
ECF 19th November 2017 Genesis 9:18-29  Happily Ever After? 
A little girl had learned the story of “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs” and wanted to tell the story to her mum.  When 
she got down to the place where the prince kissed Snow White and awakened her from her sleep, the little girl said, “And 
mum, do you know what happened next?” 
 
The mother knowing how the story ended said, “Yes, they lived happily ever after.”  
 
“Oh no they didn’t!” the little girl corrected her with a frown, “They got married.” 
 
It is just a story – but it contains a measure of truth, doesn’t it.  All good fairy tales are supposed to end with the lines “And 
they all lived happily ever after.”  But we know that real life is not like that.  Nobody lives here happily ever after. 
 
And yet, I have to say that it is still disappointing that Noah’s story didn’t end with the passage we looked at last week: 

• Noah had walked with God in close fellowship, despite being surrounded by a world of evil. 

• And when God told him of a coming flood, he built an amazing ark simply out of obedience and faith. 

• And through his faithfulness, God used him to ensure the survival of humanity and all the different kinds of animals. 

• And last week we saw how God then blessed him with a renewed purpose, bountiful provision and a wonderful 
promise. 

 
And if Noah’s story had ended there, it would have been a fitting end to an amazing life.  And they all lived happily ever 
after…  But they didn’t.  That’s not the end of the story.   Genesis 9:18-29: “The sons of Noah who came out of the ark were 
Shem, Ham and Japheth. (Ham was the father of Canaan.) 19 These were the three sons of Noah, and from them came the 
people who were scattered over the earth. 
20 Noah, a man of the soil, proceeded to plant a vineyard. 21 When he drank some of its wine, he became drunk and lay 
uncovered inside his tent. 22 Ham, the father of Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness and told his two brothers outside. 23 But 
Shem and Japheth took a garment and laid it across their shoulders; then they walked in backwards and covered their 
father’s nakedness. Their faces were turned the other way so that they would not see their father’s nakedness. 
24 When Noah awoke from his wine and found out what his youngest son had done to him, 25 he said, 
“Cursed be Canaan! 
The lowest of slaves 
will he be to his brothers.” 
26 He also said,“Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem! 
May Canaan be the slave of Shem. 
27 May God extend the territory of Japheth; 
may Japheth live in the tents of Shem, 
and may Canaan be his slave.” 
28 After the flood Noah lived 350 years. 29 Altogether, Noah lived 950 years, and then he died.” 
 
1. A New World 
Some people are incredibly optimistic about themselves.  They think that if they could just change their environment, 
improve their standard of living, transform their circumstances, or get away from difficult and obnoxious people  – then 
they would be able to overcome all of the issues in their lives.  Their bad habits would disappear.  Their character flaws 
would vanish.  Their selfishness would be minimised. 
 
But Noah and his family’s experience says something different.  When they stepped out of the ark, they stepped into a 
world that had been totally transformed: 

• The violent and evil culture of the pre-flood world had been wiped away. 

• Competition and rivalry was unnecessary as they had a whole world to explore. 

• And there were only 8 people on the planet, who were all related to each other.   
 
Of course this means that the Bible claims that all of the people alive today are descendants of these 8 people.  It says that 
we are either descendants of Shem, Ham or Japheth as  “From them came the people who were scattered over the earth.” 
Genesis 9:19  But many people find this to be impossible for different reasons.  
  
a) A Massive Family 
One of these is just the size of the world’s population.  How could the world’s population which is something like 7.6 billion 
people have come from just the 8 people who came out of the ark approximately 4,500 years ago? 
 
And yet, even although instinctively it feels ridiculous, a little bit of research shows that this kind of population growth is not 



difficult to defend.  

• It is estimated that in 1804 the world’s population first reached 1 billion people.   

• In 2012, just over 200 years later, it reached 7 billion. 

• That means over this period, it took 74 years for the population to double.   

• But for the world’s population to go from 8 people to 7 billion in 4,500 years only requires a doubling time of something 
like 150 years. 

 
This means that the population growth rate suggested in the Bible since Noah’s day is actually significantly less than what 
has been observed over the past two centuries. 
 
b) A Diverse Family 
Another objection people have is the diversity we see in humanity today.  If we are all from one family, how can there be so 
many differences in terms of size, shape, colour, language and culture.   
 
And yet we see this kind of diversity in other species too.  There are so many varieties of the domestic dog, and they vary so 
much from one another - from the Chihuahua to the Great Dane.  And yet, all of them belong to the same species.  They are 
all part of the same family. 
 
And the Bible declares that this is the same for human beings. “From one man he made every nation of men, that they 
should inhabit the whole earth.” Acts 17:26  This means that all forms of racism are ridiculous.  Biologically, we are all one 
race.  We are all related to each other.  We are truly one family.   
 
The Bible also explains why we see so much diversity in terms of culture and language – but we need to leave that to 
Genesis 11. 
 
c) A Messed Up Family 
So we can accept what the Bible says about Noah and his family.  They stepped into a brand new world, with none of the 
problems of a violent or sinful culture, of attacks from other nations or of persecution from unbelievers or other religions. 
 
And yet this family didn’t live a happily ever after life.  Their circumstances, their environment, the people around them 
couldn’t have been better.  And yet they were still a messed-up family.   
 
They show the problem that we have is not the world out there, but our hearts in here: “The heart is deceitful above all 
things and beyond cure. Who can understand it?” Jeremiah 17:9 
  
And that means the solution to our problem is not a change of environment but a change of heart. 
 
2. An Old Problem 
What is surprising is that the problems in this family started with Noah.   
 
a) Foolishness of Noah 
“Noah, a man of the soil, proceeded to plant a vineyard.” Genesis 9:20  In a sense there was nothing wrong with this.  The 
Bible does not condemn planting a vineyard or making wine.   
 

i) Alcohol is Not Condemned 
In fact, in the Old Testament, wine is often seen as a blessing from God.  When Isaac blessed his son Jacob he said,  
“May God give you of heaven’s dew 
and of earth’s richness— 
an abundance of grain and new wine.” Genesis 27:28 
 
And in Jesus’ ministry, his first miraculous sign was to transform water into wine.  And when he called us to remember him 
and his death for us, he taught us to do it by eating bread and drinking wine.   
 
And when Paul wrote to Timothy about how to cope with his health issues he wrote: “Stop drinking only water, and use a 
little wine because of your stomach and your frequent illnesses." 1 Timothy 5:23  I guess that this was because the water at 
that time was often contaminated. 
 

ii) Alcohol is Dangerous 
But the Bible is clear about the dangers of alcohol.  For example, “Wine is a mocker and beer a brawler; whoever is led 



astray by them is not wise.” Proverbs 20:1   
 
And unfortunately, Noah was unwise in his use of alcohol: “When he drank some of its wine, he became drunk and lay 
uncovered inside his tent.”  Genesis 9:21  Through alcohol, Noah went from the dignity of walking in relationship with God, 
obeying his every command, and saving his family and all the kinds of animals - to the depths of humiliation and shame, 
lying drunk and exposed in his tent. 
 
It is a serious warning to all of us to be careful in our dealings with alcohol – especially because we live in a culture that has 
a serious problem with it.  According to recent data: 

• Over half of those who drink in this country are classified as harmful drinkers. 

• Ireland is second only to Austria in terms of its problem with binge drinking. 

• Alcohol is responsible for 3 deaths every day in this country. 

• It is a factor in 160,000 assaults every year. 

• And is a factor in 62% of child neglect cases.   
 
So we need to work out how to avoid these dangers of alcohol.  How each of us decide to do that, is our own personal 
decision.  For Lorna and I, we have decided that the safest option is to avoid it completely.  We’ve seen what it does to 
people and to families, and we’re determined not to bring that danger into our family. 
 
You might come to a different conclusion.  But whatever we decide, we need to avoid the danger of alcohol abuse and the 
disastrous consequences it can bring into our lives!  As Paul wrote to the Ephesians: “Do not get drunk on wine, which leads 
to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.” Ephesians 5:18. 
 
b) Sinfulness of Ham 
Noah’s foolishness put him into a shameful situation, and this had a disastrous impact on his family.  “Ham, the father of 
Canaan, saw his father’s nakedness and told his two brothers outside.” Genesis 9:22 
 
There has been some debate over what exactly Ham did wrong here.  Some people have suggested that Ham must have 
done more than just look at his dad and tell his brothers about it.  But that does seem to be what Ham did wrong.   
 
He saw his dad in this situation and showed no concern for his dad’s dignity.  Instead he left him in that state and then 
publicized it to his brothers.  Although it might seem a minor indiscretion in our minds, to God it was a serious lack of 
respect for his dad. 
 
I think the seriousness of this can be seen in the 10 commandments.  The first four deal with Israel’s relationship with God, 
the next 6 with their relationship with each other.  And the first of these people-focused commands is “Honour your father 
and your mother, so that you may live long in the land the Lord your God is giving you.” Exodus 20:12.  God was clearly 
making this responsibility a priority. 
 
And the New Testament continues to teach the importance of this.  Paul taught:  “Children, obey your parents in everything, 
for this pleases the Lord.” Colossians 3:20.  And when he listed the characteristics of the terrible condition of this world in 
the last days, he included: “People will be…disobedient to their parents.” 2 Timothy 3:2  
 
Of course this doesn’t mean that we as adults are duty-bound to always do what our parents teach us.  Like with every 
human relationship, our commitment to God should come first.  However, as far as we can, we should seek to honour and 
respect our parents, even when like Noah, they fall short of the standards set for them. 
 
c) Respectfulness of Shem and Japheth 
And that is what Shem and Japheth did.  “But Shem and Japheth took a garment and laid it across their shoulders; then they 
walked in backwards and covered their father’s nakedness. Their faces were turned the other way so that they would not 
see their father’s nakedness.”  Genesis 9:23 
 
They refused to follow the example of Ham and use this as an opportunity to ridicule their foolish father.  Instead, with 
great care and respect, they backed into the tent and covered up their dad, in such a way as to do all they could to preserve 
his dignity.   
 
It was, of course, an act of grace.  It wasn’t their fault that their dad was in this situation.  In a sense it wasn’t their duty to 
cover him up.  But out of love and respect, they acted in kindness to do what he should have been able to do for himself. 
 



Peter writes: “Above all, love each other deeply, because love covers over a multitude of sins.” 1 Peter 4:8  This isn’t about 
hiding things that need to be brought up into the open.  It is not encouraging a cover-up to hide wrongdoing or protect the 
guilty so that they can continue to offend. 
 
No,  this is about how to react in a loving way when we find others struggling from their own foolish mistakes: 

• It means that we don’t rush in to criticise and condemn.   

• We don’t go around gossiping about their fall into sin.   

• We don’t turn away and leave the person in their own struggles.   

• Instead, we do what we can to act with kindness and grace to minimise the damage, heal the wounds, rebuild their 
reputation and restore relationships. 

 
3. A Tragic Outcome 
But Noah’s family hadn’t experienced the fullness of God’s grace.  And so instead of finding forgiveness and grace, they 
suffered the tragic consequences of sin.  When Noah sobered up and discovered what had happened, he responded with a 
curse and a blessing. 
 
a) Cursing 
He said to Ham: “Cursed be Canaan!  The lowest of slaves will he be to his brothers.” 
Genesis 9:25.  It is unclear why Noah directed this curse to Canaan, Ham’s son, instead of directly to Ham: 

• Maybe it was because God had blessed Noah and his sons and so Noah didn’t want to curse someone who God had 
blessed.  

• Or perhaps it was prophetically helping the nation of Israel who years later would be called by God to dispossess the 
Canaanites from their land. 
 

What is clear is that Ham’s sinful actions would have far-reaching consequences.  His descendants would follow his example 
and as a result suffer slavery. 
 
b) Blessing 
Shem and Japheth on the other hand were blessed for their kindness to their dad:   “Blessed be the Lord, the God of Shem! 
May Canaan be the slave of Shem.  May God extend the territory of Japheth.” Genesis 9:26-27 
 
And this became a reality.  The nation of Israel were descended from Shem and they ruled over the Canaanites when they 
entered the Promised Land, judging the Canaanites for their sin and entering into their blessing from God.   
 
4. A New Way 
a) The Wages of Sin  
So there was no happily ever after for this family.  Noah’s sons got what they deserved.  The guilty were cursed and the 
blameless were blessed.  As a result sin divided this family. 
 
And this is the way of law, where those who obey the law are blessed, but “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do 
everything written in the Book of the Law.” Galatians 3:10  
 
It is just.  It is fair.  But the problem is, that if this was the end of the story, then we would all be in trouble, because “All 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” Romans 3:23 
 
Even a good man like Noah was a sinner.  And so even although he lived a long life and did amazing things, still Noah fell 
short of God’s standard and suffered the wages of sin. “Noah lived 950 years, and then he died.” Genesis 9:29.   
 
Despite all the things that the flood had changed, the main problem remained – the problem of sin and death. 
 
b) The Way of Salvation 
But that is why Jesus came.  He came to deal with the issue of sin that nothing and no-one else could.  “Christ redeemed us 
from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us.” Galatians 3:13  
 
On the cross, our sin was placed on him and he suffered the full punishment that should have been ours.  He died in agony, 
nakedness and shame. 
 
And so if we put our faith in him, we can be forgiven and clothed with his righteousness, be adopted into God’s family and 
live in fellowship with him forever.  Through faith, we the guilty can be blessed, because Jesus, the blameless was cursed. 



 
Conclusion 
So Noah and his family did not live happily ever after.  Even although they entered a brand new world after the flood, sin 
still had a hold on their lives and it pulled them down into shame and defeat and death.   
But this does not need to be the end of our story.  Even although we live in an old world where sin still reigns, where life is 
hard, where people still rebel – because of Jesus, we can live a brand new life.   
 
Through faith, we can enter into a living relationship with God, experiencing his love, joy and peace and serving in his 
kingdom with the confidence that one day Jesus will come back and take us to be with him forever, and then we can really 
live happily ever after. 
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