warrior. Yet Kosmala’s statement that “anyone who 

is exceptionally important or powerful in some field is a gibbor”126 is correct. For here in 

the primordial reference to heroes, we see that the essential characteristic is notoriety, 

fame, influence.  

Calvin goes so far as to claim that “they were ferocious tyrants, who separated 

themselves from the common rank…. [U]nder the magnificent title of heroes, they 

cruelly exercised dominion, and acquired power and fame for themselves, by injuring and 

oppressing their brethren.  And this was the first nobility of the world.”127 It is perhaps a 

bit of a step beyond the manifest witness of the text to assume to know just how 

“ferocious” these heroes of antiquity were. But we would be seeing less than the text 

would show us, if we failed to understand them to be potent people who seldom came out 

on the losing side of conflicts. Whether or not they were feared as notorious tyrants, they 

were certainly iconized as celebrities. In any case, they were famous and powerful. 
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Whether or not Andersen is correct in identifying of the sons of the Cainite 

Lamech (4:20-22) with the Nephilim of 6:4, the careers of those captains of industry set a 

good trajectory for our understanding of these heroes of antiquity. They were 

undoubtedly like them. It is interesting to note, moreover, that the author mentions the 

sister of Jabal, Jubal and Tubal-Cain (4:22). Her name is hm'[]n" (nä`ámäh), “pleasant,” a 

word used to describe the feminine charms of Solomon’s beloved (Cant. 7:7 [Eng., 7:6]). 

If her brothers are the original societal magnates, she is the original celebrity glamour 

girl. If they are a fitting prelude to a scene in which there are Nephilim-heroes-of-name, 

she is a fitting prelude to a scene in which daughters of man are being noticed as “good.” 

If it may be taken as a legitimate interpretive move, then, to see the situation 

described here in Genesis 6:1-8 as an extension and amplification of that which was cast 

in 4:17-24, we may fairly say that our pericope is laying before us a vision of human 

civilization which is characterized by idolization of celebrities, cultural power-players 

who do as they please in marriage and family life.  

An Ironic View of the Phrase “Men of Name.”  We have taken the use of the term 

šëm to indicate the fame and celebrity of the heroes of antiquity. Still, it is striking to 

note, at the prompting of Andersen, that out of 835 occurrences of the word šëm (not 

counting the 17 references to Shem, the son of Noah), only four appear with the article. 

Then seeing that the other three occurrences all refer to YHWH God makes it difficult to 

dismiss Andersen’s interpretation.  

Furthermore, it fits the pattern of the pericope to have at least something akin to a 

polysemous glance at an aspect of God’s own identity embedded in this second pass. The 

first pass suggested that the activities of the sons of God amounted to an offense against 
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the Spirit of YHWH. This second pass may do something similar with the name of 

YHWH. Indeed, if our pericope is picking up the cultural picture from chapter 4, it would 

follow that a reference to haššëm here would be, in some way, drawing on the picture of 

men calling on the name of YHWH in 4:26. It is not a direct reference (as Andersen 

would have it), however. Nor is it exactly what we have been calling polysemy, for it is 

not the element of double-entendre that we see here, though it is not wholly different 

from that. More accurately, it is a bitterly ironic connection. On the face of the narrative, 

haššëm in 6:4 is about the fame of the heroes. But standing furtively behind this 

immediate sense is the reminder of God’s name.  

 

 
 

Figure 14. An Ironic View of the Meaning of “the Name” in Genesis 6:4 

 

Thus, the renown of the heroes is set in competitive conflict with the name of 

YHWH. Whereas men had begun to call on the name of YHWH, now they are looking to 

“men of name.” Heroes do not become famous unless other people whisper their names 

and glorify their exploits. In the simple phrase describing the heroes of antiquity as “men 
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of name,” the author tells us as much about the culture and its people as he does about the 

GiBBörîm themselves. The implications fall on all men, not just the heroes. The divine 

response that follows is not merely a judgment on the Nephilim, but on “man” (v. 5). In 

fact, we find that “all flesh had corrupted their way in the land” (v. 12). 

 

Second Pass: God’s Response (Verses 5-7) 

And YHWH saw that the evil of man was abundant in the land, and that the 

entire framework of the thoughts of his heart was only evil every day. And 

YHWH was sorry that he had made man over the land; and He was grieved in 

His heart. So YHWH said, “I will wipe from the face of the earth man whom I 

have created, from man to beast, to crawling things, to flying things of the skies. 

For I am sorry that I made them.” 

 

God’s Seeing and Man’s Seeing.  In the creation narrative, we are told 

repeatedly that God saw that what He had made was “good” (1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25), 

culminating at the end of the sixth day in His seeing that it was “very good” (v. 31).128 

But the woman and the man are shown to take unto themselves the right to see for 

themselves what is good; and thus, they fall into sin (3:6). Ironically, at that point, their 

eyes are indeed “opened,” but the results are not happy ones (v. 7). In this way, the author 

establishes a contrast between the eyes of God and the eyes of man, between the way 

God sees things and the way man sees things. We have already noted in the previous 

chapter of our study that 6:2 draws a verbal connection to 3:6 with “saw (rä´äh)… good 

(Tôb)… took (läqaH)…” This was a comparison of two human campaigns of seeing, 
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85 
 

evaluating and acting. Now we are presented, by contrast, with “what God saw (v. 5), 

then how he felt (v. 6), then what he intends to do (v. 7).”129 

Given that the pericope is arranged as two passes through the pattern of problem-

divine response-reason, it is perhaps odd that the idea of God’s seeing is brought up in 

the second pass, when man’s seeing is part of the problem in the first pass. But this serves 

to tie together the whole pericope with its two passes through its pattern. The two 

problems of, on the one hand, seeing and taking wives, and on the other, having offspring 

and hero-making, are not separate issues, but parts of the one mess of human endeavor. 

Likewise, the two divine responses of, first, saying that His spirit will not remain with 

man forever, and then, the response we now have here in verses 5-7, are not utterly 

separate, but two parts of the one divine response. Thus, the seeing of God in verse 5 is 

set in contrast to the seeing of the sons of God in verse 2. What God sees is not “good 

(Tôb)” but “wickedness (rä`äh),” that is, what He sees is not merely something different, 

but that which is antonymic to what the sons of God see.130 

 

Chapters 1-3  Chapter 6 

God  Man  Man  God 

“God saw that it 

was good” (1: 10, 

12, 18, 21, 25, 31) 

 “the woman 

saw… good… 

took…” (3:6) 

 “sons of God 

saw… good… 

took…” (6:2) 

 “YHWH saw… 

wickedness…” 

(6:5) 

 

Figure 15. Divine vs. Human Seeing in Genesis 1-3 and 6 
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Framework of Thoughts.  Verses 2 and 4 are written not only to tell us what the 

sons of God saw and chose, nor only to inform us about the presence of Nephilim-heroes. 

They display for us the way the sons of God think. Verse 5 is written in direct response to 

this. God is able to see deeper than the deeds of man into his very heart, and what He sees 

is that “the entire framework (rc,yE-lk'w>, w•käl yëcer) of the thoughts of his heart was 

only evil every day.” The noun rc,yE (yëcer) denotes a construct of some kind, whether 

physical or mental.131 Thus, the project of choosing good-looking wives, of having 

offspring, and of having Nephilim-heroes is the practical outworking of man’s thought 

process, the framework of his thinking. And this is what God sees as continually evil. 

Divine Regret.  Genesis 6:6-7 is the first occurrence of the curious mention of 

God having a change of heart. Theologians have puzzled over the theological and 

philosophical possibilities and implications of such a phenomenon. Does God actually 

change His mind? Is this merely an anthropopathism, a case of God feigning human 

emotions as an accommodation to us? We will not attempt to resolve such mysteries here. 

Yet it will prove important to our study to take note of it and to observe its role in the text 

of primeval Genesis. 

Parallel to Lamech’s Prediction.  Cassuto points out that the roots of the verbs 

“be sorry” (~x,N"YIw:, wayyinnäHem), “made” (hf'[', `äSäh), and “grieved” (bCe[;t.YIw:, 

wayyit`accëb) all appeared previously in the prediction of Lamech at the birth of Noah 

that “this one will bring us relief (Wnmex]n:y>, y•naHámënû) from our work (Wnfe[]M;mi, 
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mimma`áSënû) and the toil (!AbC.[imeW, ûmë`icc•bôn) of our hands…” (5:29). He denies 

that this might be coincidence and suggests that it presents 

an antithesis of thought. Lamech had hoped that his son would be a source of 

consolation from the travail resulting from manual labour of people who perform 

hard work on the accursed ground; but he did not consider that just as the works 

of human beings in the field of physical toil brought them pain, so their deeds in 

the moral sphere caused suffering to their Creator; and that just as men were 

yearning to be comforted for the sorrow caused them by their material work, so 

the Creator, out of His heart’s grief, regretted that He had made man upon the 

earth.132 

 

Divine Propinquity.  This helps us to see the role that this divine regret plays in 

the narrative. Even as God is coming with judgment, He is shown as coming near 

relationally. Though not at a verbal level, there is a parallel to this in the garden. After the 

couple has sinned, YHWH God is heard “walking” in the garden and “call[ing] to the 

man…, ‘Where are you?’” (3:8-9). In both places, there is a strange reference to God that 

prompts the reader to scratch her head and ask questions of theology proper. The ‘can 

God change His mind?’ of chapter 6 is similar to the ‘does God not know where they are 

hiding?’ of chapter 3. This phenomenon, which we will call divine propinquity, serves to 

keep God close to man, accessible, identifiable. Further on in our study, it will yet again 

play a role. 

Man Judged as Ruler.  Most translators render the B. prefix in #r<a'B' (Bä´ärec) in 

verse 6 as “on” so that the word is translated “on the earth.” Our translation, “over the 

land”133 is admittedly interpretive to a high degree. But that it is a legitimate syntactical 

understanding of the spatial dative here can be seen from the way the B. prefix is used five 
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times in 1:26, the verse upon which our text is drawing. When God creates man in His 

image, He immediately says, “…and let them rule over the fish (tg:d>bi, bidgat) of the sea 

and over the flying things (@A[b.W, ûb•`ôp) of the skies and over the beasts (hm'heB.b;W, 

ûbaBB•hëmäh) and over all the land (#r<a'h'-lk'b.W, ûb•kol hä´ärec), and over all crawling 

things (fm,r<h'-lk'b.W, ûb•kol häremeS )…” Each of these ‘overs’ is the B. prefix. And with 

the exception of the fish, these are the same creatures listed in 6:7, where YHWH 

determines to “wipe from the face of the earth man whom I have created, from man to 

beast (hm'heB., B•hëmäh), to crawling things (fm,r<, remeS ), to flying things (@A[,`ôp) of 

the skies.”  

So we see that man is being judged in his capacity as ruler over creation. As goes 

the king, so go the subjects.134 In response to the wickedness of man, God takes a 

sweeping look at all of the creatures and says, “I am sorry that I made them,” not merely 

“him” (v. 7). The wickedness of their human rulers will cost the creatures the breath of 

life.  

 

Epilogue: The Fate of the Favor-Finder 

“But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH.” 

In glaring contrast to the wickedness God has seen in verses 1-7, our pericope ends 

with a note of something better in His eyes. One man found !xe (Hën) “favor, grace” in 

YHWH’s eyes. Noah, along with his sons, has been on hold since 5:32, as the author has 
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humanity in Romans 8:19-21. 
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given us this extended look at the situation of universal human wickedness. The family 

story of Noah, his tdol.AT (Tôl•döt), will be resumed in verse 9, but first, the author closes 

the pericope on human evil with an epilogue contrasting the evil with grace.  

After this will come the flood narrative (6:9-8:19). It is not the case, however, that 

God now sends the flood and drowns the people with their heroes, and that is the end of 

the matter. Throughout this part of primeval Genesis, the family of Noah is featured in 

contradistinction to the wickedness of man and to the heroism of 6:4, in particular. We see 

this in two ways. 

Shem, Son of Noah.  The last thing the author tells us before embarking on the 

pericope of 6:1-8, is that “Noah begat Shem (~ve), Ham, and Japheth” (5:32). Almost 

immediately upon resuming the story of Noah, he reiterates, “Noah begat three sons:  

Shem (~ve), Ham, and Japheth” (6:10). The first of Noah’s three sons (as they are listed 

here) is named “Name.” This fact in itself does not necessarily align the family with the 

name of YHWH. But it is likely that we are meant to keep these facts in view together: 

First, Noah has a son named “Name.” Second, the existence of Nephilim-heroes of name 

is a significant part of the framework of human thought that God sees as evil. And third, 

“Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH.” We are never given reason to think God views 

Noah’s naming a son “Name” as a bad thing. Rather, we see numerous indications of His 

approval. 

Prevailing Versus Preservation.  Noah’s role in this part of the primeval Genesis 

text is as one who has found grace in YHWH’s eyes, who walks with God (v. 9), who 

simply obeys God’s commands (7:5), and is preserved through the flood in the safety of 
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the ark (7:13-8:17). Yet as Sailhamer notes, the narrative is written so as to provoke 

maximum intensity for us as we read it. 

At the beginning of the story, the reader follows the course of events from a 

divine perspective…. With the onset of the flood, however, we lose our privileged 

position. We no longer see what God sees. We see only what the characters of the 

story themselves see as the heavens pour forth rain and the fountains of the deep 

break apart. Our perspective is horizontal. The floods rise up around us; we 

cannot stand alongside God and look down on those in the narrative who are 

experiencing God’s judgment. 

As the Flood progresses God becomes strangely absent. Only the waters and those 

fleeing the waters are kept in narrative view. The author refuses to allow the reader 

to stand in a neutral corner and watch while God judges the world. We are forced 

to take sides like those in the narrative itself…. We are left either to enter the ark 

with Noah or to remain outside in the Flood. The only glimpse of God we are 

allowed as the waters of the Flood close in around “all flesh” is his closing the 

door behind those who have entered the ark (7:16).135 

 

 

Perspective is not the only literary tool the author uses to heighten the tension of 

the story. Various commentators have noted the fact that the flood narrative is composed 

with a chiastic structure. Some outworkings of the chiasm can be quite complex.136 The 

following is a simple, eleven layer version:  

Invariably, regardless of who lays out the chiasm, the center is always 8:1a, “But 

God remembered Noah…” Prior to that moment, the tension, along with the waters of the 

flood, rises and rises. 

Yet, to be accurate, the waters are never said to “rise” in the Genesis account. 

While biblical Hebrew has numerous suitable verbs for this, the author never uses them to 

describe the waters. Instead, we read that “the waters prevailed (rb;G", Gäbar) and increased 
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(hb'r", räbäh) greatly on the land” (7:18). In fact, the first of these two verbs is the one we 

covered in our survey of the rbg root in chapter 1 of this study. There, we saw that the 

verb carries a comparative connotation, that it has an inherent notion of contest. This verb 

is used four times in chapter 7: “The waters prevailed and increased greatly…” (v. 18). 

“The waters prevailed more and more…” (v. 19). “The water prevailed fifteen cubits 

higher…” (v. 20). “The waters prevailed upon the land one hundred fifty days” (v. 24).  

 

 
Figure 16. Chiastic Structure of the Flood Narrative 

 

The waters in the flood narrative prior to the pivot in 8:1 are cast as a threatening 

force which is conquering all. Thus, the first half of the flood narrative resembles the 

pericope of 6:1-8. In the one case, we read of the wickedness of man and God’s response 

to it until we are mercifully told, “But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH.” In the 

other, we read of how the waters conquer more and more, snuffing the breath of life out of 
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everything outside the ark and lifting the ark itself, until we are told, again, mercifully, 

“But God remembered Noah.” 

 

 

 

 

6:1-8 6:9 – 8:1 

Rampant wickedness 

(corruption of “all flesh”) 

Rising Intensity of Flood Story 

(destruction of “all flesh”) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 17. rbg in 6:1-8 Pericope and Pre-Climax Flood Narrative 

 

So while the theme of heroism does not in a direct way continue on past the 

pericope of 6:1-8 into the environs of the flood story, we can hear the echoes of it in the 

fearsome language of that story. In this context, we see Noah, the favor-finder, with his 

son Shem, preserved through the danger. 

  

“But God 

remembered Noah” 

(8:1a) 

“But Noah found grace 

in the eyes of YHWH” 

(v. 8) 

“GiBBörîm  of antiquity” 

(v. 4) 

“the waters prevailed (Gäbar)” 

(7:18,19,20,24) 
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Chapter 5 

 

THE NEW HERO OF OLD:  

INFAMY AND EPONYMY 

 

 

The promise of a Hero to come as the “Seed” of the woman and the social 

development of a culture of famous heroes were the first two headlands of the theme of 

heroism in primeval Genesis. We come now to the third and final one, the strange 

account of Nimrod and the metropolitan project at Shinar. 

 

Postdiluvium 

One of the major concerns of the primeval Genesis narrative is to make certain we 

understand that, even after the flood, the moral condition of humankind has essentially 

remained the same on earth.  

Enoch had stood out in the genealogy of Seth in chapter 5 as one who “walked 

with God” and the only one whose details did not end with the sad refrain “and he died” 

(5:24; cp. vv. 5, 8, 11, 14, et al). Similarly, Noah stood out among his generation as the 

only one who walked with God (6:9). However, the reset of humanity through the 

preservation of Noah’s family through the flood did not bring about real and lasting 

change. Patterned after the fall of the first humans, the post-flood narrative shows Noah 

making an improper use of fruit with the results of nakedness and shame (9:21-23) 

followed by curse and broken relationships (vv. 24-27). Finally, Noah’s story ends with 

the words, “and he died” (9:29). 
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Now, with the last two chapters of the primeval material, the author gives us the 

“family record” (tdol.AT, Tôl•döt) of the sons of Noah whose names were first introduced 

in 5:32. This is accomplished mostly in chapter 10; however, the latter two thirds of 

chapter 11 will present the continuation of the line of Shem through his descendant Peleg. 

The line of Japheth is given in 10:2-5, the line of Ham in verses 6-20, and the line of 

Shem in verses 21-32. In chapter 10’s genealogies, fourteen names are given for the 

descendants of Japheth, thirty for Ham, and twenty-six for Shem—seventy names in all. 

The chapter is famously called the “Table of Nations,” because almost all of these names 

are eponyms for nations or people groups. 

 

 

 
 

Figure 18. The Table of Nations in Genesis 10 
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Chapter 10 opens with reference to the sons of Noah, informing us that ‘sons’ 

(~ynIB', Bänîm) were ‘born’ (dl;y", yälad ) to them after the flood (v. 1). Then, for the 

entire line of Japheth and partway into the line of Ham, the verb yälad is set aside in 

favor of the formula “the sons of… were…” In verse 7, as part of the line of Ham, five 

sons of Cush are listed; and then suddenly, almost abruptly, the form changes with the 

introduction of a sixth: “And Cush begat (yälad ) Nimrod.” The arrival of Nimrod 

demands a change in the very wording of the table of nations. From this point on, the 

verb is used to finish the genealogical table. For the remainder of the line of Ham, and on 

through the line of Shem, both here in chapter 10 and in the portion of chapter 11 that 

continues his line through Arpachshad, the formula is “…begat (yälad )….” The effect of 

all of this is a reminder of chapter 6 which began with a focus on “sons” (Bën) who took 

daughters (vv. 1-2) and then, somewhat later (v. 4), made mention of ‘childbearing’ 

(yälad ). In this small, subtle way, Nimrod’s introduction is like the introduction of the 

Nephilim. 

In our study of heroism in these chapters, it is this Nimrod figure with whom we 

must deal. Yet the passage which tells us all we know about him, 10:8-12, includes a 

conspicuous connection between him and the urban building project at Shinar in 11:1-9. 

Among readers and interpreters of Genesis, there is a universal understanding that 

Nimrod is to be associated with the Shinar project as its leader, despite the fact that the 

latter story never mentions him. There are three simple and unmistakable clues in 10:8-12 

which rightly lead us to this conclusion. First, we are told of his beginning at “Babel… in 
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the land of Shinar” (v. 10). Second, we are told that he “went forth” from that land (v. 

11). And third, we learn that he is, in some sense, a builder (v. 11; cf. 11:4-5,8). 

The last verse of chapter 10 gives a concluding summary to the genealogical 

tables: “These are the clans of the sons of Noah, according to their family records, in their 

nations. And from these the nations were separated over the land after the flood” (v. 32). 

Then the author inserts a pericope to explain how this separation of the nations came 

about. We will first look at this explanatory pericope, then turn back to learn about 

Nimrod from his rather embossed passage in chapter 10. 

 

The Babel Pericope 

1
 Now it happened that all the land had one speech and oneness of 

words.  
 

2
 And it happened in their journeying east that they found a valley in 

Shinar and settled there.  
 

3
 And they said, each man to his fellow, “Attend! Let us make bricks 

and burn them well.” So the brick was their stone, and bitumen 

was their mortar. 
 

4
 And they said, “Attend! Let us build a city and a tower with its 

head in the skies. And let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be 

scattered over the face of all the land.” 
 

5
 And YHWH came down to see the city and the tower which the 

sons of man built.  
 

6
 And YHWH said, “Behold, they are one people, and there is one 

speech for all of them. And this is what they begin to do! And now 

nothing will be impossible for them of all they might purpose to 

do.  
 

7
 “Attend! Let us go down and confuse there their speech so that 

they will not hear, each man, his fellow.” 
 

8
 So YHWH scattered them from there over the face of all the land. 

And they ceased to build the city. 
 

9
 Therefore, its name was called Babel, for there YHWH confused 

the speech of all the land. And YHWH scattered them from there 

over the face of all the land. 

  — Genesis 11:1-9 
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This pericope is one of the most artful sections in all of Scripture. It is brief, 

employs an economy of words, and features several repeated phrases (e.g., “scattered 

over the face of all the land” occurs three times). Yet for all this simplicity, it manages to 

communicate an enormous message with a complex group of facets. As Alter puts it, 

“The story is an extreme example of the stylistic predisposition of biblical narrative to 

exploit interechoing words and to work with a deliberately restricted vocabulary…. The 

prose turns language itself into a game of mirrors.”
137

 

 

Irony and Humor 

It has been noted that the pericope shows a “wide use of irony and sarcasm,”
138

 as 

well as wordplay. While the flood story showed the grieving heart of God and the tragic 

and cataclysmic nature of His response to the errant ways of humanity, the present story 

shows His laughter, as it were, and His taste for irony in responding to humanity. Here, 

amid the Genesis 10-11 narrative, which sets down the early arrangement of the nations 

and tells us how they came to be diversified, we see a precursor to the scene envisioned 

by the psalmist: 

Why do the nations clamour, 

And the peoples drone on pointlessly? 

The kings of the land get themselves set 

And potentates bind themselves in oneness 

Against YHWH and against His Anointed. 

“Let us tear off their bindings 

And cast their ropes away from us.” 

The One sitting in the heavens laughs; 

The Lord japes at them. 

— Psalm 2:1-4 
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Divine Mockery.  The people speak as a collective (“we,” “let us”), and the effect 

is that they sound very much like YHWH God, not only as He speaks here within this 

pericope, but also as He did in the first chapters of the book (1:26; 3:22). Even their 

speaking reads as though it were an effort to be like God. Yet when God speaks in the 

episode, He seems to be imitating them with “Attend! Let us…” This is part of the divine 

mockery in the story. A related one is the irony of the fact that, though the Shinarian 

builders expect to make a tower to reach to the skies/heavens, it is such a small presence 

in His universe that God must “come down” to see it. 

Circumstantial Irony.  Mathews comments on a number of points of irony, 

including the fact that “[w]hat they most feared, namely, the loss of security and power 

by ‘scattering’ (v. 4), came to pass as a result of their own doing.”
139

 

Perhaps the most significant instances are clustered around the people’s ambition 

to “make a name” for themselves (v. 4). Over against this aspiration, we see several 

ironic features. First, no person is named in the whole story except YHWH. Also, the 

place itself finally receives a name, but one that is a parody, not a badge of pride. Finally, 

the pericope is bracketed on both sides by the genealogies of Shem (~ve, “name”), as 

though the author intends to show God’s plan to bestow a name upon men goes right 

around the vain Shinarian attempt at self-naming on its trajectory to Abram to whom God 

promises, “I will… make your name great.” (12:2).  

Divine Propinquity.  The mention of God ‘coming down to see’ the city 

functions not only as a mocking irony, but also hints at the idea of divine propinquity 

which we have seen at each of our hero text locales. In chapter 3, God came “walking” in 
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the garden and there feigned ignorance of the couple’s whereabouts (3:9). In the time of 

the flood, we saw Him express regret for having made man over the land (6:6-7). Now, 

we see Him coming down from heaven to take notice of the human project at Shinar. 

Moreover, some have noted the fact that both in 3:22 and here in 11:6, YHWH shows 

something like “distress over the potential havoc that the new knowledge achieved by 

mankind may bring about.”
140

 This too, may be seen as a kind of propinquity. It shows us 

a God whose personal care about our peril is such that it can be pictured almost as alarm. 

 

Regarding Nimrod 

8
  And Cush begat Nimrod. He began to be a hero in the land.  

 

9
  He was a hero of hunting before YHWH. Therefore, it is said, 

“Like Nimrod,” that is, a hero of hunting before YHWH.
141

 
 

10
 Now the beginning of his kingdom was Babel, and Erekh, and 

Akkad, and Kalneh in the land of Shinar. 
 

11
 From that land Asshur came forth, as he built Nineveh, and 

Rehoboth City, and Kalah;
142

 
 

12
 and between Nineveh and Kalah, Resen, that great city.  

 

  — Genesis 10:8-12 
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Hamitic-Cushite Origin 

It is a fact beyond dispute that Ham’s line is the line of Africa. With the exception 

of Canaan, each of Ham’s immediate sons gives his name eponymously to a great 

African civilization.
143

 Nimrod’s place in the genealogy of Ham is a puzzle, since all of 

the place names listed here as parts of his kingdom are either unknown or are known to 

be centers of Semitic
144

—not Hamitic—civilization. Most important, of course, are Babel 

(Babylon) and Asshur (Assyria).
145

 Driver explains, “It is very strange that Ethiopia (v. 6) 

should be mentioned as the home of Nimrod, and through him (vv. 10-12) of the 

civilization of Babylonia and Assyria: and so nearly all recent Assyriologists… suppose 

that ‘Cush’ in v. 8 denotes really not the African Cush, but the Babylonian Kasshu, the 

Kassai/oi of the classical writers…”
146

 Some suggest that this possibility is strengthened 

by the fact that Nimrod is not listed among the sons of Cush in verse 7, but rather is 

introduced in verse 8 with a different kind of phrasing. But this creates a new question as 

to why the genealogy of Ham would be interrupted between Cush and Mizraim in order 

to speak of a mysterious Shemite for the space of four verses. Moreover, we have already 
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given a better explanation for the cause of the abrupt change in genealogical expressions 

from verse 7 to verse 8. 

Sailhamer offers a thoughtful, biblical-theological understanding of the Babylo-

Assyrian connection here: 

The importance of this small narrative lies in its introduction of the city of 

Babylon, which is the subject of the following chapter (11:1-9). The deliberate 

association of Assyria with Babylon (10:11-12) is also significant; otherwise, in 

the lists of names which follow, Assyria is associated with the sons of Shem 

(10:22). By means of this narrative insertion, then, the author has not only 

introduced a key city, Babylon, but also taken Assyria out of its natural 

associations with Shem and given it a new identification with Babylon… Thus the 

author has opened the way for an association and identification of any city with 

Babylon. These appear to be the initial stirrings of a larger-than-life symbolic 

value for Babylon, one known in a fully developed sense in the book of Isaiah (cf. 

chaps. 13-14, where Assyria is identified with Babylon) and fully developed in 

the image of the “Mystery Babylon the Great” in Revelation 17.
147

 

 

 

The Meaning of “Nimrod” 

The word “Nimrod” occurs only four times in Scripture, twice here in Genesis 10, 

once in 1 Chronicles 1:10, and once in Micah 5:5.
148

 Its presence here and in later 

Scripture and the debates over its meaning and derivation are quite reminiscent of the 

same issues regarding the word “Nephilim.” 
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Patterned After a God?  A number of scholars look for extra-canonical clues to 

discern the identity of Nimrod and the meaning of his name. Van der Toorn and van der 

Horst reason, 

Although it must be granted that the biblical author avoids any implications of 

Nimrod's divinity, his portrayal of the Mesopotamian hero suggests that the latter 

was more than a mere human (because of the time-span of his career), yet with a 

well-circumscribed individuality (a mighty hunter, ruler, and builder of cities). 

This hardly allows any other conclusion than that the prototype of Nimrod must 

have been a god.
149

 

 

In this direction, guesses include Ninurta, the Babylonian god of the hunt or the 

idea that “the story of Nimrod… appears to be an [sic] worked-over and revised 

derivation from an epic about Marduk,” the chief Babylonian god.
150

  Some have seen 

Nimrod in Tikulti-Ninurta I, an Assyrian king who conquered Babylonia.
151

 In most of 

these cases, strenuous efforts are made to derive the name “Nimrod” from the name of 

the Mesopotamian god or ruler through proffered emendations and so on. In any case, our 

concern is not with any supposed historic, extra-canonical identification of Nimrod. 

Etymology of drmn.  As for the meaning of his name, the simple reading of it as 

a form of the verb dr:m' (märad ), “rebel,” best fits the overall aim of the text. 

Specifically, it takes the form of a Qal imperfect, first-person, common plural, so a basic 

rendering of its inflected meaning would be “we will rebel.”
152

 The nuance of the first-
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person plural accords well with the association of Nimrod with the corporate voice (“let 

us,” etc.) of the people at Shinar. 

A Supra-personal Symbol?  Given all that we have seen regarding Nimrod so 

far, might it not possible that he is not an actual individual, but a symbol of the collective 

of humanity at Babel? Such a symbolic interpretation is tempting, but ultimately, too 

much of what the narrative does here is made to cause us to think of him as a specific 

person. Delitzsch is right to reject the idea of Nimrod as a symbol, insisting that he is “a 

hero in the flesh, though one encompassed with legends.”
153

 Still, if the text answers ‘no’ 

to the question of Nimrod as a mere symbol of the group, it is also the text that seems to 

prompt the question. For Nimrod appears as something of an ephemeron.  As we will see, 

the effect of the Nimrod passage (10:8-12) and the Babel pericope (11:1-9), taken 

together, is that Nimrod’s presence on the page of Scripture is one that is both singularly 

striking and yet ever fading into the collective.  

 

Nimrod as Hero 

In considering Nimrod as a hero, we arrive at the vertex of our study within this 

last part of the primeval Genesis text. “The new tendency which arose with Nimrod was 

that of a rABGI, i.e. of a man in power, who by courage, energy and terror keeps the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Moral-Theological Evaluation of Nimrod,” Vetus Testamentum 60, no. 1 (2010): 67, or Allen Dwight 

Callahan, “The Strength of Collective Man: Nimrod and the Tower of Babel,” in African American 

Religious Life and the Story of Nimrod, ed. Anthony B. Pinn and Allen Dwight Callahan, 1st ed (New 

York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 161. But there is no reason to suppose this, since not only the n, but also 

the specific vowel pattern of drom.nI is that of the Qal Imperfect first-common, plural of drm. 
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 Delitzsch, Franz, A New Commentary on Genesis, vol. 1 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1899), 321. 
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surrounding country in subjection.”
154

 We will see that there is much more to this 

reference to Nimrod as a GiBBôr than that. 

 

Return of the rABGI 

When the author wrote that the Nephilim were in the land in the days before the 

flood “and so also afterward,” we were warned to be watchful for them to emerge on the 

scene of biblical narrative again someday. This word about Nimrod in 10:8-12 is the 

beginning of “and so also afterward.” And just as the Nephilim came with projected 

future iterations, so does Nimrod. In fact, we are to expect future people to live in such 

ways as to earn the appellation, “like Nimrod.” 

From all that we saw in our investigation of the heroes of antiquity in the previous 

chapter of this study, Nimrod certainly qualifies to be among them. While the special 

term “Nephilim” will not appear again until much later in the Pentateuch, we do have 

here in Genesis 10:8-12 a GiBBôr who may well be described as ‘marvelous,’ yet more 

importantly, ‘fallen.’
155

 Indeed, several details of the way Nimrod is included in the text 

of Scripture serve as subtle points of connection to the Nephilim. We have here, just as 

we had prior to the flood, the use of the word GiBBôr in connection with a unique name 

beginning with n (“N”), a name which will only occur in one future passage in a way that 

adds anything to the Bible’s slim offering of direct information on it.
156

 And both names, 
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 Delitzsch, 322. 
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 See our discussion of the meaning of ~ylipin> in the previous chapter. 
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 For “Nephilim,” the future passage will be Numbers 13:33. For “Nimrod,” it will be Micah 5:5 (Eng., 

5:6). The very fact that both names begin with n plays a significant part in the interpretive debates over the 
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“Nephilim” and “Nimrod,” will occasion similar discussions among scholars about 

etymology and identity, discussions which have led this study to understand the two 

names as having to do with “fallenness” and “rebellion,” respectively. 

Recurrence of the llx Wordplay.  There is another connection from Nimrod 

back to the pericope of 6:1-8. We are told here that “he began (ll;x') to be a hero in the 

land” (v. 8). Our discussion in our previous chapter of the denotation and connotation of 

the verb Hälal in 6:1 pertains here in exactly the same ways. That is, while we would not 

say that the verb denotes profanation here (as if to translate the phrase, “he profaned his 

being a hero”), it certainly connotes it. On the surface, the text tells us that “he began to 

be a hero,” but just beneath the surface lies the same wordplay we saw before with ll;x'. 

 

 

Figure 19. A Wordplay View of llx in Genesis 10:8 

 

 

More than a few translators put #r,a'B' rBoGI tAyh.li lxehe aWh (hû´ hëHël 

lihyôt GiBBôr Bä´ärec) as “He was the first to be a hero on the earth.” This construal is 

not literal, but it does accurately reflect part of the author’s point. Nimrod is the first 

                                                                                                                                                                             
meanings of the names, as various scholars entertain or reject possibilities of verbals in the Niphal stem, 

and so forth. Even these discussions may be, in some sense, part of the design of the author. That is, it is 

conceivable that even a native Hebrew reader might be given a momentary pause by the presence of the 

initial n both on ~ylpn and on drmn so as to be prompted to make a connection between the two similarly 

mysterious names. 
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postdiluvial GiBBôr. After the flood the return of heroism to the world of humanity begins 

with him. 

Speiser’s translation of 10:8 has “Nimrod, who was the first potentate on earth.” 

(64) In his comment, he explains, “Literally, ‘mighty man, hero.’ The allusion, however, 

is political, as can be seen from 10-12; the effect is that of ‘mighty conqueror.’” We will 

see further evidence of the political dimension of Nimrod’s heroism next. 

 

“Hero of Hunting” 

The idea of a “hero of hunting” evokes pictures of ferocious toughness and 

success in stalking and slaying one’s quarry. Hamilton calls Nimrod a “hero of the 

chase.”
157

 There is speculation that his prey was not restricted to animals but included 

especially human beings.
158

 

For the author, it seems an obvious progression of his narrative to step from a 

description of Nimrod as a hero of hunting (v. 9) to an explanation of the extent of his 

kingdom (vv. 10-12). He does not bother to explain this step for us, as though we should 

expect that a hero of hunting has a kingdom. But we do well to ask: How does prowess in 

the hunt make for kingliness? 

Meaning of “Hunting”.  The word translated “hunting” is dyIc;ñ (cayid ). It 

derives from the verbal root dwc, which carries the base idea “hunt.” Related to this is a 
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 Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1 - 17, The New International Commentary on the 

Old Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2006), 339. 
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 This is a view picked up from ancient rabbis and others and enshrined in classic poetry. “Hunting,—and 

men, not beasts, shall be his game,— / With war, and hostile snare, such as refuse / Subjection to his 

empire tyrannous!” John Milton. Paradise Lost, Book XII, 30-32, ed. Robert Vaughan (Ann Arbor, MI: 

Borders Classics, 206), 362 
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whole family of words. BDB gives separate, homonymic entries for the noun cayid. The 

first is defined as “hunting, game,” while the second is “provision.”
159

 O’Connell 

explains that there is some confusion among various Semitic roots and then shows a 

wider semantic range for the root verb: “supply; make provision (for)” as well as “range, 

prowl, hunt; slaughter.”
160

 For the basic idea in the various nouns, he gives “provisions,” 

“rations,” or even simply “food.” Similarly, HALOT offers the noun definitions “game,” 

“game bag, venison,” “sustenance for a journey,” and “food.”
161

  

All of the lexicons highlight the concept of provision or sustenance “for a 

journey.” This may be a helpful clue regarding Nimrod, since the event directly prior to 

the building project at Shinar was the eastward journey of the people (11:1). In any case, 

it would seem that the idea of making provision for oneself and others is strongly 

connoted in the phrase “hero of hunting.” Human creatures will follow the one who feeds 

them, and Nimrod was likely the one to do so. While he was probably a literal hunter, 

that he became king suggests that his ability to “make provision” for the people extended 

to a gift for civic leadership. And clearly, he is able to “build” cities (10:11), a reference 

which must refer to work that goes far beyond the literal physical construction of 

buildings and roads. 

Yet the original roots of his leadership as a hunter remained with Nimrod. His 

fame labeled him, not with his urban accomplishments, but with his earthy toughness. 
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 BDB, 844-45 
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 NIDOTTE, Vol. 3, 798–99. Robert H. O’Connell is the contributor of the dyc article. 

 
161

 Ludwig Köhler et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament, 1st English ed. Vol. 3. 

(Leiden; New York: E.J. Brill, 1994), 1020–21. 
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“Before YHWH” 

That Nimrod is said to be a hero of hunting hwhy ynEp.li (lipnê YHWH), “before 

YHWH,” is sometimes taken to be a sign of God’s approval—or at least, the suggestion 

of some mix of goodness in Nimrod’s character. Speiser renders the phrase, “by the will 

of Yahweh.”
162

 Hamilton writes, “This power… is a gift of God’s grace” and that Nimrod 

was a “pagan king whom Yahweh guided, even though the king knew not Yahweh.”
163

 

So Kidner: “Nimrod looks out of antiquity as the ‘first of the great men that are in the 

earth’, remembered for two things the world admires, personal prowess and political 

power. The Bible does not underrate them: there is warmth in the reiterated before the 

Lord (9), marking God’s estimate of his skill—it is more than a mere formula.”
164

 

Reyburn and Fry concur that “the sense is that the LORD cared for Nimrod as a hunter.”
165

 

But not all agree. Augustine understood lipnê to signify “against” rather than 

“before” YHWH.
166

 Calvin opines, “The expression ‘Before the Lord,’ seems to me to 

declare that Nimrod attempted to raise himself above the order of men; just as proud men 

become transported by a vain self-confidence, that they may look down as from the 

clouds upon others.”
167
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After surveying the options, Hom concludes, “ynEp.li per se may be construed with 

a number of nuances and one must appeal to other aspects of the text to defend a 

particular meaning of ynEp.li beyond its very general sense of “at the face of”, “in front 

of”, “in the presence of”.
168

 Leupold finds the sense “in the sight of Yahweh” to be 

unacceptable.  

For such a rendering would in a measure constitute a kind of superlative…, but a 

superlative that bears the meaning that even Yahweh was impressed by this 

hunter’s prowess and achievements—a thought that strikes us as involving a 

rather trivial conception of God. For man’s little hunting exploits are hardly 

sufficient to rouse the wonder and admiration of the Almighty.
169

 

 

This is overstated, however. That Nimrod is a hero of hunting “before YHWH,” 

does not imply YHWH’s endorsement of him any more than the LORD’s positive-

sounding assessment of man’s abilities in 11:6 is an endorsement of the tower project. 

Taken together with the Babel account, though, it may suggest a hint of irony and 

sarcasm in YHWH’s noticing of Nimrod. The phrase lipnê YHWH simply infers, perhaps, 

that at some point, the LORD had said, “Let us go down and see this one who has 

distinguished himself as a ‘hero of hunting.’” 

 

The Esau Connection 

Later in the Genesis narrative, the author will throw light back onto Nimrod—and 

Cain and the chapter 6 ‘sons of God,’ as well—by introducing a character who will be 

connected to them. In the last case, we may simply note that, as the marriages of the sons 

of God to the daughters of man had a negative spiritual affect on their Father (6:3), so 
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 Hom, “‘...A Mighty Hunter before YHWH,’” 64–65. (Punctuation of commas and period are Hom’s.) 
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Esau inappropriately takes wives for himself (26:34), and this causes x::Wr tr:mo (mörat 

rûaH), “bitterness of spirit,” for his parents (26:35). Esau’s connection to Cain will be 

shown below. The correlation to Nimrod is the strongest. 

While specifically avoiding calling Esau a hero, the author clearly associates him 

with Nimrod. As Nimrod is a hero of hunting, Esau is an expert hunter, a dyIcñ; [:dEyO 

(yödë`a cayid ), “one who knows hunting” (25:27). Yet the first time the narrative tells 

us of his hunting, he returns hungry and ends up indebted to his younger brother Jacob 

who acquires his birthright (vv. 29-34). Perhaps we could see something similar in the 

fact that Nimrod, a Hamite, will found kingdoms which will soon belong to Semitic 

peoples. 

Isaac likes the food/game (cayid ) Esau provides by hunting (25:28) and 

specifically commissions him to go hunting and prepare such cayid for him so that he 

might bless him lipnê YHWH (27:7). Thus, Isaac intimates that he intends to invoke over 

his elder son something resembling the aphorism, “like Nimrod,” that is, a hero of 

hunting before YHWH. However, it is Jacob who procures the blessing (vv. 27-29) which 

includes words that recall the curses and blessings of Noah’s sons (9:25-27) and of 

Abram (12:1-3). The blessing also pronounces Jacob rybiG> (G•bîr), “lord,” over his 

brother. This word only has one more appearance in Scripture, which comes just a bit 

later in this story, as Esau is informed, “Behold, I have made him your G•bîr …” (v.37). 

So although Esau, as we have noted, is not identified as a hero, he is cast as one who has 

a bid to be blessed “like Nimrod”—but then also as one who loses the blessing to his 
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brother, who ironically turns out to be the only one in the story to be labeled with a word 

from the rbg family.
170

  

Such ‘blessing’ as Esau does receive puts him in company with Cain, the first 

older brother to be passed over for a younger and to feel a consequent murderous anger 

toward that younger brother (4:5,8; cf. 27:41). Once YHWH pronounces the sentence for 

Cain’s fratricide, Cain declares, “Behold, You have driven me from the face of the 

ground; and from Your face I will be hidden…” (4:14). When Esau, too late, pleads for 

some blessing, he is told, “Behold, away from the fatness of the land shall be your 

dwelling, and away from the dew of heaven above” (27:39). 

Nimrod rises to power as king at Babel (10:10), and when his first plans are 

foiled, he moves away to start over, beginning a new kingdom, Assyria (vv. 11-12). 

Similarly, after losing his birthright and blessing, Esau moves away to establish himself 

as a powerful leader of men at Mt. Seir (32:3; cf., ch. 36). Just as Babel and Assyria will 

develop into major terrors for Israel, the nation of Edom, Esau’s people, will be a major 

problem as well.
171

 

In these ways, Nimrod and Esau —along with Cain and the Nephilim (as 

connected to the sons of God)—shed light on one another, helping us to see the nature of 

their roles in the Genesis narrative. The message is clear: The Cains, the Nephilim, the 

Nimrods, the Esaus—the heroically impressive odds-on favorites from the world’s 
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perspective—these continually lose their place to the ones who find favor in the eyes of 

YHWH—the Abels, the Noahs, the Shems and the Jacobs. 

 

Nimrod and Kingdom 

“What the narrative has in view is not the greatness of Nimrod as a hunter, but his 

importance as the founder of a state,” writes Delitzsch. “The hunter without an equal was 

also the first monarch.”
172

 

 

Primordial Kingdom 

Suddenly, here in this Tôl•döt of the sons of Noah, we have the Bible’s first use of 

the $lm root. This is the root which includes the verb $l;m' (mälak), “rule, reign,”
173

 the 

noun $l,m,ñ (melek), “king,” and the noun that appears here in Genesis 10:9, hk'l'm.m; 

(mamläkäh) “kingdom.” That is, we have never heard of any kings or kingdoms as such 

until now. None of the Cainite social leaders, nor any of the antediluvian heroes of 

antiquity, was ever called a king in the text. Nimrod is the first one in Scripture to have a 

kingdom as such.  

Genesis 4:17 is the primordial source of the idea of “city.” Genesis 10:10 is the 

primordial source of the idea of “kingdom.” As with Cain’s city, the legacy of Nimrod’s 

kingdom is less than auspicious. The city was built in seeming defiance of YHWH’s 

pronouncement that Cain was to be “a restless one and a wanderer on the land” (4:12); it 

produced the notorious Cainite personalities of Lamech and sons (vv. 19-24). Nimrod’s 
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kingdom is cast as beginning with a universal human effort to build a city in what we will 

see below as contempt for YHWH’s instructive blessing to “fill the land;” it will produce 

(somehow) two of the most frightfully evil and powerful enemies Israel will face, the 

Babylonian and Assyrian empires.
174

 

The use of the word tyviarE (rë´šît) “beginning” in 10:10 recalls the first word of 

Genesis, tyviarEB. (B•rë´šît) “in [the] beginning” (and the book’s Hebrew title!). The 

author herewith subtly sets Nimrod’s kingdom over against God’s Creatorship. “In the 

beginning, God created the skies/heavens and the land.”  And in the beginning of his 

kingdom, Nimrod built Babel, which will attempt to reach from the land to the 

skies/heavens. But it is not Nimrod who sits in the heavens and surveys the world of men. 

In her study of the character of Nimrod via the phrase “before YHWH,” Hom concludes 

that the phrase “makes clear that YHWH is actually king of the world.”
175

 It is not God 

who is displayed before the gaze of Nimrod that he might sovereignly take regard of 

Him; it is the reverse that is highlighted. 

 

Contempt for the Blessing 

In a final wordplay involving llx (Hälal ), the verb now appears in the mouth of 

YHWH: “Behold, they are one people and there is one speech for all of them. And this is 

what they begin (Hälal ) to do! And now nothing will be impossible for them of all they 

might purpose to do” (11:6). Observing the presence of distinctive vocabulary and 
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phrases which serves to bind 10:8-12 and 11:1-9 together and “imply a negative 

perspective of Nimrod’s activity,” Hom avers, “The use of llx in the Hiphil in Gen 11:6 

echoes its recent use in 10:8.” She then footnotes, “Possibly other passages in Genesis 

that include llx and morally-deplorable situations are echoed (e.g., Gen 6:1-7; 9:20-27; 

34:1-31 [cf. v. 27]; 49:4).” It appears she has seen the same connotative wordplay we 

have seen involved in these uses of Hälal to describe how characters begin something. 

As we observed in our third chapter, the Genesis 6:1 depiction of how “men 

began to multiply on the face of the earth” was drawing upon the instructive blessing of 

God in 1:28: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the land…” But the Hälal wordplay in 6:1 

suggests that something is amiss in this multiplying. The ensuing narrative confirms the 

idea in a chapter which features a focus on GiBBôrîm and then shows humanity reaching a 

point of universal and unbroken wickedness and God responding to that wickedness. 

Now, after the flood, God reiterates the same blessing to Noah and his sons (9:1). And 

not long later in the narrative, couched within the text which shows us the multiplication 

of humanity again (chs. 10-11), we find two odd passages standing out. This first features 

the advent of the new GiBBôr (10:8-12), and the second shows humanity refusing to fill 

the land as well as God’s response to their refusal (11:1-9). The Hälal wordplay appears 

in both passages, attaching to Nimrod’s incipience as a hero in the first (10:8), and to the 

people’s campaign in the second (11:6). 

Thus, a few pages after God first issues upon humanity the instructive blessing to 

“multiply and fill the land,” we see humanity corrupt its way in its multiplying.  And a 

few pages after God issues the blessing upon humanity a second time, we see humanity 
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corrupt its way in the land. And so humanity has now shown contempt for God’s 

instructive blessing in both of its aspects. 

 

 
 

Figure 20. Pattern of Wordplay and Contempt for God’s Blessing
176

 

 

 

Such is the kingdom of Nimrod. It is featured as originating in this universal 

human campaign to flout God’s instructive blessing. The filling of the land, an activity 

that God has associated with fruitfulness, the Shinarians speak of as ominous and 

threatening: “lest we be scattered over the face of all the land!” (11:4). 
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Making a Name for Himself?   

The attachment of the Nimrod passage to the Babel pericope is such that we 

confidently assume that the impulse to make a name for oneself is every bit as much 

Nimrod’s as it is the people’s. Yet as Hom (cited above) has pointed out, Nimrod’s is the 

only clearly non-eponymous name of the seventy descendants of Noah’s sons in chapter 

10. In place of a nation in his name, he receives his own legendary aphorism, “like 

Nimrod.” Yet it is never actually cited in all of Scripture. As we saw in the case of Esau, 

just when we might have expected to hear the pronouncement, “like Nimrod,” the 

moment and the blessing were stolen away by Jacob, and the words were never uttered.  

The aphorism itself is introduced by !Ke-l[; (`al-Kën),“therefore,” the standard 

conjunctive phrase for presenting famous sayings, names and titles.
177

 It is next used in 

11:9 to present the name of the city at Shinar: lb,B' Hm'v. ar"q' !Ke-l[; (`al-Kën qärä 

š•mäh Bäbel ), “Therefore, its name was called Babel” (11:9). Hence, Nimrod’s aphorism 

only serves to chain him to the infamy of Babel, a name which is first coined as a joke 

and then recurs over 250 times throughout the Hebrew Scriptures as a designation of 

terrible evil. And so it is, that the author tells us in 10:8 that the beginning of Nimrod’s 

kingdom was “Babel,” rather than Shinar or whatever name its king and people might 

have originally given it. 
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Taking Stock of Nimrod’s Rule 

What general picture should we have of Nimrod’s kingdom? Here we survey 

several views, both positive and negative. The paucity of textual detail can tempt 

interpreters on both sides to fill gaps eisegetically. We will look for a view that best fits 

the text. 

Nimrod as Servant of God’s Will. Though they have been comparatively few, 

some have read Nimrod in a positive light. In the fourth century, Ephrem the Syrian 

wrote that Moses called Nimrod a mighty hunter before the Lord, because, “according to 

the will of the Lord, it was he who fought with each of these nations and chased them out 

from there, so that they would go out and settle in the regions that had been set apart for 

them by God.”
178

 Given all we have seen from the text, the idea that Nimrod is a servant 

of God’s will, particularly in this manner, must be seen as an eisegetical view. 

Nimrod as Unifier and Champion of Human Freedom.  Pinn’s humanist 

reading of the text leads him to see Nimrod as something of a biblical Prometheus, a hero 

for humankind who stands against the “metasymbol” Pinn calls “Restraint as God.” It 

will be illuminating to quote Pinn at length. 

Nimrod’s efforts, although ultimately resulting in failure, point out the illusionary 

nature of Restraint as God’s control over humans…. Nimrod’s action points to the 

act of bad faith perpetrated by Restraint as God in the Garden of Eden: Restraint 

as God does not want true fellowship. The possibility that those in fellowship will 

think differently, will challenge, and perhaps threaten the cosmic structure, the 

theologically contrived status-quo—“They will become as us…”—creates discord 

with Restraint as God…. 

Nimrod encourages humans to be themselves… Nimrod offers replacement of 

Restraint as God with human creativity and ingenuity…. Nimrod’s freedom is 

intermingled with attention to others. Such a freedom destroys the integrity of 

Restraint as God, rather than pointing to a defect in humanity…. Nimrod exposes 

the nature of Restraint as God: a fragile and unnecessary concept…. 
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The tower project comes to an end, but what could not be stopped by Restraint as 

God is humanity’s questioning of metaphysically sanctioned limits and the human 

push for the exercise of freedom within the context of membership in community. 

While human efforts to this end are usually frustrated, the building project 

continues.
179

 

 

This understanding of Nimrod is both helpful and disturbing. It is helpful because 

it shows that the most consistent way to achieve a positive reading of Nimrod while 

maintaining a close reading of the text is to turn the text around 180 degrees. What is 

wrong with it is its endorsement of human rebellion against God as right and good. But as 

an actual reflection of what the biblical text would show us of the mind of Nimrod and of 

the builders of Babel, it is insightful and chillingly accurate. It is perhaps more accurate 

than many negative readings of Nimrod in the way the image in a mirror looks more like 

a man than does a painted portrait of him—the image in the mirror is exact, except that 

right and left are reversed. Pinn’s reading of Nimrod is a gamble with the highest of 

stakes. Either he is right, or he is embracing the serpents-eye view of the biblical 

narrative. We believe the latter is the case.
180
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the very lie of the devil in the garden and, therefore, utterly evil. 
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Nimrod as Usurper and Oppressor.  Callahan sees Nimrod as “the Bible’s first 

tyrant.”
181

 His picture of this first king is complex. “Nimrod was mighty not only because 

he could coerce men with brute strength but also because he could entice them with 

persuasive words. He was the master of propaganda, that is, discourse without 

disagreement, without difference, without diversity—a discourse of ‘one lip.’”
182

 (The 

word hp'f', Säpäh, translated “speech” in Gen. 11:1 literally means “lip.”) Thus, Callahan 

sees the oneness of language at the beginning of the Babel pericope not as a literal single 

language shared by the whole human race, but as a “constraint of human speech… 

[t]hat… facilitated the command and control that the construction of the tower required.” 

A unifier Nimrod might be, but for Callahan, his is a unity that violates human beings. 

“The norms of Genesis 10 are diversity, plurality, and fecundity… these norms are 

abruptly suspended in Genesis 11 in the construction of the tower. The figure of Nimrod 

offers the fantasy of notoriety in anonymity, a collective identity that obliterates 

difference and erases the many names and languages and cultural patrimonies signified in 

the Table of Nations.”
183

 Recognizing the ruler’s industrial achievements, Callahan yet 

sees them as further dehumanizing. “Nimrod does not give us technology; he gives us 

over to it.”
184

 

Similarly, Kirby takes a negative view of the unity achieved by Nimrod, adverting 

that “the subjugation of a people is the implicit result of decision making that is 
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dominated by a single vision, a vision that requires the labor of those over which the 

leader has authority, and under which all others (or significant portions of the populace) 

are forced to comply.”
185

 Nimrod, for Kirby, is a “paradigm of future oppressive 

systems.” 

Whenever a person or groups of persons seek to establish a unity, whether 

cultural, racial, or otherwise with the intent of making himself/herself or 

themselves the idolatrous end, we find Nimrod. Whenever a person or groups of 

persons enter into empire building as a rebellion against God’s intent of unity, we 

find Nimrod…. 

Nimrod is a prototype of a person [system/civilization] created with godlikeness 

who attempted to do more than was best for humankind.
186

 

 

Kirby finds further support for this picture of Nimrod’s rule in the prophecy of 

Isaiah. 

Isaiah’s condemnation of Babylon in Chapters 13 and 14 is compared with the 

pride of the fallen angel Lucifer. It is enough to know that Babylon was built by 

Nimrod and that the Babylonian kingdom had its beginning through Nimrod. 

From the founding of Babylon through Nimrod, kings (including Nimrod) 

successively were the oppressors of God’s people. Babylon was the epitome of 

unjust oppression, evil, and persecution. Thus, within the creation of cities under 

Nimrod, a leadership precedence was established that provided a historical 

reference for succeeding progressions of ill-conceived, or unenlightened, decision 

making.
187

 

 

Resembling these ideas of Callahan and Kirby is Wink’s idea of three falls in 

primeval Genesis. “The first fall is that of the man and woman… (Genesis 3). The second 

fall is that of the angels… (Gen. 6:1-4)…. The third fall is that of the nations: the systems 

and structures that exist to protect human life become idolatrous and unjust, and 
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subordinate the people they exist to serve to ends not ordained by God (Genesis 11).”
188

 

Wink’s is a massive study of the “powers” spanning several books, but his view of the 

Babel story as a third stage of the fall, the stage in which the powers fell, is an intriguing 

one. Nimrod, then, becomes the inaugural king of what Wink terms “the domination 

system.” 

Nimrod as Rebel against Authority.  If Nimrod’s name means “we will rebel,” 

we must ask against whom this rebellion is directed. Leupold speaks of Nimrod’s 

domains as “not to be regarded as useful institutions, guaranteeing law and order in a 

troubled world, but rather as the achievements of a lawless fellow who taught men to 

revolt against duly constituted authority.”
189

 But if the group at Shinar truly is universal, 

the entirety of the human race—and the text would have it so—then what person or 

institution is left to be the “duly constituted authority” against whom Nimrod leads his 

rebellion? More importantly, to cast Nimrod as a villain that any child would recognize 

as such is to miss the subtlety of the text and, ultimately, to miss the point.  

Nimrod as Rebellious Hero.  Still, it is the idea of rebellion that is central to our 

view of what the scriptural text would have us understand of this first king. The insights 

of Callahan, Kirby and Wink are valuable. No doubt there are aspects of Nimrod’s reign 

that their analyses have rightly detected. But the picture given by the text is not one of a 

people dominated by a cruel overlord. Rather, it is one of a people and a king with shared 

ambition. The rebellion of Nimrod and his people, then, is not against “duly constituted 

authority,” but against God. It is a rebellion that unifies the people, not one that overtly 
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enslaves them. Nimrod is a rebel “before YHWH,” but in the eyes of the people, he is a 

hero to whom they have willingly joined themselves. 

Thus it is that Nimrod is no less a casualty of the collective than the people are 

victims of their king. There exists between king and people an odd exchange which 

leaves both divested of any of the things they desire. The people want a name for 

themselves. Nimrod wants a people for his name. Both are denied. The biblical text has 

preserved Nimrod’s name for us, and so we know it. In that sense, he has a name. Yet as 

we have seen, it is a name which sits ever poised on the brink of oblivion, subsumed into 

the Babel collective. 

 

 
Figure 21. Assimilation of Nimrod into the Babel Collective 

 

The only name left to any, in the end, is Babel—a confused spelling of 

“confusion” and a title which will endure throughout history as the name of systemic evil. 

In place of their desired eponymy, both king and people receive infamy. 

 

Meet the New Boss 

We began this chapter with the observation that the author of Genesis wants us to 

know that, when it comes to human society and human sin, the world after the flood is 

essentially the same as the world before the flood. To be sure, there are new 

advancements in technology and the social order. God Himself comments on this: “Now 

nothing will be impossible for them of all they might purpose to do” (11:6). And as we 
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have noted, we now have the idea of “kingdom.” Yet for all of these developments, 

humanity remains unaltered. 

The same is true of human notions of heroism. Nimrod’s becoming a hero was 

more a revival of an old phenomenon than an innovation. The author promised that the 

Nephilim would be in the land again “afterward” (6:4). Though the word “Nephilim” is 

not used here, Nimrod is the first return on that promise. Yet there are new and definite 

aspects added here to the theme of heroism. So then what does this look at the material 

from chapters 10-11 add to the picture of heroism in primeval Genesis? 

The new hero of old is a hero of “hunting” or provision. A hero, by the narrowest 

definition, is someone to whom others can look for some sort of hope or inspiration. Now 

we can add the notion of civic leadership to what a hero, a GiBBôr, may be. 

The new hero of old has a kingdom. Similar to the way kingship is not part of the 

blessings God pronounces upon Abraham, but is added later as God blesses Jacob, the 

notion of kingship is now added as related to heroism. To be sure, not all of the GiBBôrîm 

to come will be kings. Nor will every king be a GiBBôr. But the two identities will often 

be found in a single given character; and the two ideas will rarely be far removed from 

one another in the unfolding of the Hebrew Scriptures henceforth. 

That the Bible’s first kingdom appears here is significant in the same way it is 

significant to speak of Cain’s city as the first city. While it does not account for all that 

the Scriptures have to teach on the notion of “city,” the primordiality of Cain’s city will 

attach its essence to all cities ever after in human history. Similarly, the kingdom of 

Nimrod with its pursuit of the glories of heroism and fame will be a hallmark of all 

kingdoms. 
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Finally, the new hero of old is the Bible’s first specific individual named as a 

GiBBôr. Yet the narrative shows him with a presence that is nebulous and ephemeral. 

How is that he is a Hamite founder of Semitic lands? He has a name as a singular hero, 

but he disappears into the collective he leads. He is somehow heroic even “before 

YHWH,” yet when YHWH comes down to see his city, he is nowhere to be found. So it 

is that we may expect the fame and personal bearing of future GiBBôrîm to be less than 

secure. 
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Chapter 6 

 

THE PRIMORDIAL HEROISM OF GENESIS 1-11: 

SUMMARY, ELABORATION AND COMMENT 

 

 

“I feel it comin’ together 

People will see me and cry.  

Fame! 

I'm gonna make it to heaven 

Light up the sky like a flame.  

Fame! 

I'm gonna live forever 

Baby, remember my name” 

— Irene Cara, “Fame”190 

 

 

 

Summary of the Study 

In the introduction, we saw that primeval Genesis is predominantly structured 

around three movements of a pattern involving (1) God’s creative goodness, followed by 

(2) man’s assumptive wickedness, followed by (3) God’s responsive righteousness. The 

theme of heroism surfaces within the darkest parts of each of the three movements of the 

structure of primeval Genesis. That is, the three passages in which the text turns our 

attention to the idea of heroism are the judgment scene in the garden (ch. 3), the 

description of the depth of human wickedness just prior to the flood (ch. 6), and the 

chronicle of Nimrod, the leader of the Babel project (chs. 10-11). These three dark 
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headlands along the coast of primeval Genesis provide the contexts for the formation of a 

primordial theology of heroism. Let us refer to these now as three projections of the 

theme of heroism as we summarize what we have gleaned from our study.
191

 

 

Summarizing the Projections: The Textual Studies in Brief 

First Projection: Genesis 3.  Although the term GiBBôr does not appear until 

Genesis 6, the idea of heroism is initiated by God in the garden in chapter 3. Embedded 

within His judgment upon the serpent was His promise of a coming “Seed” of woman 

who would deal with the liar and set things right again. The man and the woman had 

listened to the serpent’s suggestion that they might “be as gods.” Trusting their own eyes, 

rather than God’s eyes, they took upon themselves the station of seeing what was good 

and securing it for themselves. Not wanting them to live forever in this state, God drove 

them from His garden. Yet throughout all of this, God is presented as still coming near, 

still involved with mankind as a propinquitous God. 

The effects of the foregoing narrative run beyond chapter 3 and into the next 

chapters. Planted deep within the memory of the human race, then, is the understanding 

that, somehow, our hope of restoration and fulfillment is associated with childbirth. In an 

odd mixture of prophetic faith and self-confident presumption, both Eve (“I have…,” 4:1) 

and the Sethite Lamech (“This one will…,” 5:29) begin a legacy of misappropriating the 

heroic hope of the promise. They do hold to that hope in faith, but they also presume to 

direct it. Yet despite their assured confidence, neither Cain nor Noah is the promised 

One. 
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The factors which caused us to see the “Seed” promise as a locus of the heroic in 

primeval Genesis are several. First, there is the mysterious nature of the pronouncement 

itself.  

And YHWH God said to the serpent, 

“… antagonism I will put between you and the woman,  

Between your seed and her seed. 

He will smash your head, 

And you will smash His heel” (Gen. 3:14-15). 

 

The phrasing is such that it can be taken as a reference to comparatively ordinary 

ideas, such as the common aversion to snakes felt by many (but not all) women (as well 

as many men). Yet it reads with a depth of recondite mystery that compels the reader to 

see more, to see something of cosmic significance involving Someone who is somehow a 

serpent-killer. 

Second, there is the context and the nature of what it promises. A perfect world 

has just been ruined, and the plight of the humans in the story (all-important for human 

readers) is that they find themselves firmly and helplessly ensconced on the serpent 

side—the guilty side—of the divide between God and evil. In that context, this 

pronouncement reads as a promise of a solution, a great righting of wrong. The serpent-

killer will make things right. 

Finally, beginning with Eve’s pronouncement at the birth of Cain (4:1), and 

running through Lamech’s expansion of it (5:29) on into the vain attempts at hero-

making (6:1-4; 10:8-12; 11:4), we see a trajectory of human grasping at something 

heroic, something that humanity seems to have reason to expect should be realized. 

Looking back to the garden scene, we see that this heroic expectation has its basis in 

something God did, indeed, promise, something only God can deliver. 
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Second Projection: Genesis 6:1-8.  As human beings begin to multiply in the 

land, trust in God gives way more and more to the hubris of living life in their own 

wisdom, according to their own way of seeing what is good. Human life, especially in 

such important areas as matrimony and procreation, is carried on in accord with personal 

choice apart from the guidance of God. This results in antipathy between the Spirit of 

God and the spirit of man. YHWH will not, therefore, let the spirit of the breath of life He 

has put in man remain there forever. In this we are given a sense of God distancing 

Himself from humanity. 

 
Problem 

God’s 

Response 
Reason 

Divine Aspect 

at Stake 

First pass: 

Verses 1-3 

sons of God 
taking wives 

from among the 

daughters of men  

(vv.1-2) 

Spirit shall not 

remain with man 

forever; his days 

will be 120 years  

(v.3) 

man is flesh 

Antipathy 

between the 

Spirit of YHWH 

and the spirit of 

man 

Second pass: 

Verses 4-7 

Nephilim 
(heroes/men of 

name) are in the 

land;  

Child-bearing 
misused (v.4) 

regrets making 

man; resolves to 

wipe them from 

the face of the 

earth  (vv.5-7) 

man’s 

wickedness is 

great 

Antipathy 

between the 

Name of YHWH 

and the fame of 

the heroes 

Epilogue: 

Verse 8 
“But Noah found grace in the eyes of YHWH.” 

 

Figure 22. The Pattern of Genesis 6:1-7 

 

 

Human society becomes a place wherein marriage and procreation are man’s own 

endeavor to secure the good. No longer looking to God at all, the entire framework of 

man’s thought is only evil every day. The tell-tale feature of such a world of man is that 

there are Nephilim-heroes all through the land. Whatever measure of faith had been 
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mixed in with Eve’s and Lamech’s assertions about their offspring is now depleted from 

humanity’s obstetric labors.  

Man, the pinnacle of God’s creation, has abandoned Him. The sons of God as the 

bearers of God’s image have been given the daughters of man as the complement for 

fully realizing that image. But these ‘sons’ and ‘daughters’ now partner together as they 

see fit and according to their own power as choosers. They pervert the blessing of God to 

“be fruitful and multiply” and turn childbearing into an enterprise of making their own 

heroes. 

The world is a place wherein everyone is marrying and giving in marriage, 

elevating as heroic and being elevated as heroic. In total disregard for YHWH and His 

name, people are glorying in the greatness of their own names and the names of their 

‘marvelously fallen’ heroes. YHWH resolves to “wipe from the face the land” man whom 

He has created over the land. Thus, man is judged as king of the earth; for his subjects—

the animals, crawling things and birds—are to perish with him. The story shows YHWH 

distancing Himself from man; yet even here there are heart-breaking manifestations of 

divine propinquity. YHWH is grieved to His heart. 

Amid the rampant evil, there is one man who finds grace in the eyes of YHWH. 

He is walking with God. Like the people of his day, this Noah also has married and has 

had children, one of whom, Shem (šëm), is to be a man of “Name.” But that this is not the 

same vain procreative venture that the mass of humanity is pursuing becomes apparent as 

we learn that Noah is “a righteous man, blameless in his generation.” Noah and his 

family receive God’s protection through the flood. The narrative recounts this in such a 

way as to make it clear that it was not only the threat of the water, but also the 
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wickedness of a GiBBôr -making human society, from which they are being saved; the 

waters do not ‘rise’—but rather “prevail” (Gäbar)—upon the land. 

Third Projection: Genesis 10:8-12 and 11:1-9.  God has now renovated creation 

with the flood, and has reissued His blessing to humanity with the family of Noah. But 

we find human nature after the flood is the same as before. 

With the Tôl•döt of Noah’s sons, the Table of Nations in Genesis 10, we are 

presented once again, with the idea of procreation. Despite having just shown a rather 

dark and disappointing finish to the Noah story, the author gives no indication that 

anything is wrong with the multiplying of man this time. However, two verses into the 

line of the sons of Ham, the flow of the Tôl•döt is suddenly disrupted by the chronicle of a 

GiBBôr begotten by Cush (vv. 8-12). Among the things about human society that have not 

changed is the penchant for having heroes. 

Nimrod is the first GiBBôr after the flood and the first ever in Scripture to be given 

a personal name, a name which means “we will rebel.” He is said to be a “hero of 

hunting,” which signifies his ability to make provision for himself and others, and 

furthermore, that he is a capable leader. He is a hero of hunting “before YHWH,” which 

means that, in some way, God has taken notice of him. In connection with this, an 

aphorism has arisen around him. To say someone is a hero of hunting before YHWH is to 

say he is “like Nimrod.” 

Nimrod is also the first person in the Bible to have a “kingdom.” Although he is 

of Hamitic origin, his kingdom has its beginning with “Babel” (Babylon) in Shinar, and 

expands to Asshur (Assyria), both of which will be major Semitic empires later in 

Scripture. With this note comes the association of the ideas of GiBBôr and king. They are 



131 
 

not always one and the same, as they are in the case of Nimrod, but they are most often 

related (e.g., a king like David will have his elite unit of  GiBBôrîm). From this and other 

connections, we are given to understand clearly that Nimrod is the leader of the urban 

project at Shinar. This is a tale told in another strange scene that the author inserts into 

the Tôl•döt, this time disrupting the flow of the line of Shem. 

The Babel pericope (11:1-9) presents us with a tragicomedy of human endeavor. 

In the second projection of heroism, we saw the grief of God over man’s wickedness. 

Now we see His mockery of it. The whole of humanity has journeyed together to a plain 

in the land of Shinar where they undertake the building of a city with a tower to reach the 

skies/heavens. They have two motivations: to “make a name for ourselves” and to avoid 

being “scattered over the face of all the land.” The entire episode is packed with irony, 

but the most important ironies seize upon these two ideas. The people end up being 

scattered over the face of all the land and no one in the story but YHWH has a name. The 

city receives the name “Babel” just at the moment it is abandoned by the scattering 

people. This name provides a further irony, since it is rooted in the undoing of the largest 

asset the people had at the beginning of the story for the purposes of maintaining their 

unity—that is, their common language. 

The builders of the city speak univocally as a collective: “Let us,” “lest we,” and 

so on. Presumably they operate under the leadership of Nimrod, but in keeping with the 

ironic humor of the episode, he is never named therein. Yet the fact that his name takes 

the form of a first-person plural verb (“we will rebel”) fits perfectly with the voice of the 

people in the pericope. Their anxiety over being scattered is a refusal to live into the 

instructive blessing of YHWH to “be fruitful and multiply and fill the land.” Whereas in 



132 
 

the previous projection, they had shown contempt for the first part of the blessing 

(multiplying), they now show contempt for the second part, filling the land. Both of these 

features point out the relationship between the people and their hero-king. They are so 

attached to one another that they speak as one; and they cannot bear the thought of 

separation, he from his adoring fans, they from their heroic paragon of provision. 

 

Summarizing the Projections: Some Key Elements at a Glance  

We may now take a look at the three projections highlighting a number of the 

salient elements that we have observed through the course of our study. We find that 

doing so gives us an illuminating look at the ways of God in relationship to humankind in 

primeval Genesis. 
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 First Projection 

(Chapter 3) 

Second Projection 

(Chapter 6) 

Third Projection 

(Chapters 10-11) 

Human 

Presumption 

“be like God” (v. 5) 

saw… good… 

took… (v.6) 

the sons of God… 

saw… good… 

took… whomever 

they chose (v.2) 

“Let us build…  

In the skies… a 

name for ourselves” 

(11:4) 

Divine Observation 

of Man 

“has become like  

one of Us” (v.22) 

“he is flesh too” 

(v.3) 

“nothing will be 

impossible  

for them of all they 

might purpose to 

do” (11:6) 

Divine Self-

deliberation 

“he might… eat  

and live forever” 

(v.22) 

“My spirit will not 

remain with man 

forever” (v.3)  

“I am sorry I made 

man” (v.7) 

“Let Us go down 

and… confuse…” 

(11:7) 

Divine Action 

drove man out  

of the garden 

(vv.23-24) 

flood (vv.7, 17ff.) 

scattered them 

abroad… over the 

face of all the land 

(11:9) 

Divine Propinquity 

walking in the 

garden (v. 8)  called 

to the man… 

“Where are you?” 

(v. 9) 

YHWH was sorry… 

and He was grieved 

in His heart (v. 6) 

And YHWH came 

down to see… 

(11:5) 

Heroic Element 

Promise: Seed of 

Woman  

to come (v.15) 

 

Presumption: 

predictions of Eve 

(4:1) and Lamech 

(5:29) 

Presumption: 

Nephlim /  

heroes of antiquity 

(v.4) 

Presumption: 

like Nimrod, 

a hero of hunting 

(10:9) 

 

Figure 23.  God and Man in Primeval Genesis 
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Elaboration and Comment on the Study 

We now step back to consider all we have seen in our study of primeval Genesis’ 

three dark projections of human wickedness in light of our initial reflections in the 

introduction on the nature of heroism. 

 

Aspects of Heroism and the GiBBôrîm  of Primeval Genesis 

Let us recall briefly the various aspects of “hero” that we surveyed in the 

introduction. Some of these arose in our general discussion of the idea, and some in 

quoted material, such as the Oxford English dictionary definitions. 

 Courageous representative 

 Self-sacrificing rescuer 

 Champion of a cause 

 Illustrious warrior 

 Role model 

 Paragon 

 Protagonist 

 

Some of these are likely categories for the GiBBôrîm we have met in primeval 

Genesis. Others less so. As we noted at the beginning, protagonist is not a viable 

meaning for GiBBôr in our text. To speak of a protagonist is to refer from outside a story 

to a person who is inside it. The text of primeval Genesis is itself narrative, not a writing 

about narrative and will, therefore, not refer to its protagonist(s) as such. Almost as 

unlikely in this case is the notion of self-sacrificing rescuer. While it is possible that 

either the Nephilim or Nimrod lived into that aspect of heroism at some point, we cannot 

know it to be so from the text.  



135 
 

The category of illustrious warrior would seem to be the case for Nimrod the hero 

of hunting. It is quite possible for the Nephilim too, based on clues somewhat removed 

from their own location in the text at 6:4. If the Nephilim are not to be directly identified 

with the Cainite captains of industry in 4:20-22, their kind is certainly suggested to our 

minds as we read of the Nephilim. And if the violence of the Cainite Lamech is in view, 

then illustrious warrior is not much of a stretch. There is a better clue, however. As we 

showed in chapters 3 and 4 of this study, the conditions described in the first four verses 

of Genesis 6 are causally related to the judgment of God in verses 5 and following and 

the consequent flood narrative. In the context of God’s evaluation of man in verses 5-12, 

we read twice that “the land was filled with violence” (vv. 11, 13). The only two 

possibilities for a hint of this violence in the conditions described in verses 1-4 are the 

taking of wives (v. 2) and the advent of the Nephilim-heroes (v. 4). While the 

expropriation theory (which could involve rape) may be a viable interpretive option for 

the wife-taking, it is far more likely that the heroes of antiquity were somehow a major 

source of violence all over the land. And this violence may have taken any number of 

forms with war-mongering easily near the top of the list. But the form this warring would 

take would not be, as so many commentators envision, the Nephilim bullying everyone 

else. That would not be a reason for God to destroy everyone but Noah’s family. The 

only way for there to be a universal problem of  violent Nephilim would be for there to be 

warring factions among the people, each of which would have their champions to lead 

them. 

The categories of champion of a cause, courageous rescuer and role model are 

possible. If we are correct in seeing a connection between God’s “Seed” promise in the 
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garden and Eve’s and the Sethite Lamech’s misappropriation of that promise, there is 

likely a trajectory of corruption in this regard. People continued to look to the enterprise 

of childbirth with high hopes for fulfillment and remedy for the world’s ills, but this 

obstetric obsession had less and less of the original faith element of Eve and Lamech. 

Quickly, it became all about the ability of human beings to make their world good in their 

own power. This is what it meant to say that “the sons of God went to the daughters of 

man so that they gave birth for them.” To the degree that this understanding of the role of 

progeny in 6:4 is accurate, we may see the people investing in these generations of 

offspring the offices of cause-champion and, say, righter of wrongs. And role model, of 

course, would be a natural fit here as well. 

Far and away the most strongly featured aspect of heroism in these texts, 

however, is the basic notion of paragon, one to whom people look for any or all of these 

things. Closely related to the ideals of role model and champion of a cause, a paragon is 

simply an idealized exemplar of recognized goods. People look to a paragon as one from 

whom they may receive inspiration and hope, one to whom they may attach their dreams 

and destinies and, perhaps vicariously, enjoy greatness. This is the unmistakable aspect of 

heroism we see in the GiBBôrîm of primeval Genesis, partly because of its ability to 

subsume most of the others, and partly because of its relationship to the great men of 

name. The notoriety of the “men of name” and the aphorism “like Nimrod” alone are 

sufficient proof of the significance of fame for these figures. 

Paragons of Hope and Greatness.  In the Primeval Age, as now, celebrity has 

two sides. For the heroes, it provides fame and glory. For their fans, it provides hope and 
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greatness in the shape of their paragon. It is to these two ideas of hope and greatness we 

now turn. 

Paragons of Hope.  Both before and after the fall of humanity into sin, it is God’s 

constant desire to bless human beings. In the first of the three acts that make up the bulk 

of the material in primeval Genesis, the initial movement of God’s creative goodness 

comes before the fall of humanity into sin. There we read that God created human beings 

and blessed them (1:28). But even after the fall, God continues to bless His human 

creatures (5:2; 9:1). And each time, we see man spurn God’s goodness and blessing in an 

effort to do things his own way. In his comment on the Babel narrative, Sailhamer notes,  

The focus of the author since the beginning chapters of Genesis has been both on 

God’s plan to bless humankind by providing them with that which is ‘good’ and 

on the human failure to trust God and enjoy the ‘good’ that God had provided. 

The characteristic mark of human failure up to this point in the book has been the 

attempt to grasp the ‘good’ on their own rather than to trust God to provide it for 

them.
192

 

 

In the narrative of the initial blessing, we read, “…male and female He created 

them. God blessed them; and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the 

land…’” (1:27-28). Not long after this, we read of the first human couple seeking to 

secure the good for themselves. And what we find is that God’s judgment on each of 

them seems to suggest a ruining of one of the parts of the blessing. Tracing the effects of 

this through the rest of primeval Genesis we see the theme of heroism attaching itself to 

these two trajectories. 
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 Female Male 

Divine Blessing “multiply” “fill the land” 

Divine Judgment 
“multiply… pain in childbirth”  

(3:16) 

“Cursed is the earth… 

In toil you will eat of it…”  

(3:17) 

Human Prediction 
Eve: “I have gotten a man…” 

(4:1) 

Lamech: “This one will comfort 

us… from the earth which 

YHWH has cursed…”  (5:29) 

Hope of Human 

Heroism 
Salvation through progeny  (6:4) 

Salvation through consolidation 

on the land  (11:1-4) 

Heroic Activity 
Child-bearing / hero-making; 

Implied feats of the Nephilim 

(hero-being)  (6:4) 

Hunting, building   

(10:9; 11:3-4) 

 

Figure 24.  Blessing, Judgment and the Heroism of the Sexes 

 

This is not to suggest a hard separation at every point between the two streams 

shown here, as if God specifically said, “Multiply” to the woman and “Fill the land” to 

the man. The point is that, from the moment of the judgments in Genesis 3, we can see a 

trend that informs slightly as to how things unfold for the two sexes.  

Eve’s prediction at the birth of her son centers on her role in the process of 

childbirth itself and begins the first hints of an idea of hope to be developed to a greater 

degree by subsequent female characters in Scripture—namely, the idea of salvation 

through progeny. It is likely that this is what the apostle Paul has in mind (somehow) in 

1Timothy 2:15. Whatever the meaning of his enigmatic statement, it seems to have a 

connection to the idea we are seeing here in its nascent form. The apostle points back to 

what we are calling the first ‘act’ of primeval Genesis, then says, “she shall be saved 
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through childbirth…”
193

 There is, indeed, a connection between childbirth and salvation, 

but the sons of God and daughters of man at the time of Noah are getting it wrong. 

This becomes the focus of the second projection, the wickedness of Genesis 6. 

We have been building the case for seeing the childbearing in 6:4 as a human attempt at 

hero-making. It is contempt for God’s blessing directed at the first part, “multiplying.” 

This is a shared enterprise, of course, since neither men nor women can do it alone. But 

women play a special role in the pericope; they have a heroism of their own, their giving 

birth for the sons of God. Thus, the Nephilim-heroes, the men of name, become the 

paragons of hope in this projection. 

Lamech’s prediction, as well, comes at the birth of a son, but his thought extends 

to the curse of the earth. This becomes the focus of the third projection, the wickedness in 

the Nimrod-Babel texts. In this projection, the distinction of the sexes is no longer a 

major factor (a point, which, in retrospect, may slightly heighten the significance of its 

presence in chapter 6), but the activities that are put before the reader are hunting and 

building, traditionally male undertakings. Here the idea of hope takes the form of 

salvation through consolidation on the land. The ‘towering’ figure of Nimrod, with his 

leadership in hunting and building, assumes the role of paragon of hope in this third 

projection. 

So humankind in primeval Genesis is a species given to setting its hopes on 

heroes, paragons who, it is believed, can make life in a fallen world good—or at least, 

better. This, of course, is not in itself contrary to the will of God. Indeed, we have seen 
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that the hope of a Hero born of woman is a God-given and God-driven instinct. The 

trouble is that, just as with sex, power, and many other good gifts of God, humans pervert 

their—let us call it—hero-drive. Rather than looking to God and His plan of providing 

the Hero, humans will set their hopes on heroes of their own making. 

Paragons of Greatness.  The attachment to heroes is not merely about the 

pinning of peoples’ hopes on them for restoration from the fall. There is also a desire for 

greatness. The original instructive blessing included an element of mastery over creation: 

“And God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the land and 

bring it under control. And have dominion over the fish of the sea, and the flying things 

of the skies, and over all the living things that crawl on the land’” (Gen. 1:28). Man was 

meant to exercise lordship on earth. After the fall into sin, in the third act of primeval 

Genesis, this element of the blessing was rephrased as a relationship of terror between 

man and animals (9:2-3), yet it was still a matter of God-ordained dominion for 

humanity.  

Of Names and Naming.  For most of primeval Genesis, the primary action 

involved in this dominion is that of naming (2:19-20). To name someone or something is 

to assign identity and to exercise some level of power or authority over them or it. God 

named man “man” (~d"a', ´ädäm, 5:2). Prior to the fall, there is no mention of such 

relationships of rule among human beings themselves. We are not even told that Adam 

named his wife until after the account of the fall with its consequent judgment that man 

would rule over woman (3:16, 20).  

The ensuing narrative shows Cain linking the naming of his son with the naming 

of his city, a city which is his effort to maintain control despite God’s instructive 
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judgment that he would be “a restless one and a wanderer on the land” (4:12). In doing 

this two-pronged action, Cain foreshadows the procreative wickedness of humanity in 

6:1-4 and the habitational wickedness of humanity in 11:1-4, both of which display the 

idea of name as a major feature. 

As we indicated in chapter 1 of our study, the word ~ve (šëm), “name,” is of 

tremendous significance for a biblical theology of heroism. The word šëm itself occurs 38 

times in primeval Genesis, beginning with the name of the river Pishon (2:11) and ending 

with the name of Nahor’s wife, Milkah (11:29). Thirteen of these occurrences are the 

proper name of Noah’s son Shem. The idea of names and naming runs throughout 

Genesis 1-11 as a major theme. Name is associated both with identity and with reputation 

(fame, notoriety). 

We showed this in our studies of the 6:1-8 and Babel pericopes. The Nephilim-

heroes of antiquity are “men of name,” which is to say, they are men of fame, paragons of 

greatness. This phenomenon is so indicative of the entire world of humanity that the 

author can tell us that “the entire framework of the thoughts of [man’s] heart was only 

evil every day” (6:5).  

The effort of the Shinar project is not merely to make a name, but to reach heaven 

with a name—that is, to force God to recognize humanity’s self-made name. We have 

already seen the ironic interplay of the greatness of Nimrod and the absence of his name 

from the pericope which shows the futile campaign led by him of grasping at a name. 

Such is the nature of the humanly heroic bid for a name. 
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Procreative 

wickedness 

(6:1-8) 

 

Habitational 

wickedness 

(11:1-9) 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25.  Name and Naming in Primeval Genesis 

 

 

The second projection of man’s wickedness is bracketed by the mention of the 

name of Shem. The third projection is bracketed by extended passages detailing the 

genealogy of Shem. In this way, God shows His own attention to the theme of name. He 

repeatedly replaces the graspers after fame with His own people. Cain is replaced by Seth 

who emerges from the narrative upon the close of the details of the notorious line of 

Cainites (4:25). The Nephilim are replaced by Noah who is preserved through the flood 

(6:9ff.). And the Babel scene serves to introduce Abram who is called by God out of an 

area not far from the land of Babel (12:1-2). 

Of Heroes and Kingdoms.  Near the end of primeval Genesis, well into the third 

act, we meet Nimrod, the Bible’s first king and the Pentateuch’s last human GiBBôr  (at 

least as identified by that term). The author avoids using any of the words from the $lm 

family until the mention of Nimrod’s “kingdom” in 10:10. Earlier words for “rule” are 

Shem 

(10:21-32) 

Shem 

(5:32) 

Shem 

(6:9) 

“men of name (šëm)” 

(v. 4) 

Adam gives each creature its 

name (šëm)  (2:19) 

Shem 

(11:10-32) 

Abram’s great 

name (šëm) 

(12:2) 

“let us make a name 

(šëm) for ourselves” 

(v. 4) 
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hd"r" (rädäh, 1:26,28) and lv;m' (mäšal, 3:16; 4:7). Similarly, although the idea of hero 

begins with God’s “Seed” promise in Genesis 3:15, the specific language of heroism first 

appears in 6:4 with the Nephilim.  

Thus, whenever Bible readers think back to the primordial root of hero, the 

lexical point of attraction will be the Nephilim of 6:4. Seeing past that, back to the Seed 

of the woman, will require conceptual thought. So it is with the idea of king. The concept 

of kingdom goes back at least as far as to the blessing of humanity in 1:28.
194

 But the 

mind’s natural point of attraction is to the first use of the word “kingdom” (maml•käh) in 

10:10, especially where such an association is aided by the presence of the term 

“beginning” (rë´šît). The important thing to note on this point is that the magnetic pull of 

the first occurrence of “kingdom” draws the mind to the chronicle of the first king who is 

also the earliest named GiBBôr. He is Nimrod, the hero-king. 

 

Heroism and Hero-worship, Then and Now   

Between primeval Genesis and the consummation of all things at the other end of 

the Bible and history, there is much more to consider regarding heroism. As for the theme 

of heroism in the rest of Scripture, that is work for another time. Here we turn our 

attention to the question of the bearing primordial heroism might have on our own setting 

in history. 

It has been a foundational assumption of this study that primeval Genesis offers 

us a view of an archetypal age and that, as such, it presents a variety of ideas and 

phenomena of the world, including heroism, in their primordial essence. Further, that root 
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essence will remain in the idea and phenomenon of heroism throughout history, whatever 

else may develop around it. All that God’s word has to say on the subject “hero” will be 

more—but not less—than what is said here in the early pages of Genesis. This means that 

the message about heroism here will continue to be relevant for readers of all times and 

places, even if this not the full biblical picture of the subject. 

Family, Then and Now. As presented in primeval Genesis, the taking of a mate 

is the setting of a life course. In Genesis 2:18-25, the author makes us guests at the very 

first wedding. Throughout the passage, YHWH God conducts the entire course of events. 

He knows what is and is not “good” (bAj, †ôb) for the man and commits Himself to 

effectuating his good (v. 18). He prepares the woman for the man and brings her to him 

(vv. 21-22) after a process of showing him a number of unsuitable alternatives (vv. 19-

20). At the end of this, the man exercises his own powers of expression in a poetic 

embrace of what God has done for him (vv.23-24). The result is that the two are one in 

flesh and bone. 

The marriages in the Genesis 6:1-8 pericope are described in terms almost 

antithetical to the first wedding. In fact, as we saw in the exegesis in chapter 3 of our 

study, they are made to resemble the actions of the woman in 3:6. “The sons of God saw 

(ha'r", rä´äh) the daughters of man—that they were good (bAj, †öb), and they took 

(xq;l', läqäH) for themselves wives from all around, whomever they chose” (v. 2).  The 

verse is packed tight with phrasing—such as “for themselves (~h,l', lähem)” and 

“whomever they chose (Wrx'B' rv,a], ášer BäHärû)”—designed to show the hubristic 

nature of this choosing of mates. 



145 
 

This is not an argument for arranged marriages. It is rather a polemic against 

choosing a path of life with disregard for God, particularly in the area of sexuality and 

matrimony. Positioned between “took for themselves” and “whomever they chose,” the 

simple little phrase “from all [around]” (lKomi, miKKōl ) suggests a lack of discrimination 

in the choosing. It is anything but a trust in God and a looking to His guidance. 

For the author of Genesis, this approach to marriage is part and parcel with a view 

of procreation as hero-making. The two items are not given as separate and random 

pieces of information. It is not as if the author tells us that people were taking this 

approach to marriage and thereby having kids—and by utter coincidence, it also happens 

that the Nephilim were in the land in those days. No, there is a causal link between the 

mode of marriage and procreation here described and the presence of Nephilim-heroes. 

And so it would also be afterwards, whenever these conditions are present. 

Human beings are still marrying and procreating. But does this amount to hero-

making? If we slightly update the language with which we refer to these things, we find 

that, perhaps more than any other setting in world history since the Primeval Age, 21
st
 

century America fits the picture. For now our freedom of choice in the areas of sexuality 

and reproduction is an essential part of the fabric of the civil religion by which modern 

people live. The relationship between this and the idea of hero-making is perhaps more 

complex than in the antediluvian era of the Primeval Age.  

We are not as likely to think that, by having children according to this system of 

thought, we are automatically providing ourselves with paragons of hope and greatness. 

But that is not always very far off. The lyrics of a popular Whitney Houston song come to 

mind: 
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I believe children are the future 

Teach them well and let them lead the way 

Show them all the beauty they possess inside 

Give them a sense of pride  

To make it easier 

Everybody’s searching for a hero 

People need someone to look up to 

A lonely place to be 

So I learned to depend on me
195

 

 

The lyrics are confused (are we to let the children lead us or depend on 

ourselves?). But they manage to communicate a great deal of the dominant set of values 

today. And in so doing, they show how our time might resemble the Primeval Age in 

Genesis 6:1-4. In a culture desperate for heroes yet always finding that its current models 

fail to fulfill its needs, children are the ever-present hope for the future.  

If this correlation is accurate, we should expect to see Nephilim-heroes in the land 

today. 

Violence, Then and Now.  Though the noun sm'x' (Hämäs) “violence” often 

refers to physical violence, it can also refer to any form of vicious, interpersonal harm 

(e.g., Gen. 16:5; Ex. 23:1). In the case of God’s appraisal of the state of human life prior 

to the flood (Gen. 6:11,13), it is certainly a global reference to all kinds of interpersonal 

wrongdoing. 

We have made the case for seeing the GiBBôrîm of antiquity, not primarily as 

monsters that terrorized the land, but as paragons and champions whom people idolized. 

Yet they must also be seen as the primary locus for this reference to violence that has 

filled the land. Heroes can be messy. One man’s deliverance is another man’s ruin, and 
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mighty deeds— whether in battle or in business—can seem heroic or villainous, 

depending on the seat one occupies in the conflict. A leader who champions our cause in 

a legislature is our hero, regardless of whether the interests of others are considered. A 

warrior who does violence for our cause is a hero, whether in life or in entertainment. 

And our rejoicing in his success reveals the violence in all our hearts. Truly, humanity is 

still filling the land with violence, and heroes can help us feel good about it. 

Kingdom-building, Then and Now.  Nimrod’s kingdom had its beginning at 

Shinar/Babel, which means its defining characteristics will be seen in Genesis 11:1-4 

(unity against dispersion and the unknown). Apparently, when God intervened and 

confused the humans’ language, Nimrod and those who followed him went forth to found 

Assyria as one group among the number of groups who scattered from the site of the city 

he had been leading. If that is so, then his second kingdom is characterized by the 

implications of verses 7-9 (unity against otherness). 

If these original kingdoms of Nimrod may be taken as revealing an essential, 

primordial character that is shared by all subsequent human kingdoms, it may be that 

every kingdom (or state) shares a sense of unity through fear of the world, manifested in 

huddling together (Babel), and a sense of nationalism manifested in familiar particularity 

over against the foreign (Assyria). In such settings, the hero can be identified with the 

state. If our vision of hope or greatness is attached to the state, then our paragons will 

serve to bond us to it. If a state leader is a “hero of hunting,” that is, a paragon of 

provision, we may be devoted to him for quite basic and selfish reasons. 

The genius of Nimrod is that he manages to lead the people as a “rebel.” They 

join him so that they can be rebels with him. Yet he is the authority. The facts do not add 
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up: (1) He is their leader, and they follow him, (2) he and they are rebels together, and (3) 

there are no other people. The sum of these facts is nonsense, unless the rebellion is 

against someone or something beyond humanity.  

The tower to the skies/heavens may indicate a direct rebellion against God, as 

might the refusal to “fill the land.” It need not be as literally anti-God as that. What most 

suggests a direct defiance of God, however, is the explanation of the Nimrodian aphorism 

as meaning “a hero of hunting before YHWH,” since it could be a saying to the effect 

that Nimrod is so impressive at provision (leadership), that even God must sit up and take 

notice. Still, the aphorism might be saying this and yet not be a seriously intended affront 

to God. It is said that some hapless man declared of the Titanic just before her one 

voyage, “God Himself couldn’t sink this ship!” Such an utterance, while rash and foolish, 

is not necessarily intended as an actual, conscious challenge to God. The same could be 

the case with “like Nimrod.” 

 Nevertheless, even if the kingdom archetype is an openly acknowledged, direct 

insurrection against YHWH, later historic manifestations of human kingdom/state need 

not be so in order to be related to its primordial essence. For the rebellion may be against 

an ideal, something such as Pinn’s “Restraint as God.” Recall: “Nimrod encourages 

humans to be themselves… Nimrod offers replacement of Restraint as God with human 

creativity and ingenuity…”
196

 It is an odd reality that leadership can earn our hero-

worship specifically as rebellion, if we are unified in a sense of defiance against some 

ideal. 
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Today advertisers tell us that we must be ourselves and boldly refuse to acquiesce 

to anyone else’s expectations of us, a heroic way of life that can be ours as soon as we 

purchase their product or service. We will go far and pay much to have a sense of being a 

rebel. Everyone wants to be “like Nimrod,” to drink his favorite sports drink and wear his 

shoes and T-shirts.  

 

 

 
 

Figure 26.  Final frame of a Gatorade TV commercial, 1991 
197

 

 

 

Based on all of these considerations, it seems safe to say that, when it comes to 

what it exhibits on the theme of heroism, primeval Genesis is quite current. Humanity is 

still choosing its own way in life, including sexuality, marriage and reproduction. We are 

still doing violence and still following kingdom-builders. In short, we are still enamored 

with heroes. 

 

Off to a Bad Start? 

What are we to understand from all of this? Is heroism a bad thing? Is the call of 

Scripture for God’s people to forsake any and all ideas of heroism and discard their 

heroes? 
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Figure 27. Graffiti on Construction Site at SE 2
nd

 Ave and Clay St, 

Portland, Oregon
198

 

 

 

A Balanced Reading.  Throughout our study of primeval Genesis, it seems we 

have only seen the GiBBôrîm  as a problem. Perhaps the whole notion of heroes and 

heroism is one to avoid. The first part of a response to this must be to remember that our 

study has only surveyed the first eleven chapters of the Bible. There is much more to see. 

Furthermore, even if we restrict our view to the confines of primeval Genesis, to say that 

the text is teaching us that the phenomenon of heroism is inherently or essentially evil is 

to oversimplify the case. We might just as well say that our study has revealed the 

inherent evil of marriage, having children, kingship, living in a city, or having a 

reputation. In fact, primeval Genesis is not censuring any of these things in any absolute 

way. Rather, it describes for us an age in which humanity perverts the good things of God 

and shows contempt for His blessing. He has given human beings marriage, sex and 

family. Their response is to make idolatrous use of them until the whole “land was ruined 

in in the eyes of God.” He has given them good land with His instructive blessing to fill it 
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with flourishing human life. Their response is first to fill it with violence, then to refuse 

to fill it at all. 

To be sure, since God never blessed humans and said, “Be heroes,” the 

phenomenon of heroism might seem to be a purely human manufacture. Yet the notion of 

heroism we have seen to be God’s idea first, as revealed in His Seed promise. 

Neither did He bless them saying, “Build cities” or “Establish kingdoms.” These 

phenomena too might be seen merely as accretions brought about by the proliferation of 

sinful humanity. Yet He did give them the instructive blessing to “Be fruitful and 

multiply and fill the land.” And if we are correct in reading the chronicle of Nimrod and 

the Babel pericope as the author’s intentionally abrupt insertions into the flow of the 

narrative of Genesis 10-11, where the aims of man are set in contrast to the aims of God, 

then it seems that the expansion into various cultures—even civilizations—is part of 

God’s intended blessing of humanity. It is difficult to imagine how that might be done 

without cities and leadership. 

The Last Word.  God lets sinful man have the first word on city, kingdom and 

hero—but not the last. At the far other end of Scripture, the book of Revelation picks up 

many of the themes and images initiated in Genesis and gives the Bible’s final word on 

them. Cain’s city may be the first one in the Bible, but the last is the heavenly city, the 

New Jerusalem. The Bible’s talk of kingdom may have begun with Nimrod and Babylon 

(Babel), but it ends with the final destruction of Babylon and the eternal kingdom of the 

King of kings. “The kingdom of the world is becoming that of our Lord and of His 

Christ, and He will reign forever and ever” (11:15). 
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Other themes that have been major ideas here in our study will also be taken up in 

Revelation. The last book of the Bible becomes the battleground between competing 

names. People are seen as identifying their allegiances by the names they wear on their 

foreheads, whether the Lord’s (14:1) of those of His enemies (13:16-17). Blessing is also 

quite important (1:3; 22:7,14; et al). 

As for the idea of hero, while the word itself does not appear in Revelation,
199

 

there is no mistaking the huge presence of the idea. Ryken puts it beautifully: 

The last half of the book [of Revelation] is a spiritualized version of familiar 

archetypes: a woman in distress who is marvelously delivered, a hero on a white 

horse who kills a dragon, a wicked prostitute who is finally exposed, the marriage 

of the hero to his bride, the celebration of the wedding with a feast, and the 

description of a palace glittering with jewels in which the hero and his bride live 

happily ever after.
200

 

 

Marriage, naming, city, kingdom, heroism—these are things that man has 

distorted and corrupted in primeval Genesis, not things that are evil in themselves. In 

fact, God reclaims them for His own use. 

To Be or Not to Be Heroic.  Living as we do, between the Primeval Age and the 

consummation of the ages, questions about heroism remain relevant and tricky. In the 

introduction we argued for the need for attention to the theme of heroism in Christian 

theology. Simply as part of our argument, we pointed to such important questions as, “Is 

it acceptable or desirable for Christians to have human heroes? Should a Christian strive 

to be heroic?”  

Lillicrap’s essay, “Fulfilling the Heroic Ideal,” addresses exactly these questions. 

The essay focuses more on the latter, as Lillicrap claims that we have “an underlying 
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desire to overcome, a fantasy played out on playgrounds across the world as children 

pretend to be their favourite heroes. Thus, our captivation is often found not so much in 

longing for a hero as longing to be a hero.”
201

 But both are important, and both are 

fraught with difficulties.  

Considering its two uses of GiBBôr, one describing the Nephilim (6:4), the other 

Nimrod (10:8-9), primeval Genesis does not seem to be interested in showing us positive 

examples of heroes as such. Later Scripture may attach the word to faithful and holy 

exemplars, but so far, that is not what we have been shown. 

Instead we are shown a contrast between two kinds of people, two ways of living. 

Consistently, we see flamboyant examples of ersatz heroism brushed aside for another 

kind of people. The firstborn son Cain is replaced, by Abel first, then by Seth. Enoch, the 

son (and city) of Cain is eclipsed by the Sethite Enoch who walked with God. The 

Cainite Lamech is answered by the Sethite Lamech who, at the very least, is still thinking 

of the promise of God. The Nephilim-heroes are washed aside, replaced by Noah and his 

family. Nimrod and his people are scattered to make way for the story of Abram. In their 

refusal to “wander” or “be scattered,” the hero-making, power-grasping characters build 

cities and kingdoms. Those in the other group are found in such transient dwellings as 

tents and an ark (a boat without so much control apparatus as oars or rudder). 

As the text moves from the Primeval Age to the story of Abram, the One 

promised to come as the Seed of the woman still has not arrived. The attempts at heroism 

by the sons of God and the daughters of man have not succeeded in bringing about the 

hope of restoration or the fulfillment of greatness. Nor have the kingdom-building efforts 
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of Nimrod and company. The work of the Seed will be His alone, wrought in the power 

of God alone. Lillicrap writes,  

As the hero of scripture, [Jesus] is the only person in history able to meet God’s 

norms, and he calls those who would listen to follow. Paradoxically, however, 

rather than inspiring and challenging the ordinary to higher feats, here is a 

heroism which in the first instance resists imitation. Despite his calls to follow, 

despite the scripture’s call to imitate those who imitate him, the uniqueness of 

Christ must be upheld first…. Christian heroism, founded upon and patterned 

after the cross, differs from traditional heroism by renouncing personal strength 

and relying wholly on another, scripture’s true hero.
202

 

 

To recapitulate, in contrast to those who seek to idolize heroic “men of name” or 

to make a heroic ‘name for themselves,’ primeval Genesis presents for us clear pictures 

of people who trust God and walk with Him in simple obedience. There can be no 

mistaking that we are meant to emulate these people (as heroes?) and seek to be like them 

(as heroes?). But as we have noted, it is the people not so characterized to whom the text 

awards the title “GiBBôr,” hero. 

In juxtaposing these two categories and leaving the title of “hero” to the wicked, 

primeval Genesis calls us to be devoted to God rather than to a heroic ideal. It calls us to 

trust in His promise and His timing, rather than in our own heroic machinations. As 

Lillicrap puts it, “In order to be truly heroic we must repent of our heroism.”
203
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Conclusion 

 

“AND SO ALSO AFTERWARD”: 

HEROISM BEYOND  

PRIMEVAL GENESIS  

 

 

We have given our study of heroism in primeval Genesis and our elaborative 

comments in the preceding chapters. What remains for a conclusion? Only to call for 

further study and to take a brief look ahead to what some such studies might involve. To 

that end, we point to a few potential directions.  

 

Biblical Theology 

Since it is possible that we have erred in substantial ways in this study, and since 

we certainly have not seen and covered everything that might have been covered here, all 

would profit from other studies of heroism in primeval Genesis, whether the directions 

taken in such studies were harmonious with or critical of ours. Similar studies are also 

needed covering other areas of Scripture. The Former and Latter Prophets would 

certainly yield significant results. For example, the forward-looking connections to the 

books of Samuel and Ezekiel made in the present study were brief, but sufficient to show 

that a study of heroism in those texts is necessary. Some work of this sort has been done 

already, but there are nowhere near enough voices yet involved in the discussion. And 

many areas of Scripture remain untapped altogether. 
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In The Empty Men,
204

 Mobley offers a study of what he terms Israel’s “Heroic 

Age,” roughly the time of the Judges until the time that the monarchy settles in under 

Solomon. He offers short treatments of some of the material in Samuel (chapter sections 

on Joab and David’s men). But his chapter-length treatments focus on Ehud, Gideon and 

Samson. Mobley’s conviction is that these hero stories were originally celebratory of 

their protagonists but were made to read as disapproving of them when worked into the 

biblical canon. He aims to retell the stories via literary analysis “to capture the heroic 

qualities in stories that have been turned into sermons and history lessons.”
205

 Responses 

must be given to this, particularly canonical ones. 

Kamrada’s Heroines, Heroes and Deity supports and builds on Mobley’s work. 

But she focuses specifically on the hero stories of Jephthah’s daughter, Samson and Saul, 

by tracing three “religious concepts and rituals” as motifs across the stories. These are the 

endowment of the “divine spirit,” the military Hërem extermination of the enemy, and the 

Urim and Thummim ritual.
206

  

The point here is that there is room for—and need of—a great many approaches 

to the study of the biblical heroic material. And so far, we have said very little of the idea 

of heroism in the New Testament. 
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Systematic Theology 

A theology of heroism
207

 has implications for and within a number of the 

traditional areas of dogmatic theology. Here we will simply list a few examples together 

with questions to show the relevance of heroism studies therein. 

 Theology Proper:  How is it that God is to be seen as heroic (Deut. 10:17)? 

 Christology:  In what ways might it be correct to think of “the Anointed” of 

YHWH as the identity of a/the hero (1 Sam. 16:6; Isa. 61:1-3)? 

 Anthropology:  What role does the concept of heroism play in human life and 

culture? What is a Christian view of human heroes? 

 Ecclesiology:  How do we handle the concept of “heroes of the faith?” What 

role might heroism play in discipleship and building up the body of Christ? 

 

Thus, the present study is offered as an early piece in what it is hoped will be a 

burgeoning collection of works produced by an increasing and diverse community of 

voices. 

For the glory of the Hero of heroes! 
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Appendix 

“GEBEROLOGY” 

 

Aside from a single brief mention in the Introduction, we have not used the term 

“geberology” in the present study. We did not want our efforts to coin a term to distract 

from the study itself. Since we find the term helpful,
208

 however, we take the opportunity 

to explain it here. 

In the study, production and discussion of theology, it is helpful to have terms to 

organize and focus the material. So over the years theological rubrics such as Christology 

(the study of Christ), anthropology (man), soteriology (salvation), ecclesiology (the 

church), eschatology (the last things), and others have arisen. Some of these have sub-

categories. For example, hamartiology (the study of sin) is understandably treated as part 

of anthropology. At the confluence of Christology and anthropology, we find a place for 

theologies of heroism. We have sought for a term like the above for Christian studies of 

heroism so as to facilitate discussions.  

While Greek or Latin usually provide the basis for these titles, we have found 

little help there. The Greek word h[rwj (hērōs) is possible, but not easily compounded 

with an –ology ending (heroology). It also connotes a less than serious, almost 

cartoonesque tone. Based on the renderings of GiBBôr in the Vulgate, the Latin-based 
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options would seem to be either gigantology or fortiology. Simply in terms of 

etymological root meanings, the former would be ‘the study of giants,’ and the latter 

would be ‘the study of strong ones.’ Neither of these conveys exactly the concerns of 

theologies of heroism. So while it is not common to do so, we have taken the Hebrew 

root rbg as the base for our term.  

However, as our word of choice, we have not taken GiBBôr—to wit, 

“gibborology.” It is our hope that this field of study might include more than the notion 

of ‘hero’ in the sense of a “mighty man” or “warrior,” a connotation which, for many, is 

liable to remain attached to the word GiBBôr for some time to come. It should also include 

other ideas of heroism, including those of “paragon,” “celebrity” and “influencer.” 

Moreover, there should be room in this theological category for discussions of manhood 

and womanhood in terms of strength and nobility of character.
209

  

For these reasons, we have taken Geber as the best word to express this analytical 

endeavor. As our chapter on heroic diction showed, this is a word for “man” but with a 

specific sense of ‘manliness,’ not merely in one’s physical bearing, but also in terms of 

vitality of life and nobility of character. It is also more closely related to G•bîr (“lord”) 

and the feminine analog G•bîräh (“lady,” “mistress”) than is GiBBôr. 

“Geberology,” then is the field of study which seeks to understand concepts of 

heroism in a variety of expressions, including bravery, greatness, virtue and others. We 

pronounce this with a hard g followed by a short e: ‘GHEH-buhr—ology.’ 

Thus, geberological questions include: 

                                                           
209
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 What is a hero? What is heroic? 

 How is heroism seen by various cultures? 

 What is involved in being a virtuous person? 

 How does Scripture present heroes or the concept of heroism? 

 Does God approve of heroes? 

 Can the Christian life be heroic? If so, how? 

 Should Christians have heroes? If so, how? 

 Should Christians strive to be heroic? If so, how? 
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