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The Flood
Kevyn Harris                                                                                         16th May 2010
Genesis 7: 11 – 8: 2
Readings:

Habakkuk 1: 1 – 11

Romans 1: 18 - 32

I don’t want to shatter any fondly held Sunday School memories but the story of the Flood is not for children.
This picture says it better.  Two adults are trying to place their infant on the only rock in a vast waste land of water.  It already holds children.  And not only children but a very large tiger and her cubs.  You can do the numbers, as we say.  The outcome is clear and the hope of the parents is an exercise in despair.  It is a very disturbing image.  But it carries the reality.
The flood was total and it meant the end of everything that lived on the land.  It meant the drowning of children and small dogs.  It meant the devastation of homes and the obliteration of communities and cultures. 

It was a return to the waters of chaos that existed before God brought order to his world. 
In the beginning the Lord separated the waters – the waters above from the waters below - and thereby brought order to the world.  The judgement of the flood is the removal of those boundaries.  It rained from above and the fountains of the deep gushed from below.  The waters above and below meet and returned the world to the wasteland and a state of chaos as it was in Genesis 1: 2. 

This is the very picture of what judgement means when it comes. 
Judgement is God letting go, no longer holding back the powers that are always threaten our peace and lives.  Judgement is God pulling back from us as Romans 1:24 says.  “Therefore God gave them over...”.  Again in verse 26 – “Because of this, God gave them over...”

Consider as well the reading from Habakkuk:  God’s judgement on the evil among his people was to give them up to a greater violence and evil.  He withdrew his arm of protection and allowed the Babylonian empire to invade and succeed against his own people.  And this is how all God’s judgment work – he withdraws and no longer stands against the full consequences of our actions.  He lets the chickens home to roost.
And what is it we see in our own society?  Perhaps we shake our heads and say this sort of living and thinking will bring God’s judgement.  But it is the judgement.  Perhaps God has given us over to the evil desires of our heart and we find ourselves wallowing in the mud of the pig pen scrambling for whatever poor pickings we can.

And these destructive powers are already present, whether it is water, atoms, bacteria, or genetics.  Even poisons are distilled from the gifts of creation.  
What holds them back is the grace of God.  If judgement is their release, grace is what holds them back. 
You see, whether we are believer or unbeliever, we really only exist by the grace of God.  The difference is that the believer takes this grace seriously and relies upon it.  The unbeliever has not yet realised how life works; not yet learnt to move with that current, instead of against it.   It is the grace of God which restrains the chaos which otherwise would overwhelm us, whether it is the waters above and below, the greed and ambition of individuals, the ambition of nations, or the power of the atom.  
So turning our back on grace is what releases judgement.  And the rejection of grace follows a path that always begins with the invitation to “be like God”.  Rejecting grace means ignoring the limitations that love gives us.  We follow another path leading away from the Father’s House as the Prodigal did.  But in rejecting those limits and that grace a person crosses the line and reaps the judgement of death because Death marks the line no one can cross.  Death finally breaks through our denial and delusions and tells us we are human after all and not God.   
Now here is the thing: the release of judgement doesn’t call for any great evil, only the rejection of grace.  It doesn’t need people to be unbelievers, hardened atheists, or even antichristian.  These are all very small potatoes indeed.  All it needs is for us to turn our backs on grace and trusting in something else.  And it doesn’t really matter what the “something else” is.  It only needs to be something other than a trust in a God who cares for his children and provides what they really need.  Losing sight of that truth and trusting in something other than grace can take many forms.  It can appear as a piece of fruit as it did in the garden.  It can over confidence in economic solutions, or military power, or advanced technologies.  It can be the belief we can free people through the welfare state.  Whatever it is, we open the door to destruction when we decide we no longer need this grace. 
And then judgement comes in the shape of the state or the free market– communism and capitalism each have their bitter children.  Judgement comes in the treadmill of the Arms race.  And what judgement may be released when we open the bottle and release the genies of genetics and biological agents?  The welfare state becomes welfarism and leads to social catastrophe.  
And it would be wrong to think this judgement cannot reach us and the Church is exempt.  Judgement starts in the House of God. We also can turn our backs on grace.  We can be become all about the “business of the church”.  We can give in to consumer spirituality. We can make our anxieties and fears, our so-called “needs” the objects of worship, allowing our descent into superficiality and self indulgence and when we refuse to see our neighbour in need; then we too are playing fast and loose with grace. 

And this is the human story.  Garden to Flood is the repeated pattern of human history.  Over and over again we have trusted in our own power and wisdom.  Our presumption and confidence increases and gathers momentum until it gets out of our control.  We sow to the wind and find ourselves reaping the whirlwind.  
And now do you see why the Flood is more than a Sunday School story? 
But we should not stop here because the flood is only a dark back drop to the real story.  Getting more water than Northland needs is not the real story.  Nor is it about large wooden boats or the number or type of animals collected.  People love to focus on these things but still not hear the one thing we are meant to hear.  The real story of the flood is summed up in just three words: God remembered Noah.  

The flood itself was not news to the first readers and hearers of Scripture.  It appears in many ancient cultures.  There is nothing special about it from that point of view except for this: no other flood story other than the Biblical account has the meaning of these words.  The story is not about a great disaster or being destroyed in seconds.  Its purpose is to tell us about God.  
It tells us he is the Lord of new beginnings.  His mercies are new every morning.  Our failures are not going to be the final word ever!  Even in Revelation, at the end of all things, there is a new heaven and new earth.  He says to you and me, when we have come to the end of ourselves “let there be”.  Let there be a new person, a new hope, and a new life.  Let this person stand on the solid rock and no longer drown in shame and doubt. 
This is what faith is.  Faith is learning to see that this is really true.  And it is still true even in the midst of chaos when everything lies around us broken and beyond repair.  
The person of faith can see what Noah could see in his situation.  A person of faith can see a hand at work judging but at the same time redeeming.  Faith sees more than the horrible caricature of a broken man on a cross; it sees also the glory of God and salvation:  more than an end but a new beginning; more than the death of a dream but the possibility and assurance of hope.  When you cannot see that hand your troubles have no meaning.  You risk becoming lost and submerged by the waves.  You cannot understand the presence of the Lord who is Lord, even of the waves and the chaos of life.  

Noah trusted God and God remembered Noah.

But why would God have to remember Noah?  Was God too busy?  Did he have a lot on his plate?  Well no.  That’s not what the Bible is saying.  When God remembers someone it’s not because he ever forgot them.  Instead it’s a flag going up that means he is about to do something good for them.  Isn’t that a fantastic thought?  That God never remembers us so that he can punish us.  He only remembers us to bless us.  He never remembers us for any other reason than to do us good. 
And he remembers those that trust him.  

So finally, where was Noah’s hope in all this? Where was his confidence placed?
If we found ourselves on the ocean wave and no land in sight our first thoughts might go toward the viability of our boat. We might find ourselves thinking hard about its construction and integrity.  Is it going to hold up long enough to get us to land?  
But that isn’t where Noah focused his hope and confidence. 
His hope was not in the Ark but in the one who commanded he build the Ark.  Noah’s hope was in the Lord.
Where does our final hope rest?  What will survive that final deluge at the end of our lives? There is no controlling death when it comes anymore than anyone or all together could have held back the flood.  

So what will survive death?  Where is our hope founded? 

Ask some people that question and their answers suggests they trust in some sort of life after death.  But dig further and you’ll find their hope is not in God but in what might be called the “immortality of the soul”.  They believe, in other words, that some inner part of them will survive and carry them across the flood tide of death.  
But wouldn’t that be like Noah trusting in the Ark, believing in its buoyancy and indestructibility, instead of trusting in the one who had promised to bring him safely to a new beginning? 

Faith in an existence after death based upon then belief that there is firstly such a thing as soul and secondly that it has its own existence independent of God is not faith at all.  At best it is a highly questionable assumption.  It has no Biblical authority.  It could be easily made by a complete heathen and any atheist. It is not a sign of spirituality.  It is only an insane trust in the Ark of the soul without any thought of him that sheltered the Ark and cared for all aboard. 
Our real immortality rests in the same place Noah’s confidence did.  
Once God has spoken to a man or woman he never forgets them or stops working with them.  He never ceases dealing with the person who has been touched by his Spirit.  He keeps faith with them as he did with Noah and not even death, flood, chaos, and none of the powers whether they are atomic, genetic, chemical, or biological - can come between them and God. 

Our real immortality and hope is only in the faithfulness of God.  He alone is the Lord of new beginnings.  And Faith is living in agreement with this truth.
Noah was a man of faith because he heard God and built the Ark not even knowing what a flood was and then, tossed to and fro on the stormy waters, trusting the Lord for a new life and new world because the old ones were dead.    And while Noah could not see God, he knew God could see him.

I have forgotten where I came across this story.  It is of a family woken one night to find their home on fire.  The parents very quickly gathered their children and exited by the front door but the youngest child, a boy of 4, was so terrified and confused he rushed upstairs.  By now his parents were outside and could see him through the smoke in his bedroom window and hear his cries for help.  His father knew he could not get to him and so he called up to his son to jump.  “I can’t Dad” cried the boy.  “I can’t see where you are”.  “No son, but you can jump.  You can’t see where I am but I can see where you are”. 

We cannot see where he is in the midst of our trouble and questions.  But faith knows and trusts that he can see where we are.  And it is has confidence that our present troubles are perhaps the end of our self confidence and belief in our ability to effect everything in our world.  But it is not the final word.  Even the disaster of rebellion and judgement cannot change the final triumph.  
The Lord did not create his world without a purpose.  The Christian view of history is a road toward somewhere and something.  There is a goal.  And that journey’s end and that goal will be reached with us and in spite of us.   What good work the Lord has begun he will finish at the time of his appearing. 
