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“In Noah’s Flood Revisited, Hugh Ross breaks down one of the most controversial topics in history. As both an astrophysicist and an apologist, he makes a compelling case that the Genesis flood account can be understood as a historical event consistent with both Scripture and science. Ross’s rigorous approach provides a valuable framework for honestly engaging this challenging subject. This book is essential reading for anyone seeking to reconcile faith and science regarding Noah’s flood.”

—Mike Signorelli

Lead Pastor and Founder of V1 Church

Author and YouTuber
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“No one bridges the gap between science and Scripture better than Hugh Ross. His new book on Noah’s flood will prove helpful to both skeptic and believer.”

—Dr. Ben Young

Senior Pastor, Second Baptist Church of Houston

Professor and Author
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“Ten years ago, this book could not have been written. The advances in science and understanding of the ancient world have created powerful evidence for the date and extent of Noah’s flood. Dr. Hugh Ross, with a deep commitment to biblical authority, brings clarity from both Scripture and science to the controversial issues related to Noah’s flood. He builds layer after layer of commonsense, well-researched evidence for a credible account of Noah’s flood. This book is a deep contribution to a long conversation about Noah’s world.”

—Mark Ashton


Lead Minister, Christ Community Church


“The question of the historicity of Noah’s flood is often presented as a test case by scientific thinkers who are also critics of the Christian faith. Hugh Ross, with characteristically erudite argumentation, persuasively demonstrates that a close, clear, and faithful reading of the biblical text of the book of Genesis simultaneously holds up to earnest scientific inquiry and the larger truth claims of Christianity. This book is essential reading for anyone who seeks to explore the relationship between the Bible, faith, and scientific inquiry. Noah’s Flood Revisited offers an extraordinary window into understanding the veracity, scope, nature, and purpose of the biblical account of the flood and what it can teach us about the nature of humanity, our world, our history and future, and the eternal faithfulness of God who is enthroned above it all.”

—Corné J. Bekker 

D. Litt. et Phil., Dean and Professor

Regent University School of Divinity
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“For almost four decades Hugh Ross has brought to the church the orthodox understanding of Scripture as special revelation, and affirmed with general revelation from nature to, as Kepler put it, ‘discover the rational order and harmony which has been imposed on it by God.’ God’s Word and his world must tell the same story because he is the Author of both. This is necessary for both evangelism and apologetics, to reach our scientific culture with the gospel, and to teach our youth what is real and true in creation. As a geologist and geochemist, I thank the Lord for Hugh Ross’s skill at communicating modern geoscience so well. His four-page description of plate tectonics is enough to confirm that Noah’s flood certainly was not global. This book is a must-read for every Christian addressing the nature of Noah’s flood.”

—Ken Wolgemuth

Founder, Solid Rock Lectures

Coauthor, The Grand Canyon, Monument to Ancient Earth:

Can Noah’s Flood Explain the Grand Canyon?

“This is my favorite of Hugh Ross’s books on science and faith. As I read through it, I found myself enjoying it more and more. It’s so refreshing to read an apologetics book that uses rigorous logic and yet shows a humble respect toward both the biblical text and the supporting modern science. Hugh Ross has a deep understanding of both. And I know of no other evangelical leader who has Ross’s ability to explain the sometimes difficult science in such easy-to-understand language.

Many readers will be surprised, as I was, at the breadth of historical, linguistic, and scientific evidence that Ross brings together that supports the biblical account of the flood. But more importantly, he shows that no one need give up biblical inerrancy nor modern science when considering the biblical account. As such, it will be an immensely useful apologetics tool when encountering skeptics who argue that the flood contradicts modern science.

In short, I know of no other scholarly work that provides such a logical and clear explanation of how the biblical account of the flood is consistent with science. This book should prove to be a transformative resource for those who want to provide logical and scientifically accurate reasons for their belief in the Bible’s description of the flood.”

—Michael E. Summers

Professor of Planetary Science and Astronomy

George Mason University
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1. A Profound Stumbling Block
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The Bible is filled with stories, some more widely known and loved than others. The exodus and the nativity stand out. The story of Noah and the ark, or at least the version of the story taught in churches, Sunday school classes, and children’s picture books may well be the most widely known of all. However, this story is beloved only in its fantasy version. By contrast, any hint that the story may refer to an actual historical event elicits extreme skepticism and searing derision. 

In an article for a conservative Christian magazine, microbiologist Bert Thompson wrote, “It would be difficult to find an account from any period of biblical history that has been ridiculed more frequently, or with greater derisiveness, than the story of the Flood.”​1 Geologist and paleontologist Donald Prothero wrote in Skeptic magazine, “Some of their [global flood defenders’] most egregious attempts to twist reality to fit their bizarre views are found in ‘flood geology,’ a concoction of strange ideas about the geological record.”​2

I placed a few brief social media posts mentioning Noah’s flood as a real event in the early history of humanity and was astonished by the response. The posts, so far, have drawn 8.5 million views and 14.5 thousand questions and comments—far more engagement than any of my other posts. The brief sampling of comments (below) from Bible skeptics were ubiquitously derisive or contemptuous:


“Anyone who actually believes the story of Noah’s ark has the IQ of a cabbage.”



“For an otherwise sane adult to pretend that there was a biblical flood is morally reprehensible.”



“The fact that you believe ancient fairy tales negates any value your opinion might have had.”



“Explain to me how penguins waddled all the way from Antarctica to the Middle East, kangaroos hopped over from Australia, and sloths managed to make it from South America.”



“The ark story is the best way to get Christians to question their beliefs. It’s so bizarre and ridiculous.”




Most of the comments from Bible defenders either denied the factuality of the Bible’s historical and scientific content or insisted that scientists are completely wrong about Earth’s past history. Here are a few examples:


“The Bible is symbology and metaphor. It’s not literal.”



“The list of reasons why it [Noah’s flood] is impossible would fill multiple pages. And the list of reasons why it was unnecessary is also extensive.”



“I totally disagree with Noah’s flood being a localized event. I believe it was an astral catastrophe of global consequence. It tore Pangea apart and whole mountain ranges were raised up. The flood and its causation nearly destroyed the earth.”



“The Bible is about philosophy. It’s not a historical or scientific resource.”




What especially disturbed me were the thousands of personal insults that people lobbed at one another and at me. As one of my friends responded, “Wow! Noah’s ark really triggers people!”

Rejection Based on Misperception

Sadly, what triggers this strong and derisive reaction to the story of Noah’s flood is not the biblical account but, rather, common misunderstandings, misinterpretations, and misrepresentations of what Genesis 6–11 says. As one respondent to this torrent of mockery added, “The most skeptical and argumentative individuals who seek to impugn the Bible are those who, judging by their questions, appear to have never read it conscientiously.” 

Nearly every time I speak, regardless of topic, people ask me about Noah’s flood. The most common question goes something like this: How can anyone rationally believe that just a few thousand years ago a flood covered Earth’s entire surface, formed nearly all Earth’s geological features, including nearly all Earth’s fossils, and destroyed all animals except those on the ark? The assumption behind this question is obvious: a historical reading of Genesis 6–9 compels this interpretation of the text. 

Given the overwhelming scientific evidence negating this understanding of the flood story, many people choose to dismiss the rest of the Bible as having no credence. Although I have written briefly about Noah’s flood in a previous book,​3 the magnitude of this response points to the need for a more thorough treatment of the subject. The primary reason—made abundantly clear in both face-to-face and online interactions with people—is that the Genesis flood remains a huge barrier for people, an obstacle to trusting the Bible as a wholly truthful message from the one true God. A second but very important reason is that recent scientific discoveries shed new and helpful light on early human history and on geological events that are part of that history.

One contributor to the problem is the erroneous belief that Genesis tells the whole biblical story of Noah’s flood. Even people who attend church regularly seem to think Genesis is the only book that speaks about Noah and the events of his day, but it isn’t. Much relevant commentary on the flood comes from other portions of Scripture—not to mention the record of nature. Failure to incorporate this additional content into our understanding of the event can lead to a mistaken and/or incomplete interpretation of what God reveals about it. Given that 66 books comprise the Bible, we should not be surprised that not all the answers to questions about Noah’s flood appear in Genesis.

In the twenty-first century, geology and geophysics are no longer immature or unfamiliar scientific disciplines. Nor are many of their findings obscure and inaccessible to most people. Earth’s history, structure, and features have become more firmly established and broadly comprehended. Even the science of plate tectonics has become at least somewhat familiar to most people in most nations—or at least available to readers via the internet. 

Adults on every continent, especially those with formal training in the sciences, recognize that no geological evidence exists—at least none confirmed as credible by the scientific research community—for a globally extensive flood during the past several thousand years. The idea that one such flood accounts for virtually all Earth’s geological features and fossils, as some Christians assert, appears even more preposterous. Sadly, the perception (often perpetuated in picture Bibles and children’s storybooks) that Genesis 6–9 describes a globally extensive flood that destroyed all living creatures on the planet, except those on Noah’s ark, and sculpted all Earth’s major geological features comes with consequences. This view has caused people around the world to dismiss the Bible—and Christianity—as implausible and, thus, of no great relevance for life today. 

Within the Christian community, this distorted interpretation of the flood account (aka “flood geology”) prompts some theologians and pastors to conclude that Genesis 1–11 must be borrowed mythology or, perhaps, a nonhistorical or nonliteral, possibly symbolic, text. Other outspoken Christians conclude that the community of physical scientists has banded together to deceive the public about Earth’s geological history. 

Bible vs. Science—a Pervasive Misperception

The idea that Christianity and established science stand in conflict has been embraced by both Christians and non-Christians in many parts of the world today. A Pew Research Center survey of self-identified Christians in the United States found that a majority (55%) see science and religion as “often in conflict.”​4 Among US adults with no religious affiliation, 76% agree that science and religion are in conflict.

Among those in either group who see a clash between science and Scripture, the biblical portion most often cited is Genesis 1–11, with Genesis 6–9 (the account of Noah’s flood) identified as the most problematic. The fact that young-earth creationists (YECs) and mainstream research scientists continue to engage in a “no-holds-barred” public battle only adds to this perception. What few YECs and even fewer research scientists recognize, however, is that flood geology did not emerge from YEC ideology. Rather, the two “doctrines” developed together. 

As historian Ronald Numbers has documented, those who gave birth to the modern YEC movement considered flood geology essential to sustaining their belief that Earth is less than 10,000 years old.​5 During the early days of young-earth creationism, the significance of flood geology tended to eclipse that of Earth’s age and the special creation of Adam and Eve (see chapter 7). Belief in a recent global flood continues to be foundational to YEC theology. As Ken Ham and Bodie Hodge of Answers in Genesis freely acknowledge, “This is really what the age of the earth debate boils down to—a global Flood or slow, gradual, millions of years.”​6 Ham and Hodge add, “Secular time scales are based on the idea that there were no significant [as in ‘global’] catastrophes that occurred in the past.”​7 

Given that beliefs about Noah’s flood reside at the core of the seeming science-faith controversy, a rigorous study of what the Bible teaches about the flood seems the most appropriate starting point for addressing and potentially settling the perceived—but wholly unnecessary—conflict between biblical and scientific history.

The Importance of Resolution

In other words, the clash between young-earth creationism and science, particularly the disciplines of astronomy, physics, and geology, cannot be resolved until the conflict between “flood geology” and these disciplines is understood and resolved. To restore confidence in the Bible as the inspired, inerrant Word of God, the biblical account of Noah and the flood that wiped out all humans and animals outside the ark must demonstrate a substantial degree of credibility. As Augustine of Hippo wrote sixteen centuries ago,


Usually, even a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens, and the other elements of this world, about the motion and orbit of the stars and even their size and relative positions . . . and so forth, and this knowledge he holds to as being certain from reason and experience. Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; and we should take all means to prevent such an embarrassing situation, in which people show up vast ignorance in a Christian and laugh it to scorn. The shame is not so much that an ignorant individual is derided, but that people outside the household of faith think our sacred writers held such opinions, and, to the great loss of those for whose salvation we toil, the writers of our Scripture are criticized and rejected as unlearned men. If they find a Christian mistaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear him maintaining his foolish opinions about our books, how are they going to believe those books in matters concerning the resurrection of the dead, the hope of eternal life, and the kingdom of heaven, when they think their pages are full of falsehoods and on facts which they themselves have learnt from experience and the light of reason?​8 



As a research scientist and a Christian, I am convinced that the Bible does hold the required measure of scientific credibility. Nevertheless, many individuals (scientists and nonscientists) will choose to ignore what God reveals about himself in the realm of nature (Romans 1:18–21) and in the words of Scripture. As Jesus explained, wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and narrow is the gate that leads to life (Matthew 7:13–14). Not everyone is willing to examine and embrace revealed truth.

The gate that leads to a recognition of God’s revelation of himself in the realm of nature is not so narrow, however, as to exclude virtually all research scientists. The apostle Paul, for example, won a number of converts among the scholars in the Areopagus in Athens (Acts 17:16–34). Christ has commissioned his followers to go and make disciples among all the world’s people groups, including the thinkers, questioners, and learners of all cultures (Matthew 28:19–20). 

For more than a tiny fraction of thoughtful adults to perceive that the Bible and science are allies and not enemies, they must know that the biblical flood story is compatible with the findings and conclusions of at least a substantial fraction of research astronomers, physicists, and geologists. They must know that a viable interpretation, one with a measure of scientific credibility, is both possible and defensible. 

Making Peace vs. Keeping Peace

Many Christian scholars advocate for a “truce,” an agreement by opposing parties in the Bible-science conflict to cease from vindictive language and personal attacks against one another. They call upon all participants to disagree in a spirit of kindness, gentleness, and respect so that both Christians and non-Christians will see a reflection of Jesus’s words in John 13:35: “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” Such a stance certainly would be better than the all-too-familiar open antagonism and vitriol. While this goal is worth pursuing, it nevertheless falls short of what’s best. A higher objective is to make peace, not merely to keep the peace.

My hope for this book is that it will open a pathway to peace—a genuine resolution that can be achieved without compromising either biblical or scientific truth. I’m convinced a resolution does exist, one that requires none of the proposed redefinitions of biblical inspiration and inerrancy.​9 I believe a resolution exists that fully aligns with all the articles in The Chicago Statement on Biblical Inerrancy​10 and in The Chicago Statement on Biblical Hermeneutics.​11

Though many scientists and theologians consider peaceful resolution beyond reach, I’m reminded of Hosea 4:6, which says, “My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.” For many people, a missing piece of knowledge—or a misunderstanding of the available knowledge—is the real stumbling block. When the missing knowledge or clarification is provided, people no longer feel compelled to compartmentalize what they know—to separate what they think the Bible is saying from what they think science is saying.

My aim, always, is to affirm the “two books” doctrine, codified in article 2 of the Belgic Confession.​12 This historic confession of faith affirms that God has revealed himself and his attributes through two trustworthy, utterly reliable, and harmonious revelations, the book of Scripture and the book of nature. In Rescuing Inerrancy, I offered brief comments on how the biblical flood account and the latest scientific data from both geology and anthropology agree.​13 However, recent experience indicates the need for a more thorough demonstration of how a historical, literal, and consistent analysis of the biblical texts on Noah’s flood aligns with the latest and most firmly established science.
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2. The Basic Story
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Even in parts of the world where Christianity is a minority religion, people seem to have some inkling of a biblical story about a great flood. In the United States, it’s represented in children’s art, children’s books and Bibles, as well as in nursery decor, with sweet cartoonish drawings of lions and tigers, polar bears and penguins, giraffes and elephants, kangaroos and koalas, all marching happily, two-by-two, up a ramp onto Noah’s giant wooden boat. In recent years, many people have visited the replica of Noah’s ark in Kentucky, which purports to bring this story to life. 

How ironic that this Bible story, most often treated as a whimsical fairy tale or as an appropriate theme park for a family outing, recounts one of the darkest and deadliest events in human history! Four entire chapters of Genesis (6–9) are devoted to recounting this grievous disaster, which is also mentioned in other parts of the Bible. A synopsis can be drawn from Genesis 6:13–17, Genesis 7:19–24, and Genesis 8:15–17:




God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people, for the earth is filled with violence because of them. . . . make yourself an ark of cypress wood [gopher wood in most English translations]. . . I am going to bring floodwaters on the earth.” The waters rose and covered the mountains to a depth of more than fifteen cubits. . . . The waters flooded the earth for a hundred and fifty days. Then God said to Noah, “Come out of the ark, you and your wife and your sons and their wives. Bring out every kind of living creature that is with you.”​1



While the biblical account of this flood is understandably interpreted as a demonstration of God’s judgment upon human evil and its far-reaching impact, the context of all biblical passages referring to Noah and the flood is one of rescue and recovery. The theme of the biblical story is mercy, God’s mercy. The violence of Noah’s contemporaries appears to have reached such a level as to threaten humanity with self-extermination (see chapter 10 in this book). Murder was rampant and out of control. Genesis 6–9 shows that God acted to prevent the extinction of human life on Earth.

To gain an accurate picture of what is happening in this story requires a close study of the original Hebrew text, including the chapters leading up to the flood and the chapters following it. These passages provide crucial context. 

Another important interpretive factor is vocabulary. Too often through the centuries, Bible readers have failed to consider the variety of meanings associated with certain Hebrew words used in the account. Even a cursory reading, however, can be helpful in evaluating the plausibility of various scholars’ claims to have discovered when, where, and how the biblical flood occurred.

Chapters 10–15 address multiple statements in the New Testament along with many more Old Testament texts beyond Genesis 9 that shed important interpretive light on the account of Noah’s flood. Here, I present an overview of the essential elements in Genesis 4–8 that pertain to Noah’s flood, giving particular attention, where necessary, to the meaning of the original Hebrew words:

	A significant factor leading up to Noah’s flood was the lack of restraint on violence and murder. Cain became the first murderer when he took the life of his brother Abel. According to Genesis 4, Cain’s murder encouraged others. For example, Lamech, a descendant of Cain, boasted, “I have killed a man for wounding me, a young man for injuring me. If Cain is avenged seven times, then Lamech seventy-seven times” (Genesis 4:23–24).

	Humanity became so wicked that people’s thoughts and intentions were “only evil all the time” (Genesis 6:5). The Hebrew word used in Genesis 6:11, 13 to describe the violence expressed by humans other than Noah’s family is hamas, a reference to extreme wickedness, violence, malicious cruelty, physical attack, or oppression.​2 This Hebrew word is used elsewhere in the Old Testament to refer to the behavior of certain individuals, but only in Genesis 6 is it used for an entire population. The evil and violence being expressed by Noah’s contemporaries was widespread, unparalleled in human history to this day. Humanity’s moral corruption impacted and irreparably damaged even their animals and their land.

	God grieved deeply over the condition of humanity before bringing his justice upon them (Genesis 6:6–7). 

	One person stood out as “a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time” (Genesis 6:9). This individual, Noah, “found favor in the eyes of the Lord” (Genesis 6:8).

	So, God informed Noah of his plan “to put an end to all people” (Genesis 6:13), as well as the reason for it, and then instructed Noah to build a large vessel, an “ark,” giving very specific construction details (Genesis 6:14–17).

	God promised to establish his covenant with Noah and told him to bring into the ark his wife and family, pairs of certain animals (see chapter 12 for identification of which animals are included in these pairs), and sufficient food for all (Genesis 6:18–21).

	Noah followed God’s instructions (Genesis 6:22). He may have taken as long as a hundred years to build the ark.​3 During this lengthy construction period, he preached to his contemporaries, warning them of coming judgment and exhorting them to repent.​4

	A week before the flood was to begin, God told Noah to move into the ark with his family and animals (Genesis 7:6–10). Additional instructions included taking along “seven pairs of every kind of clean animal, a male and its mate, and one pair of every unclean animal, a male and its mate” (Genesis 7:2), to keep their “kinds alive throughout the earth” (Genesis 7:3).

	Again, Noah followed instructions. The animals actually “came to Noah and entered the ark” (Genesis 7:15) and the Lord shut its door (Genesis 7:16).

	On a specific date in the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, “all the springs of the great deep burst forth, and the floodgates of the heavens were opened” (Genesis 7:11). The rains continued for “forty days and forty nights” (Genesis 7:12). 

	The floodwaters rose higher and higher until they covered all the visible mountains (or hills) to a depth of more than 20 feet, killing all the people and their animals outside the ark (Genesis 7:18–23). 

	God sent a wind over the earth (Genesis 8:1). The waters began to recede, and after 150 days the ark stopped drifting and came to rest on the mountains (or hills) of Ararat (Genesis 8:3–4).

	Roughly seven and a half months after the flood had begun, Noah could see mountains (or hills) on the horizon (Genesis 8:5).

	After 40 more days, Noah opened the ark’s window and released a raven and a dove to determine the extent of the water’s recession (Genesis 8:7–8). The raven kept on flying, but the dove could find no dry ground on which to set its feet (Genesis 8:9).

	Noah waited seven more days and again sent out the dove. This time the dove returned with a freshly plucked olive leaf in its beak (Genesis 8:10–11).

	Noah waited seven more days and sent out the dove again. This time the dove did not return to him (Genesis 8:12).

	Some 375–377 days after the deluge had begun, Noah removed the covering from the ark and saw that “the surface of the ground was dry” (Genesis 8:13).

	On that same day, God told Noah to come out of the ark, bringing his family and all the animals with them (Genesis 8:14–19).


The first thing Noah did after setting his feet on dry ground was to build an altar to the Lord, offering some of the “clean” animals [animals later defined as suitable for offering to God] in sacrifice (Genesis 8:20). In this way Noah expressed gratitude to God for keeping him and his family alive through the massive devastation.

As you may know, the book of Genesis is not the only ancient text to tell of a cataclysmic flood that wiped out the whole of humanity. Several similar accounts can be found in ancient Near Eastern literature. In fact, they exist throughout the ancient world. The next chapter describes these flood accounts, their depiction of the geographical and demographic extent, and their scientific and theological implications.
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3. Everywhere a Flood Story
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The Genesis story of a devastating flood that brought judgment upon humanity is the best-known account of a universal flood in the ancient world. (The term universal here, and in the rest of this chapter, refers to the totality of Earth’s human population.) However, as mentioned in chapter 1, it’s just one of many such accounts. Stories of a devastating deluge that occurred early in human history are part of the myths and legends of virtually every ancient culture, every ethnic group. These stories exist even among people groups who have lived for millennia in deserts and on high mountain ranges. They are found among people groups currently living in Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, Iceland, New Guinea, North America, Polynesia, and South America. 

Flood Stories Abound 

Twentieth-century German astronomer Johannes Karl Richard Riem, in his book Die Sintflut in Sage und Wissenschaft (The Flood in Legend and Science), documented nearly 300 distinct flood legends from across the world’s cultures. In each one, all but a select few humans were wiped out.​1 French Hellenist, Assyriologist, and archaeologist François Lenormant described over 200 ancient flood legends in his book Les Origines de l’Histoire d’apres la Bible: de la Création de l’Homme au Déluge (The Origins of History from the Bible: From the Creation of Man to the Flood).​2 Scottish social anthropologist Sir James George Frazer, German ethnographic scholar Richard Andree, and German anthropologist and geophysicist Georg Gerland each described, in their respective books, over 100 ancient creation myths (which included references to a great flood) with some, though by no means total, overlap.​3 Alan Dundes, professor of anthropology and folklore at the University of California, Berkeley, edited the book The Flood Myth, in which 12 scholars each wrote chapters describing ancient legends of a universal flood among different ethnic people groups living in the Middle East, Greece, Mesoamerica, South America, Australia, Cameroon, the Philippines, and the Indian subcontinent, including Sri Lanka.​4 

Civil engineer, historian, and global flood proponent Nick Liguori, in his lengthy book Echoes of Ararat, claims that flood accounts are more prevalent than previously thought in the oral traditions of North and South American native tribes.​5 He maintains that more than 300 such stories exist. Before publication of Liguori’s book, biochemist Duane Gish and engineering geologist John Morris of the Institute for Creation Research wrote that they had assembled 270 accounts of a universal flood from historical and anthropological literature and 200 from missionaries who worked among the ancient people groups of the world.​6

Historians and scientists of the past two centuries are not the only ones who make reference to the pervasiveness of flood stories. The Jewish historian Flavius Josephus made this comment in the first century AD: 


Now all writers of the barbarian histories make mention of this flood, and of this ark; among whom is Berosus the Chaldean
. . . . Hieronymous the Egyptian also, who wrote the Phoenician Antiquities, and Mnaseas, and a great many more, make mention of the same.​7 


John Woodward, a British naturalist, geologist, and physician wrote in 1695, 


The unanimous Tradition of an Universal Deluge amongst all the most ancient Gentile nations: particularly the Scythians, the Persians, the Babylonians, the Bithynians, Phrygians, Lydians, Cilicians, and other People of Asia Minor: the Hierapolitans, Phonicians, and other Inhabitants of Syria: the Eygptians, Carthagians, and other African Nations: the ancient Inhabitants of the several Parts of Greece: and of the other Countries of Europe: the old Germans: the Gauls: the Romans: the ancient Inhabitants of Spain, and even the Britains themselves, the first inhabitants of this Island: Proving that the great Devastation and Havock the Deluge made, both of the Earth itself, of the Generality of Mankind, of Brutes, and all Animals, had wrought a deep and very sensible Impression upon the Minds of these ancient Nations.​8



Ancient universal flood legends are found among ethnic people groups of Africa, Asia, Australia, Europe, North America, Polynesia, and South America. Among only a few groups in Africa and Asia have no such stories yet been uncovered.​9

Common Elements

What all the ancient flood legends and myths share in common with each other and with the Genesis account is that long ago in human history a single catastrophic flood wiped out all people other than a special few. In nearly all the stories, the only people to survive the flood are those closely related to each other. The surviving family in most cases is described as virtuous or righteous in contrast to the people who drowned. In about three quarters of the stories, survival is by means of a floating vessel, and a postflood rainbow is mentioned. In most of the stories, the flood comes in response to pervasive and pernicious evil, evil people are forewarned that judgment is coming, and certain kinds of animals are included in the rescue. Other common elements are the mention of geographical place names, divine judgment as the cause of the calamitous flood, the floating vessel eventually landing on a hill or mountain, and birds being sent out to test whether the floodwaters have subsided. In about half the stories, divine judgment is stated as the cause of the calamity. Listed in table 3.1 are the percentages of known ancient flood stories and myths that share story elements in common.

In most cases where a floating vessel is mentioned, descriptions make note of its size and structure. However, only in the Bible is the vessel’s description consistent with a ship capable of remaining seaworthy and able to sustain people and their animals for a whole year.

Unlike the Bible, the lengthier and more detailed flood legends and myths (see chapter 9) seem motivated by the desire to justify a particular political rule or a two-tiered social system of nobles and serfs, where the serfs are compelled to serve, submit to, and financially support the nobility. Also, these lengthier flood legends, distinct from the Bible, reflect a polytheistic belief in which many distinct gods are struggling with one another and engaging in immoral impulses and actions.

Implications of Widespread Flood Legends

Today’s historians and anthropologists seem to agree that the only rational explanation for the pervasive and parallel flood legends among ancient ethnic people groups is that they all experienced, at some time in their past, a devastating flood that wiped out all but a few survivors. The only ongoing debate is whether multiple catastrophic floods occurred in different regions at approximately the same time in human history or just one flood. A second way the debate is framed is in consideration of two questions: Do the similarities among the several hundred ancient flood stories serve as evidence for cultural transmission of a single event from the distant past before human migration and colonization got underway? Or, do they serve as an indication that independent comparable experiences occurred at roughly similar dates in the distant past?
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Many scholars have pointed out noticeable trends in the diversity of ancient flood legends. One such trend is that the greater the geographical distance from the Middle and Near East, the greater the differences from the account recorded in Genesis 6–11.​10 A second trend relates to the scientific credibility of the ancient flood account. The only one free of scientifically implausible elements is the one in Genesis (see chapters 10–14). The greater the story’s geographical distance from the Near and Middle East, the more scientifically absurd elements it includes. A third trend is a linguistic one. The greater the linguistic distance from the ancient languages spoken in the Near and Middle East, the more widely the legend’s specifics differ from those of the Genesis flood account.

The trend line of geographical and linguistic differences among ancient flood legends appears most consistent with the cultural transmission of a single event that occurred before human migration and colonization began (see chapters 10–12 and Genesis 10–11) and before the diversification of human languages (see Genesis 11:7–9). Scholars who have compared more than 200 ancient flood legends and myths say that these stories share far too much in common to be reports of multiple independent flood events occurring at different times. Charles Martin, an expert in comparative literature, devoted an entire book to establishing this conclusion.​11 

Another scholar, Bryon Nelson, a Lutheran pastor who studied zoology and genetics at Rutgers University, observes in his book Deluge Story in Stone:


The only alternative to the theory that there was one single flood catastrophe, universal as far as the human race is concerned, which is the basis of all the Deluge legends, is that there were many separate local floods each of which is the basis of a different flood account. This alternative has this chief objection: namely, that the remarkable similarity in the Deluge legends is not accounted for.​12



Francis Schaeffer, the eminent twentieth-century philosopher, theologian, and author draws this conclusion in Genesis in Space and Time: 


Among the common myths in the world’s history, no other one is so widespread as the story of the flood. From China to the American Indians and even the pre-Colombian Indians, one finds in strange forms the myth of the great flood. Most of these myths have weird elements—foolish elements, for example the descriptions of the boat that was used. In the Bible these strange and foolish elements are not there. We would say, then, that the Bible gives us the history of the flood; the myths all over the world are contorted but show that men everywhere have a memory of it. Here in the Bible is the one flood story whose details, including the construction of the vessel, are reasonable.​13 



The fact that legends or myths remarkably similar to the Genesis account of Noah’s flood appear among nearly all the world’s ancient peoples and cultures stands as striking historical evidence for a single catastrophic flood that impacted all of humanity. That these flood legends and myths become gradually more diverse with linguistic and geographical distance from the ancient Near and Middle East provides historical evidence that humans at some time after Noah’s flood did, indeed, disperse from a single region, just as Genesis 10–11 declares. Genesis 10–11 says that God scattered humanity from one region or a few contiguous regions into all the habitable continents and islands of the world.

With the story of a catastrophic flood in the lore and/or literature of nearly all ancient societies, several geologists and archaeologists have endeavored to identify a discoverable past flood that might correspond to these stories. The next chapter examines their efforts and conclusions.
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4. Which Flood is the Flood?
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For centuries, Christian, Jewish, and Muslim scholars have searched for physical evidence of Noah’s flood, the account presented in their holy books. Not until the twentieth century did any evidence that seemed worth investigation catch the attention of science-trained scholars. Before long, a flood of hypotheses arose.

Mesopotamian Flood Deposits

In 1929, famed British archaeologist Sir Charles Leonard Woolley announced his discovery of a flood deposit near the ruins of Ur in southern Mesopotamia. He identified this deposit as having been laid down during Noah’s flood.​1 That same year, archaeologists Stephen Herbert Langdon and L. Charles Watelin found smaller flood deposits near the ruins of Kish in central Mesopotamia.​2 Initially, archaeologists thought the flood deposits near Ur and Kish were all part of one huge flood deposit that covered all of Mesopotamia. Subsequent research, however, showed that none of the deposits covered an area that large, and the deposit near Ur was shown to be 900 years older than the deposits near Kish.

In 1931, archaeologist Erich Schmidt discovered a flood stratum near Shuruppak, an ancient city located about halfway between Ur and Kish.​3 This stratum proved to be unrelated to the deposit near Ur, as well as to two, if not all three, deposits found near Kish.

By the beginning of the second half of the twentieth century, archaeologists had been able to determine that the previously discovered Mesopotamian flood deposits could not have been related to Noah’s flood. Rather, they were the result of occasional local torrential rains
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Table 3.1 Common Story Elements in Ancient Flood Stories/Myths.

story element percent of stories
floodwater depth of over 100 meters 9
flood survivors closely related 90
geographical place names mentioned 80
survival by means of a floating vessel 75
postilood rainbow 75
flood due to pernicious, pervasive human evil 67
evil people forewarned of coming judgment 67
animals included in judgment 67
certain animals included in rescue 67
divine judgment as cause of flood calamity 50
rescue vessel comes to rest on a point of high -
ground

rainfall as 2 major source of floodwaters 50
rising sea level s a major source of floodwaters 10
sacrifices offered by human survivors 10
number of human survivors = 8 10






