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Genesis 6:1-4

“When humankind began to multiply on the face of the earth, and daughters were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of humankind were beautiful. Thus they took wives for themselves from any they chose. So the Lord said, “My spirit will not remain in humankind indefinitely, since they are mortal. They will remain for 120 more years. The Nephilim were on the earth in those days (and also after this) when the sons of God were having sexual relations with the daughters of humankind, who gave birth to their children. They were the mighty heroes of old, the famous men.”

Genesis 6:1-4 includes a reference to “sons of God” who married the “daughters of man”. Also mentioned are the “Nephilim” who were on the earth in those days. How do we identify these three groups? Are the sons of God fallen angels who married the daughters of men? Or are they descendants from the godly line of Seth who married the daughters of the descendants of Cain? Or could they be powerful kings of old who married women of a lower order? Are the Nephilim the offspring of the union between the sons of God and the daughters of men, or a different race altogether? Scholars are divided over these issues. However, as we look in detail at the different views we will attempt to answer these questions and determine which view holds the most biblical weight. To begin, let us get an overview of the three main views as well as some of their strengths and weaknesses.


I. Three views regarding identity of the “sons of God”

a. Angelic Beings:
 Historically this is currently the most prominent view as well as the view that can be traced back furthest, and is assumed in early Jewish exegesis. According to this view, the “sons of God" were non-human, godlike beings – demons or spirits, most prominently fallen angels. These beings were able to take on the likeness of humans and intermarry into the lines of men. Some hold that the offspring of this union were the Nephilim, but opinion is divided, as we will discuss later in more detail.
Merits of this view:
i. It is the oldest view, supported by both most early exegetes of the Old Testament, translations of scripture, and also by non-canonical sources. A majority of the early church fathers held to this view.
 The idea that the sons of God were “fallen angels” can be traced back as far back as 250 BC and the Septuagint. In the early Jewish tradition of 1 Enoch (164-165BC) 
, while certainly not to be held as scripture, the assumption of cosmologically mixed races gives us an idea of how this view was commonly interpreted. The other prominent view only surfaces in 70 AD (Pseudo-Philo, Biblical Antiquities 3:1-2)
.

ii. Textually, there exists a strong argument from verse 1 and 2 to support the angelic view. In verse 1 the word that is usually translated “man” or “men” comes from the Hebrew “ha’adham”, which is better translated as “humankind”. Similarly in verse 2 the word usually translated “daughters of man” comes from “benoth ha’adham” which too is better translated as “daughters of humankind”. In that context the “sons of God (elohim)” from (bene-ha’elohim) stand in stark contrast to the humanness of the daughters of men. It does not fit why the writer would use such a unique term (found nowhere else in the writings of Moses) if he were referring only to a godly line of humans. 

iii. The term “sons of God” from “bene-ha’elohim) is always used in the Old Testament with reference to angels (Job 1:6, 2:1, 38:7; Psalm 29:1, 89:7) and angelic beings. Two objections are raised:  First, that the term is never used again this way in the writings of Moses. However, it is clear that the context of Genesis 6 stands out not just in the writings of Moses but in all of the Old Testament, and a unique term fits in the description of a rare occurrence. The second objection raised is that “sons of God” cannot be used of demons that are in opposition to God. However Job 1:6 and 2:1 can be used to answer this objection, where the term allows for fallen angels.

iv. This view is the only view that can be used to explain the New Testament passages of 1 Peter 3:18-20 (referring to “spirits in prison”), 2 Peter 2:4-5 and Jude 6 (both referring to fallen angels who were judged) in the context of the flood. However, there is a great amount of controversy regarding these passages, which are out of the scope of this paper. 

Objections to this view:

i. Angels do not marry: Those who reject this view point to passages in the New Testament (Matthew 22:30; Mark 12:24-25; Luke 20:35-36), which tell us that angels do not marry. To them, this indicates that angels are sexless and they therefore would not have been able to cohabit with humans. Secondly, if there is no marrying in heaven angels could not have married on the earth.
Answer: If the scriptures did definitively state that there is no possibility of angels cohabiting with humans, this would be a decisive argument against the “fallen angels” view. However, this does not take into account another possibility:

“...A careful, unprejudiced reading of that text reveals that Jesus was making an analogy. He was not talking about procreation but about relationships. He was saying that the relationship of resurrected Christians will be different from the relationship experienced in marriage on earth. He was no more saying that angels are sexless than he was teaching that resurrected Christians will be neither male nor female.” 

In addition, the statements in the Gospels reveal to us the state of things in Heaven, not on Earth especially in context of a corrupt, anti-God environment. We simply do not have enough scriptural data about angels to make a definitive statement about their sexual makeup. Our ignorance should not cause us to err on the side of denial. There are numerous possibilities that cannot be ruled out totally.

This interpretation assumes that the angels took corporeal form, which has support elsewhere in Scripture. For example, one need only recall the bold anthropomorphisms that are associated with the epiphany of the “angel of the Lord.” On the darker side this idea extends into magic in which the incubus (or succubus) assumes a male (or female) body and has intercourse with the unsuspecting sexual partner.

Also,

But those who believe that the creator could unite himself to human nature in the Virgin’s womb will not find this story intrinsically beyond belief.

ii. Humankind cannot be judged for the sins of angels. The question is raised from this view as to how humans can be judged because of the sins of angels. We see no record of God’s anger directed towards angels, instead the innocent are punished.
Answer: Firstly, verse 5 tells us specifically that it was the sinfulness of humankind was great on the earth. The judgment meted out by the flood was not solely because of the sins of intermarriage. Secondly, we see similar ideas of judgment in later scripture as well (2 Samuel 24:17 – David pleads with God to direct his wrath not on the people but on David himself for his sin of taking the census)

b. The “Aristocratic Rulers” View.
Of the three views this is the least prominent, but it does have its merits. According to this view, the term “sons of God” refers to superior men such as kings or dynastic rulers who were of renown in those days (“famous men”), needing no further introduction to the readers of the flood account. These men married daughters of commoners, whoever they chose. Their sin is polygamy, similar to Lamech (4:19).
In their thirst for recognition and reputation, they despotically usurped control of the states they governed as if they were accountable to no one but themselves. Thus they perverted the whole concept of the state and the provision that God had made for some immediate amelioration of earth’s injustices and inequities.

Merits of this view:
i. The existence of such men would surely have been well known in the fables and oral histories of the time when Moses wrote the flood account. This would explain in some measure the lack of further explanation after the introduction of the unique term “sons of God”.

ii. The Nephilim in verse 4 are called “mighty heroes of old” and “famous men” it is not textually certain (as we shall see) that the Nephilim are the offspring of the union between the sons of God and the daughters of humankind. Taking this into account lends credence to the idea that the sons of God and the Nephilim are identical. It is possible when one takes this view that it can be applied to Nimrod, who appears in the later context (Genesis 10:8).

The root meaning of the word nephilim is “to fall”. However in Genesis 6:4 the nephilim are associated with the term gibborim. The word gibborim comes from gibbor, meaning “a mighty man of valor, strength, wealth or power.” Nimrod in Genesis 10:8, was such a gibbor. He was also clearly a king in the land of Shinar. Hence the meaning of nephilim/gibborim is not “giants” but something more like “princes,” “aristocrats” or “great men”.

iii. This view removes the passage from any mythological or non-historical ideas, and works well to introduce flood story.

Objections to this view:

i. There is no precedent in context. Nowhere in the passages prior to Genesis 6 is there a distinction between royalty and foreigners – this extends up to Genesis 11. Further, up to this point there is no prohibition by God of marriage between these two groups of people.
Answer: That there is no distinction is an argument from silence, because Genesis 6 could very well introduce that distinction. The fact that it is not mentioned prior to this does not mean such a distinction did not exist. Secondly, it could be argued that the account of Cain’s descendants, specifically Lamech, outlines a sinful way of living, including polygamy; that the prohibition is implicit in chapter 4.

ii. How could the ungodly influence the righteous to the point that an entire age became wicked? The sons of God were only a fraction of the population, and it seems unlikely that a few rulers practicing paganism would warrant a global flood.
Answer:  6:5 clearly states that the great sinfulness of man was the reason for the flood. It would mean that the union between the sons of God and daughters of man were not the primary factor for the flood, but a major contribution to God’s reasons for judging men. The union need not be the defining reason for the flood.

iii. The unequal yokes of this view do not give any reason for the unusual offspring.  We see the occurrence of unequal yokes throughout the history of the Old and New Testaments without seeing the results of this kind of judgment or the unusual offspring.
Answer: As we have seen previously, this view holds that the Nephilim or “men of renown” do not necessarily have to be the offspring of the union. Secondly, the sins of the union were not the determining factor for the flood, but they contributed to the sins of the age, as we have just seen.

iv. The usage of “sons of God” in the Bible disallows this view. There is no scriptural basis to take sons of God to mean rulers or kings. The argument has to come from extra-biblical sources. 
Answer: The fact that such an idea is common in extra-biblical sources makes for an argument that those who did read the account in that time would be familiar with the terminology, and would immediately associate it to mean kings or rulers. 

c. The “Cainite/Sethite” View.
This view has seen a resurgence of popularity, particularly as an answer to liberal theologians who use the angelic view to support the mythological aspect of the Genesis account. The idea here is that Genesis 6 fits into the preceding context, where the line of Cain in chapter 4 (explicitly Lamech in Gen 4:19) fell into godlessness and sin, while in distinct contrast the line of Seth (Chapter 5) shows us the generations of those who were faithful to the Lord. These then, the Sethites, are the “sons of God” – those who “walked with God”, as Enoch did (5:24). The daughters of humankind then refer to women from the Cainite line. The sin is of religious intermingling. 
The sons of God, therefore, are those who are on the Lord’s side, who approach him with duly significant offerings, who call upon him by his proper name, and who walk with God in their daily conversation.

Merits of this view:
i. There is a strong contextual basis for this view. Chapter 4 relates the ungodly line of Cain while chapter 5 relates the godly line of Seth. These are all verses leading up to the current context. 6:1-4 seem to be an introduction to the flood account, and fits well with the preceding passages as an endnote to chapters 4 and 5. Taken this way, it is easy to fit this interpretation with the text.

ii. The view also fits into the broader context of scripture. Parallels can be found in the rest of the Pentateuch, where Israel is warned to stay set apart from the nations around them (Genesis 27:46, 28:1; Exodus 34:13-16).

”It cannot be denied,” says Delitzsch, “that the connection of chap. vi. 1-8 with chap. iv. Necessitates the assumption, that such intermarriages (of the Sethite and Cainite families) did take place about the time of the flood (cf. Matt. Xxiv. 38; Luke xvii. 27); and the prohibition of mixed marriages under the law also favors the same idea.
 
iii. The “taking as wives” of verse 4 is well explained with regard to normal human function both in terms or marriage as well as sexual relations without the issues of having to explain how angels can do either.

iv. Similar to the “Aristocratic Rulers” view, to think this way would remove all mythological and non-historical ideas from the text. We do not have to step outside the race of man – God’s judgment of man is understood without any excurses into the stories of non-human beings.

Objections to this view:

i. To hold to this view, one would have to reinterpret verse 2. In verse 1 and 2, we have seen that “ha’adham” refers to “humankind” in general. However, to accommodate this view, one would have to interpret “daughters of humankind” not to refer to humans in general (which the text seems to indicate) but to a specific, narrow group of humans – the Cainites. This is not doing justice to the text.
Answer: The Old Testament does not lack instances of a shift from a generic to a specific use of a word in one context. Thus ha’adham as “mankind” in verse 1 and as “Cainites” in v.2 is not impossible.

II. Views Regarding the Nephilim
The meaning of the word “Nephilim” is literally “to fall”
The etymology of “Nephilim” is obscure. If Ezek. 32:20-28 is alluding to gen. 6:1-4, it seems likely that he connected the Nephilim with “to fall”. There he repeatedly speaks of “the warriors,” the same term as here, who have fallen in battle and now inhabit Sheol.

There are two main ideas regarding the identity of the Nephilim. The first view is that they are giants, men of renown, who existed in the same era as the unions described in 6:1-4. This view does not find it necessary to connect the Nephilim with the offspring of the unions between sons of God and daughters of man. The second view stresses that the Nephilim are the offspring of the union described in verse 2 and 4. The first view – that the Nephilim are separate from the offspring of verse 4 – holds more weight for the following reasons:
a. The equation of the two in verse 4 is not a given. Verse 4 reads: “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days, and also afterward, when the sons of God came in to the daughters of man and they bore children to them. These were the mighty men who were of old, the men of renown.” The children that were born are often taken to the “mighty men of old”. However, this is not definitely the case. “They” could also refer to the Nephilim as distinguished not only from the children, but also from the rest of humanity. 
b. The language of v4 seems to indicate their existence during to and following the events of vv1-4. To take verse 4 at face value seems to indicate this – they “were on the earth in those days (and also after this)”. It seems logical that if the two were the same, the language would have been clearer. There is too much ambiguity to decisively say otherwise. However, the usage of the word Nephilim in Numbers 13:33 seems to support this idea of a generic term referring to the characteristics of “men of renown” and possibly “giants”, not a race begotten of sinful union.
The Nephilim are mentioned in the OT only here and in Num 13:33, where it is stated that they were giants (thus KJV, TEV, NLT “giants” here). The narrator observes that the Anakites of Canaan were descendants of the Nephilim. Certainly these later Anakite Nephilim could not be descendants of the antediluvian Nephilim.

c. The context seems to suggest a different emphasis. Many insist that the emphasis of God’s judgment is on the offspring, and thus the Nephilim in context makes more sense as the children. However, Hamilton makes an interesting point:
The order of the two remaining verses in this periscope is interesting. That is, the word about the divine displeasure comes between the cohabitation scene (v.2) and the reference to the children produced by this union (v.4). By placing the verse where it is, the author is making the point that this forbidden union itself is offensive to Yahweh, rather than the fact that such a union produced (hybrid0 offspring.

So why, then would the Nephilim be mentioned? For one thing, because they were well known to the readers of the account – men of renown. Secondly, they would have been because they were a contributing factor to the evil of the age. Context seems to indicate that they were godless men, similar to Nimrod (10:8), the first of the “mighty men” after the flood.

III. Concluding thoughts and summary
It is clear to see that each view holds weight and cannot be dismissed easily. The “Aristocratic Rulers” view while having its own merits does not seem to be the strongest because it leaves the burden of proof to extra-biblical sources by claiming that the “sons of God” are kings or rulers. The “Cainite/Sethite” view is particularly strong, especially because it fits in the context well. However, it seems to lack conformity with the text – the plain reading of “daughters of humankind” fits better with verse 1 to mean humankind in general, rather than a specific, narrow group. While it surely has problems of its own, it is my opinion that the “Angelic Beings” view is the strongest of the three for the following reasons:
a. Historic weight. The question arises as to what the original readers would have understood the text to mean. The clearest evidence we have is to go back to the earliest sources and understand how they read the text. In this case, this view wins out.
b. Textual weight. By leaving the “daughters of man” to mean humankind in general just as verse 1 leaves “man” to mean humankind in general, there is a clear contrast between that group and a new group… the “sons of God”. This fits best with the angelic view.
c. Cross References. While this is not a decisive point, it does add weight to the view to know that the view can be supported in the OT by the references to “sons of God”, and also makes sense of the New Testament passages that relate to the flood (1 Peter 3:18-20, 2 Peter 2:4-5 and Jude 6).
d. Extra-biblical affirmation. It is possible that the understanding of sons of God as angels seeped into the mythology and tales of surrounding cultures (similar to the epic of Gilgamesh) with degradation over time and distance. There are strains of similar sounding stories in Greek, Roman and Egyptian mythologies as well as in India and the near east. It does not have to mean that those mythologies were all based on inventions of humans – there is a distinct possibility that the commonality in such stories points to a distorted account of antediluvian truths.
Having said this, it is important to stress that in this study it is clear to see that each view has points of validity, and none can or should be dismissed. The view that one takes is more often than not a subjective choice. There needs to be a sense of respect and humility when dealing with opposing views because each view has strong arguments. While I wouldn’t go as far as him in his conclusions, as Hamilton says, it is impossible to be dogmatic
 in this specific issue – there are great, godly minds on each side. 
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