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Section of Luther’s Works, Vol 2: Genesis 6:3
1
 

 

Now throughout the Holy Scriptures the verb “to judge,” ּדֹון, regularly denotes a 
public function in the church, or preaching by which we are convicted, reproved, 

instructed, and taught to distinguish good from evil, etc. Thus we read in Ps. 110:6:  ָיִדין

 .He will judge among the nations,” that is, He will preach among the heathen“ ,ַּבּגֹוִים

The verb is clearly the same as in our present passage. Furthermore, in the New 

Testament this expression, which is taken from the Hebrew, is very common, especially 

in the writings of Paul, who follows the Hebrew manner of speech more than the others.
26
 

Hence I understand this passage in such a way that these words were spoken either by 

Lamech himself or by Noah as a new discourse addressed to the entire world. It was a 

public discourse or a declaration put forward in a public convocation. After Methuselah, 

Lamech, and Noah saw that by its sins the world was hastening straight to its destruction, 

they came to a close with this declaration: “My Spirit will no longer judge among men. 

That is, we are teaching in vain; we are warning in vain; the world does not want to be 

improved.” 

It is just as though amid the great waywardness of the present times someone were to 

say: “We teach, and we exert ourselves to recall the world to moderation and godliness; 

but we are ridiculed. We suffer persecution; we are killed. Yet in the end all men rush to 

their destruction, with blind eyes and deaf ears. Therefore we have to cease.” Such are the 

words of a heart that is considering what ought to be done and is fearful, in a supreme 

crisis of the whole human race, that mankind cannot be brought to its senses. 

This interpretation is in agreement with the analogy of the faith and of Holy 

Scripture. For when the Word is revealed from heaven, we see that some are converted 

and freed from condemnation. The remaining mass despises it and unconcernedly 

indulges in greed, lust, and other vices, just as Jeremiah states about Babylon (51:9): “We 

have healed Babylon, but she was not healed. Forsake her, and let us go, each to his own 

country.” 

Similarly, the more diligently Moses and Aaron urged and instructed Pharaoh, the 

more unyielding he became. The Jews were not changed for the better by the very 

preaching of Christ and of the apostles. The same thing happens to us who are preaching 

today. What shall we do? We can deplore the blindness and obstinacy of people, but we 

cannot bring about a change for the better. Who would rejoice at the everlasting 

damnation of the popes and of their followers? Who would not prefer to have them 

receive the Word and come to their senses? 

Methuselah, Lamech, and Noah witnessed a similar obstinacy in their time. Hence 

that utterance of despair burst forth from them: “My spirit, that is, sound doctrine, will no 

longer judge among men. Because you are unwilling to receive the Word and to give 

your assent to sound doctrine, you shall perish.” 
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Thus these are the words of a troubled heart and, as Scripture expresses it, “God is 

troubled,” that is, the heart of Noah, Lamech, Methuselah, and of the other holy men who 

are full of love toward all. As they see the wickedness of men, they are troubled and 

grieved. 

This grief is particularly the grief of the Holy Spirit, as St. Paul states in Eph. 4:30: 

“Do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, in whom you were sealed for the day of 

redemption.” It means that the Holy Spirit is grieved when we wretched men are 

bewildered and tormented by the wickedness of the world, which despises the Word we 

preach in the Holy Spirit. Similarly, Lot was perplexed in Sodom (2 Peter 2:8); the godly 

Jews in Babylon under the wicked king Belshazzar; Jeremiah, when he preached to the 

ungodly Jews and cried out (Jer. 15:10): “Woe is me, my mother, that you bore me,” and 

Micah in chapter seven: “Woe is me! I have become like one who is seeking a duster in a 

vineyard and does not find one.” 

Furthermore, this anger of God is most terrible when He withdraws His Word. Who 

would not prefer physical afflictions like pestilence, famine, or the sword to a famine of 

the Word, which is always coupled with eternal damnation? The heathen, who are 

without the Word, provide an example of the terrible darkness into which Satan can bring 

men when God remains silent and does not speak to them. Who would not be appalled 

that the Romans, a people who excelled in wisdom and were famed above other nations 

for their strict decency, followed the custom that honorable matrons worshiped and 

crowned the abominable idol Priapus and brought espoused virgins to him?
27
 What is 

more ludicrous than that the Egyptians paid divine honor to the calf Apis as a supreme 

divinity?
28
 

…This is, therefore, the utmost punishment that the Lord threatens by the mouth of 

His holy patriarchs in this passage, namely, that He will no longer judge men through His 

Spirit, that is, that after this He is unwilling to grant His Word to men, since all teaching 

is in vain. 

…Therefore let those who have the pure Word learn to receive it and to give thanks to 

the Lord for it, and let them seek the Lord while He may be found (Is. 55:6). When the 

Spirit of doctrine has been taken away, the Spirit of prayer will also be taken away, as 

Zechariah calls Him (12:10). For the Spirit of prayer is joined with the Spirit of grace. 

But it is the Spirit of grace who convinces one of sin (John 16:8) and gives instruction 

about the forgiveness of sins, who condemns idolatry and gives instruction about the true 

worship of God, and who condemns greed, lust, and oppression and teaches chastity, 

patience, and charitableness. The Lord threatens in this passage that the Spirit will no 

longer judge, because men are unwilling to listen and cannot be improved. But when this 

Spirit has been taken away, the Spirit of prayer also has been taken away. For one who 

does not have the Word cannot pray…. 

It is proper, therefore, that the ministry be praised and esteemed for the great benefits 

it brings. When it is abolished or corrupted, it is not only impossible for men to pray; but 

they are utterly in the power of the devil, they do nothing but grieve the Holy Spirit by all 

their action, and thus they fall into the sin unto death for which one may not pray (1 John 

5:16). Other lapses that happen to men are light, for the way of return remains open and a 
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hope for pardon is left. But when the Holy Spirit is grieved and men are unwilling to be 

judged and convicted by the Holy Spirit, this is a desperate and incurable wound. 

Yet how common this sin is today among an classes! Princes, nobles, even 

commoners and peasants, refuse to be reproved; they themselves rather reprove the Holy 

Spirit and judge Him in His ministers. They judge the ministry by the lowliness of the 

person. These are their thoughts: “This minister is poor and unimportant. Why, then, 

should he reprove me; for I am a prince, a nobleman, a magistrate?” Therefore, rather 

than put up with it, they despise the ministers together with the ministry itself and the 

Word. Must we not fear judgment of God like the one He pronounces here upon the first 

world? 

…And we also are regarded as troublers of Germany today. But it is a good sign 

when men condemn us and call us agitators. The Spirit of God is one who strives with 

men, reproves them, and condemns them. But men are so constituted that they want to 

have preached what pleases them, just as they frankly state (Micah 2:6): “Do not preach 

down to us; for disgrace will not overtake us, says the house of Jacob.” This latter 

statement is given as the reason; for because they realize that they are the house of Jacob 

and the people of God, they do not want to be taken to task, nor do they want 

punishments and threats to apply to them. 

Similarly, today the pope and his associates place their reliance on this one argument 

that they are the church, and they maintain that the church cannot err. But look at this 

text, and it will become clear how worthless this reasoning is. 

Is it not the very “sons of God” whom God threatens here, saying that He no longer 

wants to judge them by His Spirit? What can be more excellent than this name? 

Moreover, without a doubt they gloried in this name and opposed the fathers who 

threatened them; or at least they despised their preaching. It does not seem likely that 

God would vent His rage on the entire human race because of a few sins. But that grand 

title did not save them, nor was there any advantage in their being powerful and countless 

in number. 

…This passage…does not deny that the descendants of the saints were sons of God. 

God leaves them this grand title, by which they became puffed up and continued to sin 

without concern; and yet He threatens these very sons of God, who were taking the 

daughters of men to wife, that He will not only remove the Word from their minds and 

hearts but will also remove from their eyes and ears His officiating Spirit, who preaches, 

prays, reproves, teaches, and sighs in His holy ministers. This He will do because these 

sons of God are unwilling to be taken to task and reproved; because they are aware that 

they are the sons of God, they despise the Word and its teachers. Yet they do not escape 

punishment because of their title. The same thing will happen to the papists and to all 

enemies of the Word. 

Thus it is my conviction that in this passage the emotions of the godly men are 

assigned to God Himself, in keeping with the common practice of Holy Scripture. So in 

Mal. 3:8 the Lord says that He was being pierced, or, as the Hebrew has it, that violence 

was being done to Him when the people were unfaithful in bringing the first fruits and 

tithes to the priests. 

But what need, someone will say, has God of such a complaint? Can He not suddenly 

destroy the entire world when He wants to do so? Certainly He can, but He does not do it 

gladly, as He says (Ezek. 33:11): “I have no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but that 
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the wicked turn from his way and live.” This disposition proves that God is ready to 

pardon, to forbear, and to forgive sins if only people were willing to come to their senses. 

But because they continue to be stubborn and to reject every remedy, He is tortured, as it 

were, by their wickedness. 

I therefore assign the words “God said” to the holy fathers who bore witness by 

public pronouncement that God was being compelled to inflict punishment, for they 

taught by divine authority. Accordingly, when Noah and his ancestors had preached for 

nearly a thousand years and yet the world was steadily becoming worse, they announced 

to the ungrateful world the verdict of God as one who reflected: “What good does it do 

for Me to preach endlessly and to permit My preachers everlastingly to cry out in vain? 

The more preachers I send and the longer I put off My wrath, the worse they become. 

Therefore I must put an end to preaching and bring on punishment. I shall not let My 

Spirit, that is, My Word, judge and preach forever while putting up with the wickedness 

of men; I am compelled to punish their sins.” 

“For man is flesh,” that is: “Man is hostile toward Me. He is a physical being, but I 

am a Spirit. Man persists in his carnal ways, he ridicules the Word, he persecutes and 

hates My Spirit in the patriarchs. ‘To the deaf the story is told.’
34
 Therefore I must cease 

and let the man, who is so perverse, go his own ways.” This is the contrast He wants to 

indicate when He declares: “For he is flesh.”  

Noah, Lamech, and Methuselah were very holy men full of the Spirit of God. 

Accordingly, they performed their duties by teaching, admonishing, entreating, and 

insisting in season and out of season, as Paul says in 2 Tim. 4:2. But they were reproving 

“flesh,” and therefore they were engaged in a futile task; for the flesh did not assent to 

sound doctrine. “Shall I,” says He, “forever put up with this contempt of the Word?” 

Therefore this statement contains a public complaint of the Holy Spirit through the 

holy patriarchs Noah, Lamech, Methuselah, and others, whom God took away before the 

Flood that they might not be eyewitnesses of His wrath as it raged over so wide an area. 

With one voice and mouth they all exhorted the giants and tyrants to repentance and 

added the threat that God would not forever bear with this contempt of His Word. But the 

flesh reacted in its customary way. In their carnal smugness and unconcern they treated 

the godly exhortations with contempt and regarded the holy patriarchs as feebleminded 

and foolish old men for threatening that God would also rage against His church, that is, 

against the descendants who had the promise of the future Seed. 

As to the added clause, “and his days shall be a hundred and twenty years,” Jerome 

also declares that it must not be understood of the years of human life or of the life span 

of individual persons.
35
 It is a fact that after the Flood many lived to be more than two 

hundred years old. If one should refer it to the years of each individual person, it would 

be a promise that each individual would live so many years; but this is not in accord with 

fact. Therefore the text is speaking of the respite that was granted to the world for 

repentance before the Flood would come. 

Furthermore, this meaning is in harmony with what precedes. God indicates His 

displeasure at this perversity of men. He is distressed and would gladly spare them; 

unwillingly, as it were, He permits the Flood to rage. Therefore He fixes a definite and 
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adequate time for repentance, that men may come to their senses and escape the 

punishment. During that entire period Noah exhorted men to repentance, saying that God 

would no longer put up with their ungodliness and yet was so kind that He was granting 

adequate time for repentance, etc. 

Thus the words and the thoughts agree beautifully. The preceding thought contains a 

threat. The Lord says in this passage: “I am unable to bear the contempt of My Word any 

longer. Through their boundless effort My preachers and priests achieve nothing but 

scorn. Therefore just as a father or a good judge would gladly spare a son, but the son’s 

wickedness compels him to be severe, so I do not enjoy destroying the entire human race. 

I shall grant them a hundred and twenty years, during which they may come to their 

senses and I may spare them.” 

It was an awful affliction that neither the brothers nor the sisters of Noah were saved. 

For this reason it was necessary for the most earnest threats to precede, in the hope that 

they could be called back to repentance. Jonah foretold to the Ninevites that they would 

be destroyed within forty days; and they repented and were saved (Jonah 3:4–5). 

Thus it is clear that the smugness of the first world was exceedingly great. Although it 

had a hundred and twenty years, it stubbornly persisted in its lusts and even laughed at its 

pontiff, the herald of righteousness, Noah (2 Peter 2:5). 

Today, when the day of the Lord is drawing near, the situation is almost the same. We 

urge the papists to repent. We urge and warn our noblemen, burghers, and peasants not to 

continue to despise the Word; for God will not leave this unavenged. But we are spending 

our strength in vain, as Scripture says.
36
 Few faithful are edified; these are gradually 

taken away before the calamity, and “no one understands,” as is stated in Is. 57:1.
37
 But 

after the Lord has thus beaten out the wheat and has gathered the grain in its place, what 

do you think will happen to the chaff? It will inevitably be burned with unquenchable fire 

(Matt. 3:12). This will be the lot of the world. 

The world does not realize that this is being done now, that through the preaching of 

the Gospel the wheat is being separated from the chaff and is being gathered into the 

granary, so that later on the chaff, that is, the mass of the unbelievers, who live in 

darkness and idolatry, may be consigned to the fire, as is written in Is. 49:8: “In a day of 

salvation I have helped you; I have kept you.” Those who allow this day of salvation to 

pass will have God as their punisher. For He is not inclined to take upon Himself the 

useless task of threshing empty chaff. 

But the world is flesh; it does not yield. In fact, the closer it is to disaster, the smugger 

it is, and the more unrestrainedly it despises all godly exhortations. Even though this 

offense dismays the godly, we must still maintain that God does not reprove the world 

through His Spirit in vain and that the Holy Spirit is not grieved in vain in the godly. 

Christ makes use of this very example when He foretells the ungodliness and unconcern 

of our age: “They will be,” says He, “as in the days of Noah and Lot” (Matt. 24:37). 

Here we must note something with which St. Jerome also struggles: that the Flood 

came in the one hundredth year after the birth of Shem, Ham, and Japheth; but in this 

passage one hundred and twenty years are stated as the time of the Flood.
38
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This passage shows that Noah began his preaching about the coming punishment of 

the Flood before he had married, since up to that time he had lived in celibacy. Now 

consider at this juncture how he must have amused the smug and ungodly world. He 

foretells the destruction of the whole world by the Flood, and he himself marries.“Why?
39
 

Is it not enough that he alone perishes? Why does he take a companion along in the 

disaster? Oh, what a stupid old man! If he firmly believed that the world would perish by 

the Flood, he would rather perish alone than marry and engage in begetting children. But 

if he is going to be preserved, we, too, will be preserved.” 

Thus on account of Noah’s marriage they began to disregard his preaching about the 

Flood with even greater assurance, unaware of the counsels of God, who acts in such a 

way that the world is completely at a loss to understand. How absurd it is that He 

promises Abraham descendants through Isaac and yet commands him to sacrifice Isaac! 

St. Jerome, therefore, answers in this manner: God had indeed predetermined the time 

for the Flood at a hundred and twenty years; but since wickedness increased, He was 

compelled to shorten that time. 

But we shall not make a liar out of God. No, we shall maintain this: While still 

unmarried, Noah proclaimed that the world had to be destroyed by the Flood. At God’s 

command he later married a girl, a small branch, as it were, of the entire female race, and 

begot three sons. It is written below (v. 8) that he found favor in the eyes of God. 

Otherwise he who had refrained from marriage for so long a time could have refrained 

even longer. But God wanted to leave a nursery of the human race, in order that there 

might be some restraint upon His anger; therefore He ordered Noah to marry. The 

ungodly regarded this as a sign that the world would not perish. Consequently, they lived 

in smugness and despised the preacher Noah. But God’s plan was different. He would 

destroy the entire world, and through this righteous Noah He would leave a nursery for 

the coming world. 

Thus Noah was the greatest prophet, whose like the world has not had. In the first 

place, he preached for the longest time; in the second place, he preached about the 

universal punishment of the entire world and even designated the year in which it would 

occur. Christ also prophesies concerning the Last Judgment, at which all flesh will perish. 

However, He says (Mark 13:32): “But of that hour no one knows besides the Father, who 

has reserved this for Himself.” Jonah foretells to the Ninevites the forty days; Jeremiah, 

the seventy years of the captivity; Daniel, the seventy weeks till the advent of Christ. 

These are outstanding prophecies; they designate a definite time, the place, and the 

persons. 

But this prophecy of Noah surpasses all the others because through the Holy Spirit he 

foretells a definite number of years when the entire human race will perish. He is worthy 

to be called the second Adam and the prince of the human race, through whose mouth 

God speaks and calls the entire world to repentance. 

But it is a horrible fact that his preaching was despised with such unconcern that no 

one, not only among the Cainites but even among the descendants of Adam, mended his 

way. Accordingly, Noah was forced to witness the destruction of his brothers, sisters, and 

countless relatives by blood and marriage, all of whom derided the godly old man and his 

preaching as an old wives’ tale. 
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This awful situation is presented for our consideration, to keep us from persisting in 

sin. If God did not spare the original world, which was the best, the very flower and 

youth of the world, in which so many holy men lived, but, as the psalm has it (81:12), “let 

them go according to the desires of their heart,” and cast them away as though they had 

no part in the promise given to the church, how much less will He spare us, who have no 

such advantages? 

In other words, the sentence reported in this passage—that God wants to grant the 

human race a hundred and twenty years for repentance—was pronounced and formally 

proclaimed before Noah begot any children. 

About the family of the Cainites and who their patriarchs were at the time of the 

Flood, nothing is recorded, for Moses does not regard them as worthy of mention. Above 

he traced their family as far as Lamech, but whether his sons or his grandsons were living 

at the time of Noah is uncertain. It is certain that Cain’s descendants were in existence up 

to that time. Indeed, they were so influential that they misled the sons of God into 

disgraceful acts; for the descendants of the holy patriarchs also perished in the Flood. 

Therefore the holy patriarchs, as rulers of the true church, had warned their people to 

beware of the accursed race. But since the Cainites were displeased because they were 

being condemned, they tried every sort of evil trick to destroy the godly. The church of 

Satan is everlastingly at war with the church of God. 

…Thus in this passage Moses mentions the wrongs and the lusts. He leaves it to the 

reader to reflect that before they sinned against the Second Table, they sinned against the 

First and despised the Word of God. Otherwise the sons of God would have obeyed the 

wish of their godly parents, who forbade marriage with those outside the church. 

Moses draws the conclusion that the descendants of the patriarchs first abandoned the 

worship and Word of God and departed from the commandments of their parents. Next 

they fell into sensuality and lust, and took to wife whomever they wished. They also 

became tyrants, made inroads on the possessions of others, etc. The world is unable to do 

otherwise: after it has turned away from God, it worships the devil. After it has despised 

the Word and has lapsed into idolatry, it plunges into all the vices of concupiscence. 

These vices rouse illicit desire and then wrath, so that in this way there is the utmost loss 

of discipline
40
 in all the appetites. When the godly reprove this, there follow acts of 

violence and tyranny against the godly. 

Thus the sin of the age of the Flood comprises the sum total of what can be called sin 

both against the First and against the Second Table, namely, that the ungodly first forsake 

God and despise His Word through their unbelief and then also depart from obedience to 

their parents, become murderers, adulterers, etc.  
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