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Introduction 

Fatherhood is under attack. You already know that. Given 
contemporary Western culture’s obsession with diminishing and 
trivializing men in general—and fathers in particular—time does 
not need to be wasted making the case again. (If you doubt, simply 
observe the portrayal of each in popular media.) Suffice it to say 
that strong yet humble men, who take seriously their 
responsibility to raise pious and righteous children and who wield 
the ability to judge their world according to God’s Word, are not 
encouraged by the forces at work around us. It would seem men 
like this are a threat to be tamed. And the campaign to tame them 
has been wildly successful. 

This book is one small contribution to the effort to resist this 
assault. It aims to help these harried men recognize and embrace 
with zeal the sacred responsibility given to them when they 
entered into fatherhood. This study makes no pretense at being 
exhaustive in its treatment of the subject. It is not a textbook or the 
product of academic research. It is a series of reflections springing 
from the lives of real men. Highly selective and somewhat 
idiosyncratic, it hopefully presents a clear and witty picture of 
what the work of fatherhood is supposed to look like. The source is 
the Bible. More specifically, the source is the men whose stories 
are told in the Bible. 

There is nothing particularly significant about the selection of 
biblical men to be considered. Most of the names are familiar, and 
their inclusion seems almost obvious. How could a book about 
biblical fathers not include Adam or Abraham or David? Certainly, 
many other men might have been included on the list, but the 
twelve in this volume are quite sufficient for the present project. 
Each one allows the consideration of some aspect of the 
responsibility of fatherhood.  

It is important, though, to note that the lessons presented were 
not first determined and then the list of biblical men selected. This 
is not an example of an agenda in search of a supporting text. 
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Indeed, there are probably many topics that could be critical to 
successful parenting that are not mentioned in these pages. And 
some of the discussions that animate the studies in this book might 
seem to some to be tangential or even irrelevant to the work of 
fatherhood.  

The direction for this book and the individual studies within it 
came from the texts themselves—from the fathers themselves. We 
learn from Isaac what Isaac has to teach—regardless what others 
may consider to be lessons that are more vital, interesting, or 
relevant. And it is hoped within the process, these men will teach 
us lessons whose value and significance will surprise, challenge, 
and delight. 

Some might be skeptical about the ability of the ancestral 
fathers of faith to speak to the needs of twenty-first-century men. 
While such skepticism may be excused, it is unfounded. Much has 
changed with the passing of millennia, but the human condition 
and the realities of familial interaction are essentially unchanged. 
People are still people. Interpersonal issues and conflict are not 
fundamentally different today than they were in the days of the 
patriarchs. The problems that perplexed Jacob or Solomon 
continue to afflict fathers today. These ancient fathers and their 
ancient challenges are startlingly familiar. They have much to 
teach us. 

Of course, each man included in this book is a unique 
individual. They are real men, not representative figures or 
symbols of every man. Their stories are quite different as they face 
assorted circumstances from the perspective of their widely 
divergent personalities and character. We would not expect David 
to respond to situations the same way that Noah would. But even 
this notion raises another problem—we usually don’t know very 
much about these men, and so it is difficult to know just what Noah 
would or wouldn’t do. An effort must be made, then, not to indulge 
in too much speculation. Still, the stories provide information 
enough, and insights can be gained without resorting to creative 
reading of the texts. 

Since the men considered in the following pages are real men, 
they have unique stories, but they also share a common story. In 
fact, virtually every one of the chapters in this book could be that 
same story: a man of God striving to do things God’s way, falling 
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flat on his face in the process, and learning to live in the grace of 
forgiveness. The degree of failure varies, of course, but failure is 
always present. So, these men have lessons to offer by virtue of 
their successes and positive examples, but they can also teach by 
way of negative examples. Sometimes those applications are the 
most powerful and poignant of all. Dickens put the words in the 
mouth of Ebenezer Scrooge as he tried to dissuade the Spirit of 
Christmas Past from exiting the window with him in tow. “ ‘I am 
mortal,’ Scrooge pleaded, ‘and liable to fall.’ ” Indeed, this is the 
ultimate story of every man. We are all mortal and liable to fall. So, 
reading and studying the stories of those who tried and fell can 
only aid us in our own striving. 

Finally, it needs to be acknowledged that the goal motivating 
and shaping the twelve sketches that make up this book is neither 
exegetical exactitude nor homiletical originality or inspiration. The 
author is qualified for neither enterprise. Rather, the chapters are 
simple reflections with an intentional aim at practicality. Don’t 
fear, the interpretation is sound and founded on solid theological 
presuppositions, but the consistent objective is the application of 
God’s lively Word to the real lives of God’s people. By God’s grace, 
His truth will be evident: insight and inspiration for the task of 
fatherhood and delightful declaration and delivery of His 
extraordinary Gospel. 

The book is written and formatted with a men’s Bible study 
group in mind. However, groups that are not made up exclusively 
of men will also find the studies to be of keen interest and value. 
Neither should individuals shy from taking up the book and 
reading it either slowly as a study or at a single sitting. God’s truth 
speaks in manifold settings. However it is used, every reader is 
encouraged not to overlook the answers in the Leader Guide, as 
many ideas and thoughts gleaned from the texts are introduced or 
expanded in these discussions. 
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Suggestions for Small-Group Participants 

1. As a courtesy to others, arrive on time. 

2. Before you begin, spend some time in prayer, asking God to 
strengthen your faith through a study of His Word. The Scriptures 
were written so that we might believe in Jesus Christ and have life 
in His name (John 20:31). 

3. Be an active participant. The leader will guide the group’s 
discussion, not give a lecture. 

4. Avoid dominating the conversation by answering every 
question or by giving unnecessarily long answers. On the other 
hand, avoid the temptation to not share at all. 

5. Treat anything shared in your group as confidential until 
you have asked for and received permission to share it outside of 
the group. Treat information about others outside of your group as 
confidential until you have asked for and received permission to 
share it with group members. 

6. Some participants may be new to Bible study or new to the 
Christian faith. Help them feel welcome and comfortable. 

7. Affirm other participants when you can. If someone offers 
what you perceive to be a “wrong” answer, ask the Holy Spirit to 
guide him to seek the correct answer from God’s Word. 

8. Keep in mind that the questions are discussion starters. 
Don’t be afraid to ask additional questions that relate to the topic. 
Don’t get the group off track. 

9. If you are comfortable doing so, volunteer now and then to 
pray at the beginning or end of the session. 
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Adam 

There is, apparently, some debate over what qualifies as the 
shortest poem in the English language. Some claim that it is simply:  

I 
Why? 

Others contend for: 

Me 
We 

But, the traditional favorite, and perhaps more orthodox poem 
(since it does not rely on the title to supply part of the rhyme and 
rhythm) is titled variously “On the Antiquity of Microbes” or 
sometimes, simply, “Fleas.” It seems reasonable in light of the 
present topic to suggest yet another (and even briefer) title for the 
same, but differently titled, epic poem. In which case, the title and 
poem would be: 

Kids 
Adam had ’em. 

Quite rightly, Adam will always be remembered first for his role as 
the progenitor of the human race. He is the first man. The name 
Adam evokes immediate thoughts of Eve, the garden, and the 
beginning of things. Adam is man number one. But, not only is 
Adam the first man, he is also the first father—which is, on 
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reflection, somewhat obvious: no fatherhood, no human race! The 
fact that we are all here is evidence of Adam’s success at 
fatherhood. 

What we know about Adam’s vocation as father is, truthfully, 
almost nothing. The scriptural account in the Book of Genesis is 
characteristically brief and lacking in even the most basic 
elaboration. Actually, this phenomenon is more common than one 
might expect in the pages of the Bible. So often, a biblical story is 
told with only the bare facts supplied, and we are left to wonder 
about the more human and relational side of the story—the part of 
the story left out. So it is in the story of Adam and his fatherhood: 
“Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain.” 
That’s the way it is told in Genesis 4:1, and that’s about it for the 
biblical account of the fatherhood of Adam. All right, there is a bit 
more.  

Verse 2 adds, “Again, she bore his brother Abel.” And a few 
verses later we learn about Seth and other sons and daughters of 
Adam. What we don’t know about Adam is what kind of father he 
was. We don’t know how he felt when he and Eve welcomed their 
first son into the world and they experienced the fulfillment of 
God’s promise to them. We don’t know what kind of influence he 
had on his sons or what concerns he had for them. Was he aware of 
a simmering sibling rivalry that would end in fratricide? Did he see 
in Cain character traits that made him lose sleep and wrestle with 
ways to reach his troubled firstborn son? Of course, it would be 
easy enough to speculate about all of these interesting questions 
and supply reasonable—or better yet, fanciful—answers. But the 
Bible is frustratingly silent about such speculation. Obviously, the 
Holy Spirit considered other issues to be more significant and 
worthy of attention than the feelings of Adam or the sort of 
fatherhood that he practiced. We are left to wonder. 

We can also wonder about Adam as a man. It is important to 
remember that while Adam has the singular distinction of being 
the first man, he was still a man. That is, he was not some sort of 
mythical “everyman” meant to stand for all men. He was not a 
dispassionate ideal prototype man devoid of individual personality 
and character. Adam was a bona fide real man. He had a unique 
personality. He had quirks and habits—and given the fallen nature 
of both he and his wife, these were no doubt irksome to Eve on 
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occasion! Adam was a man with all the wonderful strengths and 
liabilities common to all men, but he displayed them in a way that 
was all his own—just like any other man has his own way of doing 
things. Adam had a way of talking with his sons. He had a way of 
going about the day’s work and a way of greeting his wife in the 
morning. He had a sense of humor that was his very own. He was a 
real man. But, again, the account in Genesis tells us nothing about 
any of this. What kind of man he was is unknown to us. Still, it is 
good to think of Adam as a real man, and to appreciate the sort of 
challenges and heartaches and delights that would have filled his 
life and provided opportunity for the formation and display of his 
own peculiar personality. 

While it would be fascinating to know more about Adam as a 
man and a father (it is undeniably tempting to suggest a portrait to 
compensate for what is not provided), it would be a perilous and 
foolhardy project. It is never a good idea to guess about and fill in 
what Scripture leaves blank. It is probably wisest, then, to give 
more thought to what can be known with confidence about Adam, 
and to explore the lessons to be learned in this regard a bit more. 

What we know with certainty is that Adam was doing what he 
had been created to do. Having sons and daughters was the 
responsibility that he had been given back in chapter 1 of Moses’ 
first book. Right after God had created Adam in His own image, He 
blessed the first couple and gave them the familiar charge: “Be 
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth and subdue it and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the heavens 
and over every living thing that moves on the earth” (Genesis 
1:28).  

Quite rightly, this has been designated the “first Great 
Commission.” The term reminds us of the solemnity of the charge 
and also of the duration of the charge. Genesis 1:28 provides the 
raison d’être of Adam—it spells out Adam’s reason for being. He is 
put into the garden, into the creation, to take care of it. He is 
responsible for it. He is not to pillage the creation or to ravage it for 
his own purposes. He is to look after, protect, and steward the 
creation. This mandate is, obviously, extraordinarily significant 
because it applies not only to the first man, but to every heir of 
Adam as well. It is the raison d’être for every man. Man lives to 
care for the creation. This is a subject worthy of significant 
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exploration and reflection, and carries immediate implications for 
a wealth of environmental and creation-care questions and topics 
that are of critical importance for Adam’s twenty-first-century 
descendants. This discussion, however, lies beyond our immediate 
concern. For now, it is the first, and too easily overlooked, part of 
the First Great Commission that is of interest to us. 

The Creator specifically commands Adam and Eve to “be 
fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Genesis 1:28). In other 
words, the first couple was to get busy and have children. God’s 
desire and first instruction to Adam after marriage was for Adam 
to be a father. Adam was supposed to have kids. So, when Adam 
had them, he was being obedient to God’s will. When Adam became 
a father, he was doing what God had created him to do. Adam was 
created to become a father. Adam had his answer to the “I Why?” 
question. His task was to be a father. Certainly the command has 
direct meaning for Adam’s heirs, as well. No doubt there are some 
who would limit this command to Adam, since for the first man the 
need for population expansion was evident. And others might 
argue that the mandate has been met with great success, and more 
than enough descendants of Adam and Eve have been produced to 
“fill the earth.” Still others might empty the first Great Commission 
of its significance by tying its meaning to ancient Semitic culture 
and values, which by implication no longer apply to sophisticated 
twenty-first-century men.  

But every one of these stances simply amounts to an attempt to 
deflect and dilute the thrust of God’s defining instruction to Adam 
and his progeny. Biblical interpreters can debate the meaning and 
best understanding of the proto-commandment, but for those who 
seek to live within the plan established by the Creator, the point of 
the passage is clear: fatherhood is a good thing and has the 
blessing of God. It is good and right to be a father. It is good and 
right to invest in the raising of children—which is inherent in the 
task of filling the earth with wise and capable offspring. 

This point should not be passed over too quickly or shrugged 
off as self-evident and unworthy of further comment. In fact, in the 
world that we inhabit, it certainly is not assumed that men are, 
first and foremost, put here to be fathers. Indeed, there is no 
shortage of alternative goals, purposes, and aspirations that men 
are urged to choose and pursue at the expense of the fatherhood 
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mandate. Attitudes and societal emphases change with the passage 
of the decades, of course. And the importance placed on fatherhood 
is perhaps higher now than it was in recent time past. Still, the idea 
that a man’s most important task and highest aspiration should be 
the raising of children would probably strike most men as 
strange—or just plain wrong. Men have more important things to 
do than to get distracted with raising kids. There are careers to 
build, skills to hone, sports to watch, diversions to be pursued, 
riches to be gained, houses to be built, personal dreams to be 
fulfilled, and pleasures to be treasured.  

Certainly, men have many legitimate and valuable pursuits, 
and the obligation to subdue the earth takes on many different 
forms. It is good that men continue to find productive and 
meaningful avenues in which to invest themselves in the task of 
caring for the creation—even when his investment in the creation 
may not be as obvious and immediately tangible as Adam pruning 
a fig tree or harvesting a crop of olives. Still, even these good 
pursuits must not be allowed to usurp the pride of place that 
should be given to fatherhood. 

The problem in our culture is not that men are opting out of 
marriage and fatherhood. For most men, the desire to join in the 
venture of marriage and the drive to procreate is inescapable and 
will not be denied. This irresistible drive to fatherhood is a product 
of God’s natural law that permeates all creation and thus every 
man, but that is another topic for another time.  

Nevertheless, simply having kids—for whatever reason—does 
not guarantee the fulfillment of the mandate of the first 
commission. St. Paul famously clarifies the task of fatherhood in his 
letter to the Ephesians: “Fathers, do not provoke your children to 
anger, but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the 
Lord” (Ephesians 6:4).  

Unlike some members of the animal kingdom, a man has not 
discharged his parental obligation simply by providing half of the 
necessary DNA, and then departing in search of the next 
interesting thing. Nor has he met his responsibility by giving his 
children the proverbial roof over their heads and food on the table, 
nor even by putting them through college free of the student loan 
burden. It is not sufficient, then, to get married and have kids. The 
kids must be raised God’s way. The kids must be brought up to be 
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contributing and capable members of the world. This is no easy 
task. It will not be accomplished by ranking fatherhood tasks 
behind career, hobbies, and cherished personal diversions and 
activities. The task requires the continual investment of self. The 
task demands sacrifice of personal desires and favorite pastimes. 
The task is unrelenting in its expectations. The task is far greater 
than any man realizes when he first gets the news about his entry 
into the wonderful and surprisingly challenging world of 
fatherhood. It is a sacred task, one that comes directly from God. 

To be a father is to be charged with one of the most important 
works of a lifetime, second only to being a husband. For those men 
whom God has called to the vocation of husband and father, loving 
his wife and raising his children so that they know God’s mercy, 
truth, and purposes are high and holy callings.  

It all comes down to a right understanding of vocation. This is 
the term used by the reformers, and one that captures well the 
“God-givenness” of the work we have to do. For too long in the 
history of the Christian Church, the important concept of vocation 
was forgotten or reduced to a caricature of what it is meant to be. 
Vocation is not merely career. Vocation is certainly not to be 
equated with full-time service in a church career. Vocation is not 
the things you are “good at.” Vocation is the purpose that directs 
your living. Vocation is the obligation that has been given to you to 
fulfill. Vocation is God’s instruction and guide for how you are to 
use your time, your abilities, and your wisdom. Vocation is meant 
to define your life, and so vocation becomes critical in one’s self-
understanding.  

In recent years, vocation has been receiving more attention in 
scholarly circles, and the truths of this wonderful biblical idea have 
been trickling down for the benefit of all. It is the truth that 
reverberates through the opening chapters of the Bible as we hear 
the story of Adam. The first Great Commission was the giving of 
vocation to Adam. Broad and general in scope, the commission of 
chapter 1 became altogether specific for Adam. He was given a wife 
to love—a vocation. He was given Cain, Abel, Seth, and many other 
sons and daughters—a vocation. Of course, he was given a garden 
to tend, and then ground on which to toil—a vocation. That same 
general commission directs your own life, and then finds 
expression in all the specific vocations that shape your days: son, 
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husband, father, employee, neighbor, citizen. You have tasks given 
to you by God. You have tasks that only you can do. 

Of course, it is quite true that a man typically knows several 
vocations for which he is responsible. And it is also true that at 
times the obligations of any two or more vocations may conflict. 
What it takes to accomplish one vocation very well may interfere 
with the successful fulfillment of another important vocation. This 
is reality in our post-Eden world. But the singular importance of 
the role of father, as it was given to Adam and then reinforced by 
St. Paul, helps to clarify the best way to resolve those quandaries of 
colliding vocations. While every true vocation is a gift and an 
obligation from the hand of God—and so it will, obviously, conform 
to the will of God as revealed in His Law—not every vocation is 
equally important. Certainly a man’s relationship with God through 
repentant faith in Jesus Christ comes first, then a husband’s duties 
to his wife, then a father’s obligation to his children, and so on.  

A good guide in thinking about the best way to reconcile 
conflicting vocational demands is to consider the vocations you 
have been given that no one else can do. It is likely that another 
man could be found to do what you do to earn a paycheck. But, as 
long as you live, your wife has only one man available to be 
husband to her. And, God has given your children only one man to 
be their father. The work may not be glamorous in the eyes of the 
world. It is too often done without any apparent compensation or 
benefit. It does not matter. How you feel about that work is 
irrelevant. The work you have been given to do is holy work. The 
vocation of father is a sacred vocation. 

This world, and this world’s families, need men who are willing 
to embrace the holy work of fatherhood. It is a sacred charge. It is 
noble and honorable work. Few things matter more than being a 
father who invests in the task of living out his vocation. We know 
all that we need to know about Adam. He was given his vocation, 
his specific work that God had called him to do. You have been 
given your vocation—the work that God has put you here to do. 
Don’t let anything keep you from doing it. 
 

Questions 
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1. Is the legacy of Adam positive or negative? What comes to 
mind when you think about Adam? 

 
 
 
 
2. What details or insights do you wish the biblical text had 

included in the narrative about Adam? 
 
 
 
 
3. Read Genesis 5:3. What is the significance of Seth being 

singled out as Adam’s son? Why not Cain or Abel? 
 
 
 
 
4. Of Adam’s three sons, which one seemed to be most like his 

father? Why do you think this? 
 
 
 
 
5. How does the tragedy of the fall, recorded in Genesis 3, 

impact the meaning and significance of the First Great 
Commission? How might the very fact that Adam chooses to 
become a father be a demonstration of courage? 

 
 
 
 
6. What vocations are you responsible to fulfill at this time in 

your life? How does seeing them as God-given affect your attitude 
toward them or the way that you do them? 
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7. What do you think are some of the pressures and ideas that 
work against a man being able to see fatherhood as a primary 
vocation? 

 
 
 
 
8. How might it demand courage from a man simply to be a 

father who takes seriously his responsibility to raise his children in 
the discipline and instruction of the Lord? 

 
 
 
 
9. Much of the Adam story is rather grim and leaves a stark and 

challenging picture of fatherhood. Is this fair and accurate? How 
does the famous promise of Genesis 3:15 fit into this 
understanding of fatherhood? 

 
 
 
 
10. Of all the lessons that Adam has to teach us, what is the one 

key thought that you will take with you into the week ahead? How 
will you put this into action? 
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Noah 

Noah knew something about family togetherness. He had no 
choice. No doubt, Noah also knew something about the pros and 
cons of vacationing with extended family members. Had Noah kept 
a journal of his life, or even a much briefer journal about his 
experience with the ark, almost certainly it would have contained a 
wealth of valuable insights into the dynamics of family systems 
and interrelationships.  

Noah, his wife, three sons—each with his own wife—and a 
menagerie of animals of the greatest conceivable variety were 
confined together in a floating stable roughly the size of one and a 
half football fields for a year and ten days. Indeed, Noah knew 
something about family togetherness—no doubt he knew 
something about a great many other things as well. Ship building, 
food storage and preservation, animal husbandry, monotony 
management, Noah was an expert in them all. It is a pity that he did 
not leave a journal—of course, having been penned by a man, even 
if it were discovered, this imaginary journal might not be as helpful 
or insightful as we would like: 

 
Day 23: Rain. Fed and watered animals. Cleaned lower deck. 
Day 113: Sunny. Fed and watered animals. Still floating. 
Day 303: Partly sunny. Fed and watered animals. Still sitting on 
the mountain. 
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Who could expect a guy—even one with five hundred-plus 
years of experience with the complexities of life—to explore the 
dark labyrinth of his own emotions? Who could expect him to 
reflect on the dynamics at work among the eight men and women 
sharing the space and the work of the animal-laden ark? He 
probably didn’t even notice that there were interpersonal 
dynamics at work. Why would he? There was work to be done. 
Why waste time with things he did not understand? Although his 
wife may very well have alerted Noah to the need to notice such 
things. But alas, we are sliding rapidly toward speculation with its 
inherent hazards. What we know is enough. Noah was a dad, and 
Noah gives evidence of remarkable courage. 

Using the adjective courageous to describe Noah is hardly a 
novel or daring suggestion. Of the great patriarchs of Genesis, Noah 
is probably the leading candidate to be coupled with the virtue of 
courage. We think immediately of pious Noah living in a debauched 
world of violence and excess and imagine his courage to stand for 
morality and decency when everyone else was celebrating what is 
decadent and evil. One can hardly exaggerate the depths of 
wickedness to which the earth’s inhabitants had descended. Things 
were bad—bad enough to provoke the wrath and curse of God. 
“The LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, 
and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil 
continually” (Genesis 6:5).  

Things were so far gone that the Creator’s only acceptable 
solution was to wipe out virtually every living thing and start over. 
But there, in the middle of the mess, is Noah. Noah “found favor in 
the eyes of the LORD” (Genesis 6:8). Indeed, he found favor because 
Noah was a man apart. “Noah was a righteous man, blameless in 
his generation” (Genesis 6:9). In fact, Noah was one of the handful 
of scriptural characters described with the breathtaking, 
wonderful, and simple sentence: “Noah walked with God” (Genesis 
6:9). Incredible. Living like that in a world like that took courage. 

Before we tread too far down that path, though, it might be 
wise to check the text. All the books and film representations of 
Noah notwithstanding, the account in Genesis says nothing about 
Noah’s neighbors or about any exchanges between the patriarch 
and those who lived next door. Such potential meetings are 
excellent fodder for our imaginations, of course. We love to picture 
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the men and women of Noah’s clan laboring on the ark and its 
provisions, while neighbors gawk and mock at the folly of building 
a monstrosity of a boat, presumably on dry land far from any body 
of water. But the biblical record is silent on this point. The space 
between God’s directive to Noah and the time that all the 
passengers embarked for their voyage is covered by a single verse: 
“Noah did this; he did all that God commanded him” (Genesis 
6:22).  

Three words in English present a lesson that most of us 
perpetually struggle to learn much less practice. God gave a 
command and Noah responded: “Noah did this.” No discussion. No 
clarification. No deliberation. God commanded and Noah did. 
While others may call it courage or dogged determination, what’s 
clear is that Noah’s God-given faith had yielded the fruit of 
obedience. God had chosen Noah for a reason: Noah believed, and 
thus Noah obeyed.  

Righteous is a big, loaded word. It is not used lightly. Christians 
hear the word righteous and hear “sinless, and worthy of God’s 
praise.” And since we have been taught, and taught quite rightly, 
that no one is perfect, that no one is righteous (Romans 3:23), we 
are taken aback by the description of Noah as righteous. This 
deserves a closer look, then. We need to understand what it meant 
that Noah was righteous, because when that is understood, the real 
courage of Noah the patriarch, Noah the father, will be understood. 

It is true, of course, that righteous is a “God-word.” It is used to 
describe a person who is able to stand before God without fear of 
incurring God’s wrath. And when the word is used in this context—
and this is probably the typical religious context—then the 
message of the Christian Church needs to ring loudly in our ears: 
no one is righteous. The only righteous ones are those who have 
received God’s forgiveness delivered for the sake of the life, death, 
and resurrection of God’s Son, Jesus. No one earns the designation 
of righteous. It must be given. This is absolutely, categorically true. 

 Thus, when it came to his relationship with God, Noah was 
righteous, but not because he had earned that designation. He was 
righteous the same way that you are righteous—only by God-given 
faith, which trust in God made possible; faith that clung to God’s 
promise. “Noah did this” did not make Noah righteous before God. 
Noah’s obedience was merely one manifestation of Noah’s 
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righteousness that had a source other than his deeds or 
convictions. Noah was righteous because he relied on God, and God 
alone, to make his righteousness a reality. 

In another sense, though, with regard to Noah’s relationship 
with the rest of the world around him, it is quite possible to 
determine that Noah was righteous simply in light of the fact that 
he was living the way that he was supposed to live. This is civil 
righteousness. It does not and cannot aid a man to be righteous 
before God. It does not save. Noah was doing what he had been 
created to do. He was doing what God had put him in the world to 
do. He was being a human according to the will and plan of God. 
Noah was following God’s will, he was obeying God’s Law. So, in 
the eyes of the world, and by the standards of the world—
conformity to the rules built into the fabric of the world itself—
Noah was righteous. He was a man who was living the way he was 
supposed to live. This fact was all the more apparent in the context 
of the debased and decaying world in which Noah found himself. 
This is what Moses meant when he introduced Noah: “Noah was a 
righteous man, blameless in his generation” (Genesis 6:9).  

Noah was righteous, in this sense and in this context, because 
of what he was doing and not doing. He was unlike the rest. He was 
living obedient to God’s will. He was righteous—not perfect (of 
course not!) and worthy of God’s grace or salvation—but righteous 
in the sense of being upright and doing what God had put him here 
to do. 

So, Noah is righteous in two ways. He is righteous before God 
by his faith and trust in the promise of God and his reliance on the 
provision of God. And, he is righteous before all creation, before his 
fellow men, by virtue of his exemplary living and fulfillment of his 
God-given purpose. The latter kind of righteousness took courage, 
no doubt. But, it is the former righteousness, the righteousness 
before his God and Maker, where Noah’s courage is of most of 
interest.  

Faith is a gift that man cannot conjure or keep by himself. It is 
also true that while the Holy Spirit does it all, the man who 
believes does the believing. Yes, you’re right, it doesn’t make much 
sense to say that it is both ways, but that is the reality of how faith 
works. God gives it and sustains it, and man does it. The new man 
created by God receives the gift of faith. And to live in faith is not 
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easy. Indeed, it takes courage. This is the legacy of Noah that 
deserves careful consideration and emulation. 

Lest we get caught up in the action and wonder of the story’s 
plot and miss the real lesson of Noah and his ark, it is necessary to 
stop and consider the courage Noah displayed—not in building an 
ark, but in living in a state of absolute humility and dependence on 
God and God’s promises. That’s the marvelous part of this story. 

 Critics of the Bible’s narrative about Noah and the flood find 
plenty to ridicule and dismiss as beyond credulity by virtue of the 
account of the stabled animals and the floodwater and its 
worldwide extent. “Impossible and ridiculous!” they declare with 
smug confidence. But, in their preoccupation with the details of the 
ark and the flood, they are oblivious to the part of the story that is 
actually the most astounding—the part that stuns anyone who 
gives it a moment’s thought. The incredible thing is that 
surrounded by a sea of human wretchedness and self-serving sin, 
Noah was living righteous before God. Noah lived in the reality of 
simple trust, relying on God for everything. Noah lived dependent 
on God—dependent, utterly at the mercy of God, completely 
incapable of doing anything on his own—this was Noah’s way of 
living. He knew what it meant to be a creature. Such willing, 
humble dependence on God is rare indeed. Noah exemplified it. 

There is no better picture of Noah’s position of abject 
dependence on God than Genesis 7:16. Everyone is on the ark: 
Noah, his wife, three sons and their wives, and a literal boatload of 
animals. The last animal has climbed aboard, and then verse 16: 
“Those that entered, male and female of all flesh, went in as God 
had commanded him. And the LORD shut him in.”  

God was taking care of Noah. Noah depends on God for 
everything—even to be the one to close the door and seal the 
occupants in their ship of salvation. 

So, what does all of this have to do with fatherhood? Well, as 
you might expect, everything. Righteousness is the very heart of 
fatherhood. This is true of both dimensions of righteousness. It is 
certainly the case that a good father needs to be a man righteous in 
the eyes of the world—or even more importantly, righteous in the 
eyes of his own family. Sons and daughters, not to mention his 
wife, need to look at the man called husband and father and see a 
man who strives to live rightly, doing what God put him here to do 
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(his vocation!), and doing it with consistency and commitment. A 
good father needs this.  

But, even more, a good father needs to know what it means to 
be right before God. He needs to know what it means to live in 
absolute dependence on God for absolutely everything. A man who 
lives with this knowledge gives to his family a gift that defies 
calculation. He gives them the gift of a living example of faith.  

By his living and his trusting, he presents his children with a 
picture of what it means to be fully human, what it means to live in 
total dependence on God. And as we clearly see in the case of Noah, 
this does not make one a wimp or a self-deprecating, incompetent, 
weak, timid, cowardly bystander in life. It makes a man such as 
Noah. That is the legacy of Noah. He was righteous. He was right 
before the world by deed, and he was right before God by faith. 
And his sons saw this—intimately and daily, they saw this. 

We are not told much about how Noah raised his three sons or 
how he sought to influence them and their families. Actually, we 
are not told anything about this. But we can be relatively confident 
in assuming that Noah’s righteousness was not lost on his children. 
Such righteous living is quite unique. Living as one who is 
completely dependent on God is hardly commonplace. And we can 
be quite certain that Noah would have approached his child- 
rearing just as he did everything else in life—in righteousness. 
That is, he would have done all that he could to be the best father 
possible, keeping his vocation of father at the front of his thinking 
and acting; and with regard to the other dimension of 
righteousness, living in complete dependence on God to provide all 
that was needed. Noah would have raised Shem, Ham, and Japheth 
clinging to the promises of God. That was how Noah lived. This is 
what it means to be a righteous father. Perfection has nothing to do 
with it. Noah made mistakes. (There is that awkward incident 
when Noah over-indulged in the fruit of his newly planted 
vineyard [Genesis 9:20–28].) Somehow, Noah’s own righteous way 
of living did not find residence in the lives of all his sons. Ham and 
his progeny became the subject of a curse. Nevertheless, Noah was 
righteous. He was God’s kind of man. He was God’s kind of father. 

God calls men to penitent faith. God calls men to repent when 
they are not perfect Christians, husbands, or fathers. He calls a man 
to be faithful . . . to do what he has been put here to do. This is what 
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Noah did. And, at the same time, God calls a man to live before him 
in humble trust and in willing reliance on his giving and grace for 
everything. That is how Noah lived. That is how Noah functioned 
as a father.  

God still calls men to do the same. The mark of a father who is 
doing things the right way, God’s way, is righteousness. The 
righteous man is a man of integrity, who strives to fulfill his 
responsibilities with consistency. The righteous man is a man of 
faith who looks to God and trusts him for everything. This second, 
other aspect of righteousness is a vital component of faithful 
fatherhood. Living like this takes courage. It is not easy. It means 
trusting God to work through you, even when you are not sure 
about what you are doing. It means clutching to the promises of 
God when there is precious little evidence that he is paying any 
attention at all to what is going on in your home or hearing any of 
your prayers. It means doggedly following God’s will in spite of the 
resistance you get from all the wise and sometimes well-meaning 
advisors who surround you and happily “help” you. It means living 
in confidence that dark days are not without end, and that the ark 
of your home will not drift forever. God will intervene. He will 
bring rest. The courageous father counts on God to do what God 
has promised to do. 

It is too bad that Noah did not leave behind a ship’s log for his 
days on the ark. It would have made for entertaining reading . . . 
well, maybe. But what Noah did leave is even better. Noah left a 
legacy of righteousness. He demonstrated in vivid lessons what it 
means to take God at His word and do what one has been given to 
do. “Noah was a righteous man” (Genesis 6:9). Indeed. So are all 
who walk in his ways. 

 

Questions 

1. Of all the animals that migrated to the ark for a year of 
cruising with Noah’s family, which, do you think, posed the 
greatest challenge to Noah and his sons? 
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2. Read Genesis 6:5–22. What stands out to you? Based only on 

this text, what impression do you get of Noah’s character? 
 

 
 

 

3. The text emphasizes that the world and its men had become 
“filled with violence” (vv. 11 and 13). Is it surprising that this was 
the world’s sin? Why would violence be singled out as corrupt and 
evil? 

 

 

 

 

4. Why is it important to understand righteousness in two ways, 
or according to two dimensions? How does this view help to clarify 
the story of Noah? 

 

 

 

 

5. Noah was righteous before God because of what God had 
done. How does a right understanding of this passive 
righteousness of faith always result in grave offense to fallen man?  

 

 

 
 

6. Read Genesis 9:20–29. How are we to understand a 
“righteous man” being so foolish? What do you think could account 
for the difference in how the sons reacted to their father’s 
indiscretion? 
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7. A father can teach his children many things. How is teaching 

them to have faith in God different from teaching them how to 
manage an ark . . . or their finances? 

 
 
 
 
8. What are some of the best things a man can do to help his 

children grow to be followers of Christ? What can we learn about 
this from Noah? 

 
 
 
 
9. Read Genesis 9:1–17. Why is it important that the first Great 

Commission is reestablished? How does the covenant of the 
rainbow assert the reality of righteousness before God? 

 
 
 
 
10. In addition to rainbows, what reminders in nature and 

daily life can help you this week to live as “a righteous man, 
blameless in his generation” (Genesis 6:9)? 
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Small Group Leader Guide 

This guide will help guide you discover the truths of God’s 
Word. It is not, however, exhaustive, nor is it designed to be read 
aloud during your session. 

1. Before you begin, spend some time in prayer, asking God to 
strengthen your faith through a study of His Word. The Scriptures 
were written so that we might believe in Jesus Christ and have life 
in His name (John 20:31). Also, pray for participants by name. 

2. Before your meeting, review the session material, read the 
Bible passages, and answer the questions in the spaces provided. 
Your familiarity with the session will give you confidence as you 
lead the group. 

3. As a courtesy to others, begin and end each session on time. 

4. Have a Bible dictionary or similar resource handy to look 
up difficult or unfamiliar names, words, and places. Ask 
participants to help you in this task. Be sure that each participant 
has a Bible and a study guide. 

5. Ask for volunteers to read introductory paragraphs and 
Bible passages. A simple “Thank you” will encourage them to 
volunteer again. 

6. See your role as a conversation facilitator rather than a 
lecturer. Don’t be afraid to give participants time to answer 
questions. By name, thank each participant who answers; then 
invite other input. For example, you might say, “Thank you, Al. 
Would anyone else like to share?” 

7. Now and then, summarize aloud what the group has 
learned by studying God’s Word. 

8. Remember that the questions provided are discussion 
starters. Allow participants to ask questions that relate to the 
session. However, keep discussions on track with the session. 
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9. Everyone is a learner! If you don’t know the answer to a 
question, simply tell participants that you need time to look at 
more Scripture passages or to ask your pastor.  
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Adam 

1. In his Genesis commentary, Martin Luther wrote about 
Adam with glowing admiration, as a virtual superman who 
possessed the height of human potential physically, intellectually, 
and spiritually. Perhaps Adam can be rightly thought of in this way. 
It is just as likely, though, that thinking of Adam conjures visions of 
the first couple being driven out of the garden in shame and 
disgrace. It must also be admitted that Adam’s performance when 
confronted by God after the fall is less than exemplary—passing 
the buck by blaming Eve is hardly what we would expect from a 
chivalrous, stand-up guy! Adam is the father of man, but also the 
father of sin. His legacy is ambiguous at best. 

2. Answers will depend on the interests and ideas of those 
present. While speculation is ultimately just that—speculation—
the value in thinking about the unknown details is that it 
encourages participants to consider the full humanity of Adam as 
an individual man, husband, and father. It is helpful to remember 
that Adam—and every biblical character—felt real emotions, 
experienced relational strife and joy, and reacted uniquely to all of 
these things just like men do today. 

3. Obviously, Abel does not count—he’s dead. Without a wife or 
heirs, Abel is of no account to the subsequent story of God’s people. 
The same with Cain. While Cain secures a wife and sires progeny, 
they do not figure into the story of God’s interactions with His 
people. Cain has set himself against the will of God, and his 
descendants are not numbered among the descendants of Adam 
(detailed in ch. 5). By defying God’s will, Cain has cut himself out of 
the plan. 

4. The text, Genesis 5:3, credits Seth with having the image and 
likeness of Adam. The same is not said of Cain or Abel (Genesis 
4:1–2). This is likely because the thread of man’s history will 
follow the line of Seth, and so it is stressed that Adam’s 
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descendants bear the image given to Adam at his creation. Still, it is 
arguable that Adam’s defiance of his Creator is best exemplified in 
his firstborn son who takes the place of God and chooses to 
become the lord of life and death.  

5. The point of the commission is that it is a commission—it 
still stands. The directive given to Adam was still in place even 
after the fall and its consequent curses. Adam fulfilled what he had 
been given to do—in spite of the fact that he had destroyed the 
beauty of what God had originally created and intended. So Adam 
lived, as we live, in the tension between the command and promise 
of God and the resultant brokenness of the creation and the strains 
in relationships. That Adam trusted God’s command and promise 
even after the fall indicates Adam’s faith and is unquestionably a 
significant demonstration of courage. Adam’s willingness to 
become a father is itself a remarkable statement of obedience to 
God and confidence in God’s provision. 

6. There will certainly be overlap in the answers that are 
suggested, but each man should be able to recognize the particular 
responsibilities that he has to serve those members of the creation 
that are around him—especially those who rely on him in special 
ways, such as wife and children. The point is to learn to see the 
various tasks that make up life in the context of God’s plan and 
God’s arrangement for His creation—an arrangement that forces 
us to live in interdependence. 

7. The narrative suggests several possible distractions 
including hobbies and career. Most importantly, though, might be 
the individualism and entitlement attitudes that permeate so much 
of Western culture. The pursuit of individual fulfillment leaves 
little time or energy for the pursuit of someone else’s agenda, so 
the needs of that someone can seem like a burdensome imposition, 
even if that someone is your own child. 

8. Given the pressures and assumptions of the world around 
us, a man’s determination to serve his wife and children so that 
they know and follow Christ can only be achieved with God’s grace 
and strength. Living with the vocation of father foremost in a man’s 
thinking will put him at odds with the rest of the world and its 
agenda. Perhaps the greatest battle to be fought will not be with 
others who challenge his choices, but with himself and his own 
sinful desires to demand his own agenda and satisfy his own 
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aspirations. Of course, ideally, as a man grows in conformity with 
Christ, his own desire will be to be the best father that he can be. 

9. In His mercy, God fills our lives with many joys—even when 
the routine of that life and the vocational demands of that life are 
sometimes hard, inglorious, unrecognized, and unappreciated. 
That God speaks the promise of a Savior to Adam is Gospel, indeed. 
Adam is not left in his failure and ruin. God will make things right. 
The promise was one that would require much patient waiting on 
the part of Adam’s descendants, but it was kept. God’s promises 
always are. So it is with the work of fatherhood. Much is expected 
and much is promised. Regardless of your struggles with keeping 
fatherhood in its rightful, primary spot, God speaks grace and 
forgiveness to you for the sake of the new Adam who puts 
everything back in its right place (Romans 5:12–21). 

10. Participants should be challenged to identify one idea or 
lesson that will make a tangible difference in the way they live in 
the immediate future. How those ideas might be put into concrete 
action would be a worthy discussion for the group. 
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Noah 

1. Obviously, this question is intended as little more than a 
question to prime discussion. Given the absence of any clear 
direction from the text, all ideas are equally possible . . . or 
impossible. (In other words, don’t twist this into a serious and 
dogmatic discussion!) 

2. Several themes present themselves. Noteworthy is the 
marked contrast between Noah and the rest of mankind. This is 
self-explanatory. What is less clear is the regret of God. How an 
omnipotent God can regret a choice is a bit of a puzzle. Without 
delving too deeply into questions of human responsibility and 
divine foreordination, it is clear what people do or fail to do 
impacts what God does. Perhaps it can be understood as God 
entering into time with His creatures and holding them 
accountable even as He continues to direct all things above and 
beyond all time and human action. Also of note is God’s detailed 
and careful provision for Noah and his living cargo. 

3. In light of the usual depictions of Noah and his neighbors, it 
is surprising that the text does not provide any hint of debauchery 
or sexual indulgence being the precipitating cause of God’s wrath. 
Rather, the problem is violence—man rising up to assert himself 
against his neighbor. Violence might be common and numbing in 
our world, but from God’s perspective it is a great evil. Violence is 
man taking the reins from God and doing what only God and His 
designees have the prerogative to do. 

4. Implicit in the teaching of this lesson is Luther’s foundational 
understanding of the two kinds of righteousness (AE 26:4–12). 
There is a righteousness of this world for which we humans are 
held accountable. But this righteousness does not save us from 
eternal death and hell, and cannot aid us one whit toward that 
salvation. We are responsible to be good people, and by so living, 
we can achieve a level of righteousness. Along with this, there is an 
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altogether different kind of righteousness before God. This is 
righteousness that God simply gives for the sake of Christ. This 
righteousness, and this righteousness alone, saves us from eternal 
death and hell. Luther calls the first active righteousness (we 
actively do it) and the second passive righteousness. Keeping these 
two kinds of righteousness straight is vital not only for this story, 
but for all scriptural narratives. 

5. Righteousness before God is passive. This means that man 
does nothing. Just to be clear—man does nothing. To say that God 
does it all and that man lives in this righteousness by being 
thoroughly and abjectly dependent on God paints man in rather a 
pathetic light, to say the least. Fallen man, whether simple and 
violent or sophisticated and proud, refuses to accept such a 
demeaning and humbling portrait, and so rejects the idea of grace. 
When man will not admit his absolute dependence on God, then 
grace cannot be present. To clarify and reinforce this point, check 
out the explanation to the Third Article of the Apostles’ Creed in 
Luther’s Small Catechism. 

6. This is not one of the happy moments in the Noah narrative. 
But, in typical biblical bluntness, it is told without any attempt to 
varnish or spin the facts. Noah’s actions are inexplicable. We are 
given no hint about why it happened. Perhaps it is best not to 
know. The mere fact that sin happens should cause us all to live 
both kindly toward those in sin and circumspectly lest we 
inadvertently follow them. The same holds true for Ham’s 
despicable behavior in stark contrast to the honor and humility 
demonstrated by Shem and Japheth. There simply is no accounting 
for man’s proclivity to sin. Why Ham failed to incorporate the 
lessons of his father is a mystery without certain resolution. 
Speculating about the “why” simply makes the shock of sin a little 
easier to bear, but also serves to numb one to the deadly threat sin 
poses to us all. 

7. There are many ways to approach this question. To start, 
teaching a child to have faith—or perhaps better said, instilling 
faith in a child—is by far the most important task of a father. Yet, 
the investment of too many Christian fathers toward achieving this 
goal pales in comparison to the investment they make in their 
child’s ability to block a shot on goal. Also of interest is the fact that 
even the best work of a father can result in a Ham who goes his 
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own way and rejects what his father worked to instill. On top of all 
this is the realization that faith is the work of no man, but only and 
always the exclusive work of the Holy Spirit. 

8. The group should be able to offer a multitude of good 
thoughts, hopefully based on personal experience. The list should 
be sure to include the example that a man sets by his consistent 
living—exemplified in Noah—striving to fulfill his duty, but relying 
fully on God. Integrity between a Sunday confession and Monday 
living is another key ingredient in successful Christian parenting. 

9. The flood had destroyed all life outside the ark, but it had not 
altered God’s plan or purposes for man. The first Great 
Commission stood, and Noah and his descendants did not need to 
wonder about their purpose in the world. They were still to 
preside over the creation (v. 2) and be busy filling the earth (v. 1 
and 7). The rainbow and its covenant were a brilliant reminder of 
God’s place in man’s life and man’s dependence on his Creator. 
Man could only trust the promise and cling to what God had 
declared: the forces of nature that would never submit to man’s 
will would never operate outside the restraining and marvelously 
loving will of God. 

10. For the man who is willing to see them, God supplies many 
reminders of His provision and of our position of dependence on 
His care and mercy toward us. Even morning aches and pains serve 
as sharp reminders of our finitude. The incomparable beauty of a 
fruit tree can remind us of a God who continues to give all that we 
need, as well as the delight generated by a creature doing what it 
was created to do. 
 


