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In The Beginning . . . Stories From Genesis

 #4 - Noah & the Ark

Scripture:  Genesis 3:1-13

Date:  February 22, 2009


Today we continue our series "Stories From Genesis" by looking at Noah and the ark.  It's not hard for us to imagine what the flood that came upon the world in the days of Noah was like.  Images of Hurricane Katrina still haunt our minds, don't they?  When I did relief work in Mississippi a few years ago, 

I stayed in the home of a couple who had water up to the ceiling of their house.  And that's amazing, not only because they live about a mile from the coast, but because their home is on 15' stilts.  The wave that hit the coast at Pass Christian, MS was 30' high.  Can we imagine?  The couple told us of neighbors who decided to ride out the storm, and were drowned inside their homes.  We saw lot after lot where the only things left were brick steps that used to go to a front door and now go nowhere, and linoleum tile where there used to be a kitchen.  


Hurricane Katrina was caused by the forces of nature.  But the flood in Noah's day was caused by people's sins, and God's punishment of them.  


If you Google the words "Black Sea Flood" you'll find article after article of scientific studies that point to a huge flood in that part of the world where Noah lived, thousands of years ago - a flood that actually moved the shoreline of the Dead Sea hundreds of miles, turned the Dead Sea from a fresh water lake to an inland salt water sea, and completely covered over village after village.  (Remnants of villages are still being found at the bottom of the Dead Sea today.)


There are over 300 cultures that all have a flood story in their literature.  All over the world's mountains and all over the world's deserts geologists are finding fossils of seashells and other forms of life that only exist in the water - on tops of mountains!  Out in the desert!  


We don't like to think of God as someone who punishes us for our sins, with something like a huge flood.  In America today, we want to believe that God is more like Mr. Rogers - a kind old man, in a soft tan sweater, who never raises his voice, and from whom never is heard a discouraging word.  We want to believe that God is always kind, always polite, always on our side, always forgiving, always the perfect gentleman.


As a result, we adults have raised a generation of Sunday School children and youth, particularly youth, who do not fear God at all.  They do not fear that they could be living lives that don't please God - what's God gonna do, yell at them?  God's not like that!  They do not fear that choosing to stay home and sleep on Sunday mornings, choosing to ignore the worship of God, breaks God's heart - what's God gonna do, turn his back on them?  God isn't like that!  They do not fear having the same values as their pre-Christian friends, (like downloading music without paying for it - "Hey, everyone is doing it!"), or knowing as little of the Bible as their pre-Christian friends, or engaging in the same drugs, or the same sexual practices as their pre-Christian friends - what's God gonna do, send a flood and wipe them out?


We have raised a generation that does not fear God, does not respect God, does not really care what God thinks of them.  And we've done this because we've stopped teaching them these Bible stories.  While they've learned all of the stories of Harry Potter, and The Lord of the Rings trilogy, they've totally ignored the stories of the Master Potter and the Lord of the World.  While they can recite the lyrics of 20 songs that they have on their iPods, they can't recite 3 Bible verses.  We have a generation of youth today, raised in Christian families, who do not know even the basic stories of the Bible.  Parents have relied on Sunday School teachers to tell these stories to their kids, instead of telling them to their kids themselves.  And Sunday School teachers have tried.  But so often all they get back are bored, expressionless, faces of kids who clearly don't want to be there - and who eventually convince their parents that they don't have to go.


The result is happening universally in church after church - our youth do not know the God of the Bible.  They don't know that there is more to God than his unconditional love and acceptance of us just the way we are.  They don't know that God also has expectations of us, limits he places on us for our own good, and punishment when we cross those limits.  They don't know that God has a dark side, because they don't know these stories.


There once was a flood, sent by God, to punish sinners.


By the time we reach Genesis 6, 10 generations of people have been born since Adam and Eve.  And, if you'll pardon the pun, these 10 generations were the first to prove that "the apple doesn't fall far from the tree".  For the sins of Adam and Eve and Cain have been passed on and perfected in the generations that followed.


Look at chapter 6, verse 5.


Read Gen. 6:5-7


In just 10 generations, things had gotten so wicked and evil on the earth that God had had enough.  Verse 6 says that his heart was "grieved".  I wonder if, when we sin, we know that we grieve God's heart - in the same way that you and I grieve in a funeral home.  God mourns when we sin, when we go beyond his limits for us.  God is not some cold, emotionless, spirit in the sky.  God has feelings.  His heart was grieved over the wickedness that was on the earth.  And, unlike Mr. Rogers (who never seemed to ever get angry), God had to do something about it.  He was determined to put an end to mankind.  That's the "dark side" of God.


But there IS the other side of God in this story too.  For God could not end ALL life.  He found a man, one man, who was not wicked, who was not evil.  Noah.  And he told Noah to build a large, (very large), wooden box called an "ark".  For God's going to start all over again.  Verse 8.


Read vv. 8-15


God is going to try again.  This is the other side of God.  Throughout the Bible God keeps trying, he keeps trying, to give us a chance to get it right in this world.  Why?  Because he loves us.  By his very nature, his very being, God loves us.  So he keeps trying to teach us how to live a happy life within his limits for us.


"If you will build this big ark," God told Noah, "and ride it out thru the flood that is coming, with your family, and all of the animals that I send to you, then I will allow you all to live long and prosper."


That was the deal.  That was the covenant.  And Noah, a man of great trust in God, did it.  Verse 22 says:


Read v. 22


Soon after the ark was completed, and God called the animals to come on board, the rains began.  We're in chapter 7 now, and verse 6.


Read 7:6-10


Wait a minute!  How long did they have to wait inside of the ark for the water to come?  If I were Noah, I might have been okay if I was in there for a day, with no rain in sight.  Maybe two days, or three.  But by day four I think I'd begin to wonder, "Maybe God told me to build a PARK, not an ARK!"


For 7 days and nights, Noah and his family stayed inside of that ark with nary a cloud in the sky.  It was their faith that kept them in there.


Then, finally, it began to rain.  And I mean it rained like cats and dogs.  Everyone was stepping in poodles.  Rain!  Rain like no one had ever seen before.


Again, images of Hurricane Katrina come instantly to mind, don't they?  In Noah's day, however, they had no Weather Channel to tell them that the flood was coming.  Sure, there was Noah building his ark out in the middle of the desert.  He said that a flood was coming.;  But who believed him?  


The rains kept coming.  Those living in valleys were the first to relocate, moving up to higher ground.  Then the higher ground became less and less.  This was serious.  That crazy old man inside the boat might just be right after all.


I can imagine a number of people tapping on the side of the ark, "Uh, Noah.  Can you let us in?"


But God hadn't told Noah that he could take on more passengers - only Noah and the 7 members of his family, and the animals.


I can imagine, as the rains kept falling, that more and more people, people who had lost their homes, lost their livestock, their supplies, were going out to the ark in the desert, sloshing through knee high water now, grabbing tree branches and banging, banging, banging, on the side of the ark.


"Let us in!  Let us in!  How could you let us drown out here?"


And, although Noah couldn't do it, I'm sure he wanted to let them in.  I'm sure he could hear them, as the days went by and the crowds floated in the water around the boat, way below the tall triple deck sides.  I'm sure he could hear them, he could hear their cries, just as we saw on our TV's family after family on the tops of roofs down in New Orleans, writing signs for help to any helicopter who could rescue them.


I met a woman in Mississippi who never thought the water would reach her home, she was so far inland.  But when the water came  in through her kitchen door, she knew she was in trouble.  Yet there was nothing she could do - going outside in the water that now filled her neighborhood was too dangerous.  She did the only thing she could do.  She, and her daughter, and their dog, climbed up through the attic hatch in their ceiling, and waited in the dark up on their attic rafters.  She showed me the place where they sat, up on the rafters.  But the water kept coming.  So they, somehow, broke through the vent on the side of her home, right under the peak of her roof, and miraculously climbed up on top of her roof.  And through the night, as the waters came up to the eves of her home, they sat on their rooftop.  She found out later that her neighbor, just 15 feet away, had drown that night in her home, right next door.


Oh, I'm sure that Noah heard cries of the people, begging to be let into the ark.  But he couldn't let them in.  The flood was God's punishment on their sin.  This was the dark side of God in action, the parent side of God who punishes wayward children.


The old must have died first.  Then the children.  The sea became their graves.  The sounds of bleating sheep, screeching donkeys, gasping lions was everywhere.  We need to know that the story of Noah and the Ark isn't a happy one.  Everything was dying!  Only the strong survived, hanging on to logs with wrinkled fingers, soaked to the bone.  After 40 days the life-taking rain stopped.  But the water remained.  Everywhere.  150 days of it.  There was nowhere to rest your feet.  Even birds got tired of flying, then tired of floating on the water, and just rolled over.  Exhausted.  Starved.


In the end, everyone died.  All was still and silent.  There was no movement.  There was no green.  There was no life on earth.  Such is the power of God's judgment on sin.  This is not a happy story.


But.  There was a boat.  Floating aimlessly on the water.  But floating.  With food, and warm hay and fresh water on board.  The  hope of our world.


Eventually, the waters went down.  After a long time, the ark settled on dry ground.  And, eventually, Noah and his family, and all life onboard, stepped out.  Did they do a dance?  Did they let out a "Whooo hooo"?  I don't think so.  For they must have remembered the cries of the people, begging to be let in.


Instead, the very first thing that Noah and his family did was . . . to give God thanks.  Look now at chapter 8, verse 18.


Read 8:18-21


And he never has.  The very first thing that Noah did when his feet hit dry ground was . . . worship.  He thanked God.


How great it is whenever we have prayer requests lifted up in worship, and we pray for specific needs.  But do you know what's even greater?  What's even greater is when those prayer requests are answered, and the person comes back here to give God thanks in worship, like Noah.  And maybe that person makes worship a regular part of their lives now - not just coming to church when they have a need, but coming to church all of the time, to worship God!  That's what's really great.


Now, do you know how the story of Noah ends?  You may know that it doesn't end very happy either.  For, although Noah was a "righteous man, blameless among the people of his time," back in chapter 6,

by chapter 9 he's a changed man.  The whole ordeal had an effect on him.  Did he still hear the cries of the people, banging on the ark?  We don't know.  But, for whatever reason, the story of Noah ends with Noah doing some pretty embarrassing things. We're at chapter 9, verse 18.


Read 9:18-21


"Uncovered inside his tent" means that Noah was so drunk, before he laid down in his tent, he took off all of his clothes - something that was extremely shameful for a Jew.  It'd be like one of us getting so drunk we came to church without a stitch of clothing on, or went to the Millcreek Mall in the buff.  Noah's sons realize the shame of what Noah's done, and cover up their father's nakedness with a cloth.  But it's too late.  The deed is done.  The story of Noah ends with Noah lying naked and drunk in his tent.


I'm glad.  Sounds weird, I know.  But I'm glad it ends that way.  Up to this point I couldn't relate to Noah very much.  He was so perfect, so righteous.  But now he's one of us.  Now he's a real-life mixture of good and evil, righteousness and sin.  


And here's the difference.  Now God can handle it.  God doesn't go ballistic on Noah.  Is it theologically okay to say what I'm about to say -  God has learned to be patient with human sin.  He promises to never destroy the earth again because he has learned - people will always be a mixture of good and evil.  Instead, God will deal with our sin in the next world, in the spirit world, where our souls go when we die.  Heaven and Hell are real places.  They are where God deals with sin once and for all.


And, because of that, we need a Savior - someone to rescue us from ourselves, to wash our sins away before we leave this world, like God tried to wash sins away with the flood.


Enter Jesus.  Jesus died on the cross to save us.  He is our ark today, saving us from God's punishment, by taking that punishment upon himself.  


There is an old, old, story about the day when Jesus descended to the dead.  You know that Jesus did that, right?  In the time between Good Friday and Easter Sunday, the time between when his body laid in the tomb and when his body was resurrected, the Bible tells us that Jesus went to Sheol, that dark shadowy place where all spirits went when they died, and he offered them all salvation through his blood.  


And as he was preaching, (the legend goes), an old man walked up to Jesus, with a large board in his arms.  It was Noah, and he had a beam from the ark with him.  


"Jesus," he said, "I don't deserve the heaven that you are describing to us.  It's true about the ark.  All of it.  I did that for the Lord.  But it's also true about the wine, and the nakedness, and the drunkenness.  I did that too.  I am still so ashamed.  Leave me here in the darkness, and take the others with you to heaven."


Jesus, it is said, took the beam from Noah's hands.  He put his own hand up against it, (like it was the cross beam of his cross), revealing the hole in his hand, left there by the spike of the Roman soldiers.


And he said, "Noah, I am the new ark.  Everyone, the whole world, who comes to me will be saved - not just for years, but forever.  For I have paid the price for all the sins of the world.  Even yours."


Do you know Jesus in this way?  The first ark only saved some people, and only for the duration of their earthly lives.  Jesus, our new ark, offers his life for the whole world.  And his salvation is eternal.  It waits for all who believe he died in their place, as the ultimate punishment for their sins.


I invite you to believe in Jesus today.  You can do it now, right where you are, by putting your trust in him, and inviting him to live in your heart.


Will you pray with me?


[Hymn:  "I Have Decided To Follow Jesus"]

