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Several recent scholarly treatments of the flood of Genesis navigate dissonance between 
mainstream science and a global understanding of the ancient deluge by positing a local 
flood behind the biblical account. However, these analyses specifically address literary 
and genre aspects of Genesis, and do not resolve the fact that a global perspective on the 
ancient deluge appears to be important to the rhetoric of 2 Peter 3:3–13, since the flood 
foreshadows and provides evidence for a future eschatological catastrophe of global/
cosmic proportions. This article proposes an exegetical solution to this problem based 
on the recent treatment of this text by Ryan P. Juza. Juza argues that the passage 
focuses on the reliability of God’s word to effect judgment for wicked humans, and 
that it portrays the flood as smaller in scope than the anticipated cosmic conflagration. 
Numerous Jewish interpretations of the flood from the second temple period lend 
additional historical-cultural plausibility to the sort of interpretation proposed by Juza. 
It follows that 2 Peter need not present a canonical challenge to a local understanding 
of the flood.
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The great flood narrated in Genesis 
(chaps. 6–9) is among the most wide-
ly known stories of the Bible. From 

a young age, Sunday school students are 
presented with images or toys depicting 
Noah, his ark, and the pairs of animals who 
were preserved during the great deluge. 
Older churchgoers often wrestle with the 
theological and ethical questions that fol-
low from this account of God’s sweeping 
judgment against a wicked generation of 
humans, or ponder the parallel Jesus draws 
between the primordial flood and the future 
coming of the Son of Man (Matt. 24:37–39; 
Luke 17:26–27).

In science-faith circles, it is likewise well 
known that the prospect of a global flood 
presents staggering challenges vis-à-vis 
a modern, scientifically informed world-
view. The various questions covered by 
interlocution between flood geologists 
(who argue for a global flood) and more-
mainstream scientists (who argue against 
it) are too extensive to enumerate here, 

but geologist Carol A. Hill’s 2002 article 
“The Noachian Flood: Universal or Local?” 
can serve as a suitable survey of the most 
important issues.1 In short, the acceptance 
of a worldwide ancient flood requires one 
to diverge seriously from mainstream scien-
tific consensus at many points—even then, 
numerous serious unresolved problems 
remain.

Science-faith scholars who reject the reality 
of an ancient global flood have attempted to 
address the Genesis account in two major 
ways. The first has to do with the genre clas-
sification of the early chapters of Genesis 
(generally chaps. 1–11). Some scholars 
classify this portion of Genesis as myth. 
The idea is that the primordial stories are 
not meant to recount historical events, but 
rather communicate timeless truths about 
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human existence, or make  theological contrasts between 
the one true God of Israel and the polytheistic myths of 
other ancient Near Eastern cultures.2 If the flood story 
of Genesis is considered a myth, then the text can faith-
fully accomplish its purposes without having to serve 
as a detailed account of what “really happened.”

The second way scholars have attempted to address dif-
ficulties with the flood is to argue that a local rather than 
global flood lies behind the narrative of Genesis. For 
example, Hill interprets the early chapters of Genesis 
using her “worldview approach,” in which ancient sto-
ries are interpreted relative to the worldviews of those 
who wrote them. Hill understands the biblical deluge 
as a real local flood that wreaked widespread havoc on 
the whole of the world that was known to the ancient 
Mesopotamians who recounted the event to later 
generations.3 Hill argues that while a global flood is 
implausible, it is conceivable that a major ancient flood 
could have occurred that was essentially confined to the 
alluvial plain of the Fertile Crescent.4

Taking a slightly different approach to the “local flood” 
idea, Tremper Longman and John Walton understand 
the Genesis flood as a hyperbolic account of a local 
event that has been exaggerated for theological pur-
poses.5 These authors and others classify the early 
chapters of Genesis as theological history, in which real 
events lie behind the biblical accounts, but they are 
crafted with a priority on communicating theological 
truths rather than accurate historical information.6

Although the strategies just mentioned are poten-
tially helpful for thinking about Genesis in particular, 
it must be borne in mind that subsequent biblical texts 
also mention the flood (see Isa. 54:9; Ezek. 14:12–23; 
Matt. 24:37–39; Luke 17:26–27; Heb. 11:7; 1 Pet. 3:18–22; 
2 Pet. 2:5, 3:5–6), and that claims made about the flood 
narrative in Genesis may or may not be transferrable to 
all of these passages. So, if a reference to the flood in 
one of these other writings also presents a problem to a 
modern scientific worldview, it is not resolved simply 
because a problem with Genesis is resolved.

In particular, the second epistle of Peter presents a chal-
lenge that to my knowledge has not previously been 
satisfactorily addressed in science-faith discourse. 
Peter7 sets the biblical flood in parallel to the coming 
day of judgment, which involves a fiery catastrophe 
and the elimination of ungodly people:

[I]n the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and in-
dulging their own lusts and saying, “Where is the 
promise of his coming? For ever since our ancestors 

died, all things continue as they were from the begin-
ning of creation!” They deliberately ignore this fact, 
that by the word of God heavens existed long ago 
and an earth was formed out of water and by means 
of water, through which the world of that time was 
deluged with water and perished. But by the same 
word the present heavens and earth have been re-
served for fire, being kept until the day of judgment 
and destruction of the godless. (2 Pet. 3:3–7)8

Here Peter describes the flood as the perishing of the 
“world” (Gk. kosmos), which by Peter’s time would 
have been understood as much larger in scope than the 
world known to ancient Mesopotamians (or for that 
matter, the world known at the time when Genesis was 
composed). Further, Peter sets this event in parallel 
with an eschatological judgment that involves the dis-
ruption of the entire cosmos, seemingly to establish the 
flood as a precedent for such a cosmic catastrophe.9 The 
text of 2 Peter thus presents exegetes with good reasons 
to understand the flood to be worldwide and compre-
hensive. So, one can make the case that a global flood is 
essential to the rhetoric of this passage. In other words, 
Peter’s message is arguably invalidated if a global flood 
never happened. Suffice it to say, this passage presents 
an interesting situation for those who would resolve 
difficulties between science and the Genesis flood by 
interpreting it as a local flood. This explains why 2 Peter 
plays a salient role in John C. Whitcomb and Henry M. 
Morris’s seminal text on creation geology, The Genesis 
Flood,10 and it continues to serve as a key biblical proof 
text necessitating a global flood in recent discussions.11

In this article, I will further explicate the potential prob-
lem 2 Peter presents for local interpretations of the 
biblical flood. I will then propose an exegetical solution 
to this problem based on the recent treatment of this 
text by Ryan P. Juza. Juza highlights textual elements of 
2 Peter that underscore the greater scope of the escha-
tological catastrophe in comparison to the flood. The 
focus of the rhetoric of this passage is not per se that the 
biblical flood establishes a precedent for cosmic disrup-
tion, but that God’s word is effectual for both creation 
and judgment. At multiple points, I will supplement 
Juza’s argumentation along these lines with additional 
supporting evidence, especially in the form of com-
parative passages from Jewish sources that represent 
the literary and cultural world from which 2 Peter 
emerged. Ultimately, I argue that the exegetical insights 
here presented give us good reason to conclude that the 
rhetoric of 2 Peter regarding the biblical flood need not 
stand as a stumbling block for proposals involving a 
local understanding of the flood.12
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It is beyond the scope of this article to build a case 
for a particular interpretation of Genesis, or to offer a 
comprehensive argument that twenty-first century 
Christians should adopt a local understanding of the 
flood. My goal here is much more specific: I address a 
lacuna in recent scholarly works that posit a local flood. 
Specifically, key recent scholarly treatments do not 
address the challenge presented by 2 Peter.

Further, it is important to clarify at the outset that I do 
not posit that Peter understood the flood to be local. If 
we were able to ask Peter how much land he thought 
the flood covered, I imagine he would say, “all of it,” 
much as he would probably affirm that the sun revolves 
around the earth and the stars are fixed to a solid celes-
tial structure.13 The question with which I am concerned 
is not what Peter thought, but what the rhetoric of this 
biblical text of 2 Peter necessitates. If the text appeals to 
the flood to show that God has effected cosmic destruc-
tion before, and thus can be expected to do so again, 
then a local understanding of the flood seems to pose 
a significant problem vis-à-vis biblical authority. If, as 
I argue, the text appeals to the flood to attest the reli-
ability of God’s word to effect judgment for wicked 
humans, then a local understanding of the flood does 
no real violence to the rhetoric of the passage.

Genre Differences Between Genesis 
and Second Peter
Insofar as recent authors categorize the flood of Genesis 
as myth or theological history, this categorization is pred-
icated on an assessment of the genre of Genesis, or at 
least the initial chapters of Genesis, based on vari-
ous characteristics of the composition. For example, 
Longman and Walton’s interpretation of the deluge 
of Genesis relies on the identification of similarities 
between this material and ancient Near Eastern flood 
stories like those found in the epics of Gilgamesh and 
Atrahasis.14 They also argue that the flood account is 
part of a repeating pattern of sin, judgment, and grace 
that occurs throughout the first eleven chapters of 
Genesis and establishes the context for God’s covenant 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.15 

These aspects of their analysis of the Genesis material do 
not reasonably apply to the diluvial allusions in 2 Peter, 
for several reasons. First, although a good case can be 
made for a literary relationship between the Genesis 
flood and a tradition of polytheistic ancient Near 
Eastern flood stories, we have no reason to imagine that 
the same literary tradition would have been known to 
the author of 2 Peter.16 Second, while modern scholars 

identify a recurring pattern of sin, judgment, and grace 
in the early chapters of Genesis, it is by no means a 
given that the author of 2 Peter would have identified 
such a pattern in the text, as modern literary analysis is 
conducted under massively different assumptions than 
ancient biblical interpretation.17 At the least, we find no 
indication that such a pattern bears on the references 
to the flood in the epistle (2 Pet. 2:4–10, 3:3–7), so it is 
highly questionable whether this aspect of the crafting 
of Genesis is relevant to 2 Peter. In short, Longman and 
Walton’s analysis of Genesis cannot readily be applied 
to flood references in 2 Peter.

Following her “worldview approach,” Hill posits that 
the Genesis flood should be understood within the 
worldview of the ancient Mesopotamians who ini-
tially passed on the story. The historical flood was a 
plausible local flood that covered the alluvial plain of 
the Fertile Crescent, which potentially constituted the 
whole of the world as it was known to the people living 
in that region at the time.18 So, the flood was worldwide 
from the perspective of those who experienced it, but 
not “global” in the sense that modern people under-
stand that term. One might accept this hermeneutical 
approach to the flood narrative of Genesis, but like 
Longman and Walton’s analysis, it does not seem trans-
ferrable to 2 Peter. The epistle says that God did not 
spare “the ancient world” but rather “brought a flood 
on a world of the ungodly” (2:5, emphasis mine), with 
the result that “the world of that time was deluged with 
water and perished” (3:6, emphasis mine). If the author 
of 2 Peter understands the flood to have been applicable 
to the whole world, it is significant that the world as it 
was known when 2 Peter was written (i.e., around the 
late first century CE) was much larger than the world 
imagined by ancient Mesopotamians. 

By the time 2 Peter was composed, it was common 
knowledge among people of high education that the 
earth was spherical, the approximate size of the globe 
had been accurately calculated, geographers had 
mapped roughly all of Europe, many of the North 
Atlantic islands, and the bulk of Asia and Africa. For 
that matter, it had been speculated for centuries that 
additional land masses inhabited by humans could be 
found beyond the oceans, on other parts of the globe. 
Although we cannot know with certainty exactly what 
the author of 2 Peter knew about the earth’s shape, size, 
and geography, the text is sophisticated enough that we 
can assume someone involved in its production was 
highly educated, and would have had reasonably up-
to-date knowledge of the rudiments of the astronomy 
and geography of the day.19 At the least, it is fair to 
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say that the “world” understood by 2 Peter is substan-
tially larger in scope than the world known to ancient 
Mesopotamians, or for that matter, anyone involved 
in the production of Genesis. So, Hill’s analysis like-
wise does little to address the fact that 2 Peter seems to 
describe a worldwide flood.

In summary, genre analyses of the early chapters of 
Genesis in general, or the flood narrative of Genesis 
in particular, potentially provide a fruitful approach 
to considering this text, but references to the flood in 
2 Peter must be considered in their own right, as the 
nature of this New Testament composition is quite dif-
ferent from Genesis.

Parallels Between Primordial Flood and 
Eschatological Conflagration
Genre considerations are really a secondary matter 
when examining whether the flood material found in 
2 Peter can accommodate the notion of a local flood. 
More important is the rhetoric of the text. Most biblical 
scholars understand the epistle to defend the certainty 
of future (eschatological) cosmic judgment on the 
grounds that God already destroyed creation once in 
response to human sin, so there is no reason to doubt 
that God will do so again. The eschatological judgment 
described is clearly global and comprehensive. This is 
apparent in that “the present heavens and earth have 
been reserved for fire” (3:7). The text goes on to describe 
the eschatological catastrophe in greater detail:

[T]he day of the Lord will come like a thief, and 
then the heavens will pass away with a loud noise, 
and the elements will be dissolved with fire, and 
the earth and everything that is done on it will be 
disclosed.20 Since all these things are to be dissolved 
in this way, what sort of persons ought you to be 
in leading lives of holiness and godliness, waiting 
for and hastening the coming of the day of God, be-
cause of which the heavens will be set ablaze and 
dissolved, and the elements will melt with fire? But, 
in accordance with his promise, we wait for new 
heavens and a new earth, where righteousness is at 
home. (2 Pet. 3:10–13)

Peter talks about the heavens passing away, the disso-
lution of the elements, new heavens, and a new earth. 
This future judgment is anything but local. It involves 
a comprehensive transition from present creation to 
new creation. If the flood serves to confirm this future, 
global disruption of creation, it would seem that the 
flood must also be understood globally.21

To understand the purpose of appealing to the flood as 
a parallel to eschatological fire, exegetes commonly turn 
to the “scoffers” discussed in the passage: “Where is 
the promise of his coming? For ever since our ancestors 
died, all things continue as they were from the begin-
ning of creation!” (3:3–4). Most scholars who interpret 
2 Peter understand the scoffers’ observation in one of 
two ways. 

The less popular of the two major positions is that the 
scoffers reject the notion of the destructibility of the cos-
mos because—similar to the Platonic and Aristotelian 
philosophical schools—they understand the cosmos to 
be eternal.22 In this case, the flood demonstrates that the 
cosmos is indeed destructible. This position necessitates 
a global understanding of the flood, because the issue 
in question is the very persistence of the cosmos, and a 
local flood would not refute the scoffers’ view. Indeed, 
certain scholars posit that the author understands the 
deluge not merely as a flood that covered the whole 
earth, but as a watery cataclysm that affected the entire 
cosmos, including both the heavens and the earth.23 

The more popular position is that the scoffers reject the 
notion of the Lord’s future appearance because—con-
sistent with the Epicurean school of philosophy—they 
do not believe in divine intervention.24 In this case, 
the flood demonstrates that God does, in fact, inter-
vene in the world, and thus Jesus can return and fulfill 
God’s purpose. A local flood carried out by God would 
still make this point, but in a sense, this position still 
involves questions of global scope in that the issue is 
ultimately whether the creation is open to interrup-
tion by God. Those who interpret the scoffers to posit a 
world closed off from divine intervention generally also 
understand this passage of 2 Peter to portray the flood 
as a cosmic-wide event that utterly destroyed the heav-
ens and the earth.25

Scholars who articulate this cosmic understanding of 
the deluge in 2 Peter often appeal to 1 Enoch 83:3–5 as 
a parallel within second temple Judaism. This passage, 
which was probably written during the second cen-
tury BCE, portrays the biblical flood as a destruction of 
both the entire earth and the sky above. One can poten-
tially take this as evidence that some Jewish thinkers, 
from around the time 2 Peter was written, understood 
the flood to have a more expansive scope than what is 
explicitly discussed in Genesis.

In sum, our passage of interest in 2 Peter appeals to the 
flood of Genesis as a justification for expecting a future 
eschatological cataclysm of comprehensive proportions, 
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and indeed, describes this flood as a decimation of the 
“world.” The bulk of scholars who study this passage 
understandably conclude that Peter treats the flood as a 
cosmic disaster of global scope. If the flood does indeed 
serve as an example of a global/cosmic catastrophe that 
confirms the plausibility of a future universal conflagra-
tion, then the rhetoric of this passage rests on the global 
scope of the biblical flood. In other words, we have 
every reason to expect that God will fulfill the promises 
that the scoffers call into question (2 Pet. 3:4) because 
God has brought widespread disaster on creation once 
before. A local understanding of the flood would then 
invalidate the rhetoric of this passage, which presum-
ably poses a problem for many Christians who consider 
2 Peter to be authoritative scripture. At the least, this 
passage presents a difficulty to science-faith studies that 
to my knowledge has not previously been satisfactorily 
addressed.26

The Scoffers and the Reliability of 
God’s Promise
In The New Testament and the Future of the Cosmos, 
Ryan P. Juza analyzes the flood material of 2 Peter in a 
way that does not rely rhetorically on the premise that 
the flood had universal ramifications. The particular-
ity of Juza’s approach is based partly on his analysis of 
the scoffers who challenge the hope of the day of the 
Lord.27 Whereas biblical scholars generally understand 
the scoffers to be making a philosophical point about 
the immutability of the cosmos (see above), Juza argues 
that, based on what is explicit in the text of 2 Peter 3:3–4, 
it does not appear that the scoffers are concerned with 
the indestructability of the cosmos per se. Rather, they 
observe that creation remains unaltered from its origi-
nal, created state, and has done so “since our ancestors 
died” (3:4b; lit., “since the fathers fell asleep”), despite 
“the promise of his coming” (3:4a).

The majority of scholars understand “the fathers” in 
reference to the earliest generation of Christians,28 in 
which case the argument is not that the world has per-
sisted in its created state for a long time, but that Jesus 
was expected to return before the first generation of 
Christians died (cf. Mark 9:1, 13:30; Matt. 16:28, 24:34; 
Luke 9:27, 21:32), and this had not yet taken place (of 
course, this position assumes 2 Peter was written by a 
later author after the death of Peter, not by Peter him-
self). However, this interpretation is dissatisfying for 
several reasons. 

First and foremost, “the fathers” does not appear as 
a reference to the first generation of Christians in 

any first-century writings.29 By contrast, the New 
Testament frequently calls Old Testament figures 
“the fathers” (e.g., Acts 3:13; Rom. 9:5; Heb. 1:1). 

Second, several New Testament passages refer to the 
Old Testament fathers receiving promises (Luke 1:55, 
72; Acts 13:32, 26:6–7; Rom. 9:4–5, 15:8), as appears 
in 2 Peter. 

Third, if the concern is that the first Christians died 
without seeing the Lord’s coming, the scoffers’ com-
plaint should be that nothing happened before the 
fathers died, not since they died. 

Fourth, the context suggests that the scoffers question 
“the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets” 
(2 Pet. 3:2). In other words, “the fathers” refer to the 
generation of Israelites to whom the prophets of the 
Old Testament communicated the promise of the 
Lord’s future appearance, also known as the Day of 
the Lord. 

For these reasons, a significant minority of scholars 
rightly interpret “the fathers” in reference to the Old 
Testament patriarchs and prophets.30

By the first century CE, when 2 Peter was written, the 
promise of the coming Day of the Lord had not come 
to pass over the course of several centuries, despite 
the fact that many prophecies specifically speak of this 
day’s nearness (see Isa. 13:6; Ezek. 30:3; Joel 1:15, 2:1, 
3:14; Obad. 15; Zeph. 1:7, 14).31 The scoffers appear to 
understand that “if Jesus had fulfilled God’s promise, 
then the created world would have experienced change 
from its original state,”32 and furthermore, they appear 
to reason that if God’s promise were going to be ful-
filled, it would have been fulfilled by now. So, 2 Peter 
suggests that these scoffers are not so much deny-
ing a philosophical idea about the immutability of the 
cosmos as they are challenging the reliability of God’s 
prophetic revelation, and thus, treating the scriptures 
as though they are open to human interpretation (cf. 
2 Pet. 1:20–21).

Juza proposes that Peter’s rebuttal to the scoffers is 
organized into two sections. Verses 3:5–7 address the 
idea that the continuity of creation proves the prophetic 
promise to continue unfulfilled, whereas verses 3:8–10 
respond to the notion that the long delay of the Day of 
the Lord indicates unfaithfulness on God’s part. It is 
in the former of these sections that the Genesis flood is 
discussed, and the point seems to be that “God’s word 
takes precedence over the created world. In other words, 
the validity of God’s promise is not dependent on what 
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can be observed from the created order.”33 So, while 
2 Peter 3:5–7 does draw a parallel between the pri-
mordial catastrophe wrought by water and the future 
catastrophe to be carried out by fire, the connection 
between this pair of events is not that they are two 
examples of the destructibility of the cosmos, but rather 
that they both attest the superiority of the Creator’s 
word over creation itself. Notably, Peter explicitly men-
tions God’s word multiple times in this passage: “by the 
word of God the heavens existed” (3:5), “by the same word 
the present heavens and earth have been reserved for 
fire” (3:7). 2 Peter 3:6 says, “through which the world of 
that time was deluged with water and perished”; here, 
the words “through which” (Gk. di’ hōn) likely refer 
back to both water and word in verse 3:5, thus explic-
itly attributing the flood to God’s word, as well.34 If the 
argument in this passage is the reliability of God’s word 
rather than the destructibility of the cosmos, it is not 
rhetorically so important that the flood must represent 
a widespread cosmic destruction. Peter’s rhetoric only 
necessitates that the flood be a significant event carried 
out in creation by God’s mighty word.

The Flood and the Wicked “World”
Second Peter says of God’s creation of heaven and earth 
that “the world of that time was deluged with water 
and perished” (3:6). The interpretation of this verse 
hinges on the meaning of the word “world.” The typi-
cal range of meaning for the English word “world,” 
and the etymological connection between the Greek 
word kosmos and the English “cosmos,” readily give the 
impression that the passage is referring to the whole of 
creation. However, the Greek word kosmos has several 
shades of meaning not usually applicable to the English 
word “world.” For example, in some contexts, kosmos 
can mean “adornment” (e.g., 1 Pet. 3:3). More impor-
tantly for our purposes, the New Testament often uses 
kosmos to connote a morally corrupt human system in 
its opposition to God.35 To understand the significance 
of this usage, one might think of the second part of the 
commonly quoted Christian phrase, “in the world but 
not of the world.”36 “World” in this second instance is not 
referring to the material world, but rather to the pat-
terns of behavior characteristic of humanity apart from 
a commitment to Christ. Likewise, kosmos in the sense 
of corrupt humanity evokes a very different domain of 
meaning from kosmos in the sense of the heavens and 
the earth.37

Scholars often understand “world” in 2 Peter 3:6 to 
refer to the whole of heaven and earth, which God is 

said to have created in the preceding verse (3:5), and 
which is potentially paralleled by the reference to “the 
present heavens and earth” in the next (3:7).38 Such an 
interpretation aligns with the common understanding 
that the scoffers Peter is discussing are concerned with 
the immutability of the cosmos (see above). However, 
Juza rightly argues that “world” in this passage is 
 better understood in reference to wicked humanity at 
the time of the flood, rather than the cosmos, on several 
grounds.39 

First, the Greek word kosmos, which lies behind the 
English translation “world” in 3:6, does not serve 
as a neutral cosmological term in the other places it 
appears in 2 Peter. Rather, kosmos in this text consis-
tently refers to wicked humanity (see 2 Pet. 1:4, 2:5, 
20). If “world” refers to the cosmos as such in verse 
3:6, it would be the only place where 2 Peter uses the 
word in this way rather than in reference to sinful 
humanity.

Second, verses 3:6–7 set up a parallel between the 
destruction of the world in the past flood and the 
destruction of the ungodly in the future fire. In both 
cases, Greek words built on the root apol* express the 
destruction in question (apollumi, 3:6; apōleia, 3:7). 
This parallelism lends itself to an equating of the 
two “destroyed” parties in question, namely “the 
world” in 3:6 and “the godless” (lit. “the ungodly 
people”) in 3:7.

Third, earlier in 2 Peter, the flood is discussed in the fol-
lowing way: “[God] did not spare the ancient world 
(kosmos), even though he saved Noah, a herald of 
righteousness, with seven others, when he brought 
a flood on a world (kosmos) of the ungodly” (2:5). 
This verse makes explicit the connection between 
the “ungodly” generation that was destroyed by 
the flood and the language of kosmos. So, it should 
not surprise us if Peter goes on in chapter 3 to use 
the language of the destruction of the kosmos in the 
flood to refer to the ungodly generation of that day. 
Indeed, it would be slightly unexpected if kosmos in 
3:6 is found to carry some other connotation.

Fourth, wherever 2 Peter uses the language of “destruc-
tion” or “perishing” (i.e., words from the root apol*), 
it is sinful humanity, rather than the broader mate-
rial creation, that is destroyed (2:1, 3, 3:7, 9, 16). This 
consistency further supports understanding the 
destruction of the kosmos in 3:6 in reference to the 
ungodly generation of humans at the time of the 
flood.



113Volume 77, Number 2, June 2025

William Horst

Fifth and finally, Juza points out that when other New 
Testament texts discuss the flood, they highlight the 
destruction of ungodly humanity, not cosmic catas-
trophe (see Matt. 24:37–39; Luke 17:26–27; Heb. 11:7; 
1 Pet. 3:20). It is worth adding here that one of these 
instances, Hebrews 11:7, refers to Noah’s condemna-
tion of “the world” (kosmos) through his faithfulness, 
and scholars commonly understand kosmos here to 
connote sinful humanity rather than the physical 
world.40 So then, a number of patterns in 2 Peter in 
particular, and the New Testament in general, sup-
port the reading of kosmos in verse 3:6 as a reference 
to the condemnation of ungodly humanity.

In addition to the arguments Juza mentions, I will note 
further that the flood narrative of Genesis itself makes 
clear that the deluge was occasioned by pervasive 
human wickedness, and the goal of the event was the 
removal of wicked humans from the earth (see Gen. 6:1–
7). Although animals are also severely affected by the 
flood (6:7), nothing in the narrative suggests that God 
has any problem with the physical creation in general, 
but rather with humans in particular. So, if 2 Peter 3:6 
emphasizes consequences for wicked humans, this is 
consistent with how Genesis portrays the flood.

Juza is not alone in interpreting kosmos in 2 Peter 3:6 
in reference to the wicked generation of Noah’s day. 
Many commentators and other exegetes, as well as 
contributors to multiple Greek lexicons, grant that this 
word in this text carries the connotation of rebellious 
humanity.41

It is also worth considering that if kosmos in 2 Peter 3:6 
actually connotes the destruction of ungodly human-
ity by the flood, rather than the destruction of creation 
per se, then this fact is congenial to how most Jewish 
texts of roughly the same era describe the biblical flood. 
Although the texts of the New Testament are particu-
lar in their focus on Jesus Christ and the gospel, and 
Christians often acknowledge them to be inspired in 
a way that sets them apart from non-canonical Jewish 
writings, these biblical compositions nonetheless 
emerge from the Jewish milieu of the second temple 
literary period (roughly 200 BCE–200 CE). Thus, our 
understanding of the New Testament can be aided by 
comparison with other Jewish writings from this era. 
Discussions of Noah and the flood are also popular in 
Jewish texts of this literary period, so we have substan-
tial basis for fruitful comparison. I will only reference 
the most relevant passages here.

Second temple Jewish writings generally discuss 
the flood primarily with reference to the purging of 

wicked humans. For example, a writing from the first 
century CE called Biblical Antiquities recapitulates the 
story of Noah and the flood (chap. 3). The description 
of the impending event simply says, “I [the Lord] will 
establish my covenant with you [Noah], to destroy all 
those inhabiting the earth” (3:4).42 No mention is made 
of any damage to the earth itself, beyond the elimina-
tion of wicked humanity (cf. 3:1–3) and the plants that 
have budded upon the earth (3:3). Curiously, even the 
decimation of nonhuman animals is not mentioned 
explicitly. 

Philo of Alexandria, a first-century CE Jewish inter-
preter of the Torah, emphasizes the cleansing away of 
the wicked generation of humanity and the preserva-
tion of creation as a whole. In his Questions and Answers 
on Genesis (2:15), Philo strives to explain that the flood’s 
damage to the earth is superficial and merely removes 
a problematic generation of corrupt humans, while 
fundamentally preserving the creation as God initially 
designed it. He finds confirmation of this in the expres-
sion, “every living thing that I have made I will blot out 
from the face of the ground” (Gen. 7:4) given that it is 
only “the face of the ground” (i.e., the earth’s surface) 
that is decimated. He takes this portrayal of the flood’s 
superficiality to signal that human, plant, and animal 
life were not eliminated from existence, but only tempo-
rarily wiped out to address the problem of a fickle and 
impious generation. 

Many other texts likewise discuss the deluge with an 
exclusive emphasis, or at least primary emphasis, on 
the elimination of wicked humanity rather than the 
destruction of creation in its entirety.43 In some cases, 
the flood is even said to have been a benefit to the 
earth. For example, a portion of the Epistle of Enoch that 
was written during or before the second century BCE 
describes the flood as cleansing the earth from all cor-
ruption (1 Enoch 106:17). The Genesis Apocryphon, one of 
the texts discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls, like-
wise describes the flood as God’s compassion on the 
earth since it removed from the earth those who practice 
violence, wickedness, and deceit (Genesis Apocryphon 
[1Q20], col. 11). 

The notion that the flood was ultimately beneficial to the 
earth demonstrates that the event primarily served to 
remove wicked humanity and was not understood as a 
catastrophe of cosmic proportions. Jewish authors may 
have derived this focus from the comment in Genesis 
that “Out of the ground that the Lord has cursed [Noah] 
shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil of 
our hands” (Gen. 5:29), which potentially suggests that 
the flood reverses or at least reduces the curse on the 
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ground that God had pronounced after the transgres-
sion of Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:17–19).

That the aforementioned Jewish authors emphasize the 
flood’s function to purge human wickedness from the 
earth does not imply that they understood the flood to 
have destructive effects for only humans, still less that 
they understood the flood to cover the earth partially. 
The point is rather that they describe the flood, first and 
foremost, as a judgment against wicked humanity and 
as a cleansing of wicked humanity from the earth.

Specific second temple Jewish texts do exist that attri-
bute to the Genesis flood a broader destructive effect 
for creation than what is described in the actual text 
of Genesis. The chief example is 1 Enoch 83:3–5, which 
describes the ruin of both the earth and the sky (see 
above). In addition, 2 Enoch spends a handful of 
verses discussing the specifics of the earth’s disruption 
(70:4–9). The text mostly elaborates on the phenomena 
described in Genesis, but it does add an earthquake that 
deprives the earth of its strength (70:9). Even in 2 Enoch, 
the focus remains on damage to the earth, not the whole 
of the cosmos, though the emphasis does lie more on 
the physically destructive aspects of the flood than on 
the purging of wicked humans, in particular.

Ultimately, comparative evidence from second tem-
ple Jewish interpretations of the Genesis flood weighs 
in favor of the plausibility of the position of Juza and 
 others that 2 Peter 3:6 refers explicitly to the inunda-
tion of the “world” of wicked humanity rather than the 
flooding of the earth in its entirety per se. Such a focus 
on the judgment of rebellious humanity is thoroughly 
plausible within the milieu of first-century Jewish 
literature.

One might object that even if Peter describes the flood 
as destructive to the “world” of wicked humanity, this 
still implies a global flood because sinful humans live 
all over the earth. Indeed, Peter may well have under-
stood that humans lived in multiple hemispheres, and 
he certainly knew that humans inhabited a much larger 
portion of the globe than the alluvial plain of the Fertile 
Crescent (see above). However, it is significant that 
when “world” (Gk. kosmos) describes humanity in its 
opposition to God in the New Testament, it need not 
express this idea at a global scale.44 For example, the 
prologue to the Gospel of John describes the Son of God 
coming to the world and not being acknowledged or 
accepted by “the world” (John 1:10–11). The vast major-
ity of humans living on the earth had no awareness of 
Jesus during his life. Rather, he was rejected by indi-
viduals in a specific region. Likewise, in John’s Gospel, 

Jesus tells the high priest, “I have spoken openly to 
the world” (18:20), although this action took place in 
a specific locale (cf. John 15:18, 16:20, 17:14; Heb. 11:7). 
Interestingly, earlier in 2 Peter, God is said to have 
“brought a flood on a world of the ungodly” (2:5). 
The New Revised Standard Version  idiosyncratically 
translates this phrase as “a world of the ungodly” to 
reflect the absence of the definite article in the Greek 
text where it would typically precede “world.” The 
absence of the definite article in this passage does not 
necessarily imply that “a world of the ungodly” (Gk. 
kosmōi asebōn) refers to the ungodly people of a given 
region rather than of the entire globe, but the passage 
does lend itself to this interpretation to some extent (cf. 
2 Pet. 2:6–8).

Admittedly, most ancient Jewish and Christian inter-
preters of Genesis presumably understood the flood 
to cover the entirety of the earth and to eliminate all 
human and animal life apart from that which was pre-
served on the ark. I do not intend to posit an ancient 
Jewish understanding of the flood as local, nor Peter’s 
understanding of the flood along these lines. My point 
is that the text of 2 Peter 3:6 is sufficiently flexible that it 
could potentially be interpreted in reference to the elim-
ination of ungodly people in a particular area where 
intense depravity had broken out. Contrary to the view 
of many scholars who analyze 2 Peter, the passage need 
not be understood to exaggerate the scale of the Genesis 
flood to cosmic proportions.

The Incongruity of the Flood and the 
Eschatological Judgment
Juza posits that Peter portrays the flood as “smaller in 
scope” than the future, eschatological catastrophe.45 
Although the description of the future event likewise 
emphasizes the judgment of ungodly humans (see 
2 Pet. 3:7, 9, 10, 11, 13, 14), it is clear that the whole of 
“the present heavens and earth” will be affected (3:7; 
see above). The ancient act of creation narrated in this 
passage likewise encompasses both the heavens and the 
earth (3:5), but Juza notes that the flood is not described 
in the same cosmological terms. The deluge is said to 
affect “the world,” which probably refers to ungodly 
humans, rather than the whole of creation per se (see 
above). Peter does not refer to any act of re-creation 
or re-ordering after the flood, as might be expected 
if the flood were understood to involve a total anni-
hilation of the cosmos.46 Likewise, if the goal of this 
passage is to show that the cosmos is destructible, we 
might expect the discussion to elaborate on some cos-
mological effect of the flood, but to the contrary, we 
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find language that can readily be understood only in 
reference to the destruction of the ungodly. Juza thus 
suggests that “Peter uses the flood story as an analogy 
for the consummation to identify the target of God’s con-
demnation (i.e., ungodly humanity), not the scope of his 
judgment.”47

Additionally, Juza points out that the account of cre-
ation in this passage, though certainly cosmic in scope, 
places more of an emphasis on the creation of Earth 
than on the creation of the heavens. The heavens are 
simply said to have “existed” long ago, whereas the 
earth’s creation is described at greater length and in 
greater detail: “formed out of water and by means of 
water” (2 Pet. 3:5). Further, Peter describes the creation 
of the heavens with the generic “to be” verb (Gk. eimi), 
but expresses the creation of the earth with the much 
less common “to form” (Gk. sunistēmi), which makes 
the latter more prominent or “marked” within the sen-
tence.48 The emphasis on water in the process of Earth’s 
creation obviously also connects this part of the creation 
account to the flood described in the next clause (3:6).49 
Peter probably places this greater focus on Earth’s 
creation because the flood affected the earth and its 
inhabitants, but not the heavens. This focus on the earth 
underscores that our passage does not portray the bibli-
cal flood as a cosmic catastrophe (as some have argued), 
but rather as an act of judgment against the ungodly in 
which the superiority of God’s word over God’s cre-
ation is apparent.

In addition to the points Juza raises, it is worth not-
ing that Peter refers to the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah as “an example of what is coming to the 
ungodly” (2:6, cf. 2:7–10), which presumably alludes 
to the same eschatological catastrophe discussed in 
chapter three.50 This passage potentially serves as a par-
allel to the flood/fire comparison in that a local event 
from the book of Genesis establishes a pattern of God’s 
future, comprehensive judgment against ungodly 
people.

Something of an analogy to the disproportion of past 
and future judgment in 2 Peter can also be found in 
Hebrews, where the author contrasts the shaking of 
the earth by the voice of God at Sinai with the greater 
eschatological shaking of both Earth and heaven: “At 
that time his voice shook the earth; but now he has 
promised, ‘Yet once more I will shake not only the earth 
but also the heaven’” (Heb. 12:26; cf. 12:27–28; Hag. 2:6). 
The world has seen God’s power, but the decisive work 
of God on Earth in the past is nothing compared to the 

disruption that the Lord’s Day of Judgment will bring 
to all of creation.

Looking again to second temple Jewish writings, we 
find a handful of texts that parallel 2 Peter in placing 
emphasis on the earth’s judgment in the flood in a way 
that rules out a comprehensive, creation-wide scope. 
Such references lend plausibility to Juza’s interpretation 
by showing that it is at home in the literary world from 
which 2 Peter emerged.

Philo states that the waters of the flood filled the bulk 
of the area normally taken up by the air, apart from a 
small portion near the moon.51 Consistent with the 
first-century intellectuals of the Greco-Roman world, 
Philo understood the earth to be a stationary sphere 
surrounded by a much larger rotating celestial sphere 
on which the stars were fixed. In the space between the 
earth and the celestial sphere were various concentric 
spheres that respectively contained the moon, Mercury, 
Venus, the sun, Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn. The air occu-
pied the area between the surface of the earth and 
the orbit of the moon.52 Philo’s point, then, is that the 
flood waters fully and thoroughly covered the earth, 
to the point that even most of the air was affected, but 
everything beyond the realm inhabited by humans—
namely the moon, sun, planets, and stars—was totally 
unaffected.

The first book of the Sibylline Oracles elaborates on the 
biblical flood story, stating that God caused thick clouds 
to block out the sun, moon, and stars from view by ter-
rified mortals (1:217–18); the author subtly indicates 
that the heavenly bodies themselves were unaffected 
by the deluge. In other words, the disaster focuses on 
the human habitation, not the whole of creation.53 In 
addition, several other Jewish texts explicitly identify 
the dry ground as the target of the flood’s destruction,54 
emphasizing the terrestrial scope of the event.

One other text is worthy of mention here. In a passage 
recounting the promise that Abraham would inherit the 
land of Israel, Biblical Antiquities states that God pre-
served the land of Israel during the flood, and did not 
allow the waters to destroy it:

[I] will bring [Abraham] into the land upon which 
my eye has looked from of old, when all those in-
habiting the earth sinned in my sight and I brought 
the water of the flood and I did not destroy it but 
preserved that land. For neither did the springs of 
my wrath burst forth in it, nor did my water of de-
struction descend on it. (7:4)55
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It is by no means a given that Peter was aware of the 
idea that the flood did not affect the Promised Land, 
and of course, the notion that God preserved one special 
land from the flood is quite different from the position 
proposed by certain modern scholars that the flood 
could have been limited in scope to the alluvial plain 
of Mesopotamia, but at the least, Biblical Antiquities 
serves as a vivid example of how second temple Jewish 
 writings often understand the biblical flood as far from 
cosmic in scope.

Again, an examination of Jewish sources from the 
second temple literary period confirms that Juza’s inter-
pretation of 2 Peter is at home in the Judaism of the 
time. Jewish authors often understood the flood to be 
an event that temporarily affected the surface of the dry 
ground of the earth, rather than a cosmic cataclysm that 
completely reset creation.

Juza’s argument that Peter portrays the pending escha-
tological conflagration as greater in scope than the 
ancient flood is relevant for my purposes because it 
implies that a local understanding of the flood does not 
do violence to the logic of 2 Peter. The comparatively 
limited nature of the flood confirms that Peter’s point is 
not to argue that this primordial event sets a precedent 
for cosmic catastrophe. Rather, the deluge demon-
strates that God’s powerful word has effected judgment 
against rebellious humanity and thus can be expected 
to do so again. If we imagine that wicked humans 
were destroyed by a regional flood that was initiated 
by God’s word, such an occurrence would still serve 
Peter’s purposes in bringing up the event in 3:5–7. The 
sorts of proposals scholars like Hill as well as Longman 
and Walton have offered do not render the rhetoric of 
this New Testament text invalid.

Conclusion
This article has focused on one specific passage of the 
New Testament, but my analysis fits into a larger aca-
demic conversation about whether and how Christians 
might reconcile biblical material concerning the ancient 
flood with the insights of modern geology, hydrol-
ogy, and other scientific fields. Typical approaches to 
Genesis give the impression that the Christian must 
either dismiss the flood as a mere myth spawned from 
ancient naïveté about the natural world, or discard 
mainstream scientific insights while clinging tightly to 
a traditional understanding of the biblical account. The 
sort of approach represented recently in scholarly con-
tributions from Hill and from Longman and Walton 

constitutes a third way that gives due consideration to 
both science and scripture. 

In similar fashion, standard treatments of 2 Peter leave 
one with the impression that they must either dismiss 
Peter’s account of the flood as an untenable, culturally 
contingent ancient perspective or adopt a fringe under-
standing of the natural world to remain faithful to a 
classical view of the biblical text. The approach I have 
proposed (largely inspired by Juza’s exegetical  analysis) 
likewise offers a way forward that sacrifices neither sci-
ence nor scripture in favor of the other. This could be 
considered an instantiation of the “two books” under-
standing of divine revelation, in which nature and 
scripture both reveal God to humans in different ways. 
Although these “two books” generally share little over-
lap, on the rare occasion that they appear to contradict 
one another, the faithful Christian thinker should look 
for some path to reconciliation, rather than discarding 
one in favor of the other. Such an approach is consis-
tent with the best of the Christian tradition concerning 
the resolution of dissonance between the typical under-
standings of scripture and the natural world during a 
given era.56
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