
A GOD WHO REMEMBERS

Genesis 6-9

I’ve been following the political primaries recently, so I want to warn you that if you are member of VBC and are thinking about running for political office, all of my sermons are posted on the internet for all to read. I wanted you to know that.  


One of the first stories we learned from our Bible is the story of Noah and the ark. We know the story of Noah and his family, of the animals two-by-two (including wasps and snakes), and the cleansing flood. Please open your Bible to chapter 7: Take with you seven pairs of all clean animals, the male and its mate; and a pair of the animals that are not clean, the male and its mate; and seven pairs of the birds of the air also, male and female, to keep their kind alive on the face of all the earth. (7:2-3)


Oh, I must have read the wrong verse. Here it is in chapter 6 just five verses earlier: And of every living thing, of all flesh, you shall bring two of every kind into the ark, to keep them alive with you; they shall be male and female. Of the birds according to their kinds, and of the animals according to their kinds, of every creeping thing of the ground according to its kind, two of every kind shall come in to you, to keep them alive. (6:19-20)


There, that’s the verse I meant to read. My mistake. Oh, are you still wondering about those earlier verses which tell us of seven pairs of each kind? One of the first research papers I wrote in seminary was for Old Testament survey on the two (yes, two) stories of the flood in Genesis 6-8. In the book of Beginnings we have two creation stories and two flood stories. Unlike the two creation stories, these two stories of the flood are so intermingled that we have to work hard to tell which part of the story is from the time of Solomon and which is from the time of the Exile. 

Do you have a problem with two flood stories? The Bible doesn’t. If you ask, well, which flood story is true, the Bible will say, “Yes! They are both true!” The Bible teaches us that the flood may not have happened exactly as told in each story, but each story is true. 


So let’s talk today about what is true about the flood stories. Please notice what happened after the flood. Turn to 8:20-21 and hear the earlier flood story’s conclusion: Then Noah built an altar to the Lord, and took of every clean animal and of every clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on the altar. And when the Lord smelled the pleasing odor, the Lord said in his heart, "I will never again curse the ground because of humankind, for the inclination of the human heart is evil from youth.  I will never again destroy every living creature as I have done."

I’m glad Noah took more than two of every animal and bird; otherwise, he would have caused the extinction of many species when he worshiped God. I also hope you will notice that twice the heart of God says, “Never again!” And in 9:11 we hear the conclusion of the second flood story: “Never again shall all flesh be cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood to destroy the earth.” In 9:15 we hear, “And the waters shall never again become a flood to destroy all flesh.” 


“Never again” is the theme of this story about the flood. “Never again!” God sounds like Edgar Alan Poe’s raven, “Quoth the Raven, ‘Nevermore.’” (The Raven, 1885). I want to ask you a very important question. We know of the flood and the destruction of all living creatures. All other living persons and creatures not on the ark are now dead. So my question is, What has changed? What has changed because of the flood?


Have persons changed? After the flood, the Lord says in God's heart, "The inclination of the human heart is evil from youth.” (8:21). The Lord is talking about Noah and Noah's wife and Noah's children. After all of this cleansing and destroying, the human heart has not changed. And in the last part of chapter 9 we hear exactly how the human heart has not changed; for we find Noah drunk and naked. (Genesis seems to infer that he was drunk and nekkid, and we know that “nekkid” means he is up to no good.)


 If the flood is designed to discipline persons--to change our hearts from the evil and self-destruction--then I must tell you that the flood has failed as a disciplinary measure. The flood has killed a lot of living creatures, but the creatures that are still living have not changed. We have not changed!

So again I ask you, What has changed because of the flood? And I offer this suggestion from this story in Genesis. The flood does not change persons, but the flood has changed God. How does God get from 6:7 ("I'm going to kill them all,”) to 8:21 ("Never again!")? How does God make this move from destruction to promise? What has changed in the heart of God? 


Let me suggest to you that the key to the shift in God's heart is found throughout the story. In 8:1 we read, But God remembered Noah and the animals in the ark. In 9:15 we hear, “I will remember my covenant that is between me and you and every living creature of the flesh.” and in 9:16: “When the bow is in the clouds I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creature of all flesh that is on the earth.” The gospel (the Good News) is that God remembers.


Does this mean that God forgot Noah and the animals? That's a frightening thought, especially if you are enclosed with all those animals and family members in a boat for a year! Through the years church leaders have compared the ark to the church and said, “If it were not for the storm without, we could not withstand the stench within.” Did God pause one day, happen to notice the boat on the water and say, "Noah! Oh no! I forgot about him!"? No, to say that God remembers is not to imply that God sometimes forgets. 


We hear later in Genesis (30:22) the story of how Rachel wanted a child so much that she prayed to God for a baby, and the text says, "Then God remembered Rachel and God heeded her and opened her womb." We read of the Israelites' slavery in Egypt as they were oppressed by severe taskmasters, and Exodus 2:24 tells us, "God heard their groaning, and God remembered God’s covenant with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob."


A God who remembers is not a God who forgets. To remember is to have mercy toward persons threatened with death or destruction. The good news is that God remembers each one of us. I believe that these flood stories were passed on for generations and then written down for our Bible sometime after the exile in 587 B.C.E. The people of Israel were captive in Babylon hundreds of miles from home and separated from their temple, their homeland, some of their family members. In essence, they were separated from the only real world they knew. And they wondered, "Has God forgotten us? Will we rot in hopelessness and despair here in Babylon?"


And in both flood stories the Lord promises that God will remember. How do we know that God remembers? The promise is written in the sky after a rain. The rainbow is a sign of God’s promise and God’s blessing. Can you remember some of the rainbows that have affected your life? I remember that rainbow early one morning at Bambi Lake in Michigan. Becky and I were leading a marriage enrichment retreat and I was up early putting in my miles for an upcoming marathon. True to the name, I saw some Bambis on the side of the road as the light rain fell and suddenly, in a clearing, I saw a double rainbow! 


Rainbows seem to be a favorite picture for preschoolers and children. Here behind me today is a rainbow. What is it about rainbows? Maybe it’s because you are free to use so many colors. Who can complain when a child gives her a rainbow? Who will not put a child’s drawing of a rainbow on his hospital room wall? Rainbows communicate a feeling of peace and serenity.


Did you notice that it is a rain bow? The archery bow is a universal symbol of war, and an upturned bow without arrow or string (as pictured on the screen here) is God’s promise that the divine power will never be used again to destroy. Noticed on the screen how the upturned archer’s bow becomes a rainbow. The upturned bow in the sky is a sign of God’s blessing for the whole earth and a sign of peace between humans and the Divine. 


Sometimes after a storm a rainbow appears. That bow in the clouds is a reminder not primarily to us, but primarily to God, "Never again." When the rainbow is in the clouds, God will see it and remember. God will remember the everlasting covenant with every breathing creature on the earth. And the covenant is the promise, "Never again. Never again!” We worship a God who remembers.
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