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Heroes of Faith - Sermon Series Summer 2011

Genesis 6:9-22 and Hebrews 11:1-7 - Noah

Sunday 1st May 2011 11.15am St Peter’s Yateley

I wonder who our heroes are?

I suspect this morning for a few starry eyed children,
probably a certain Prince and Duchess are fairly high up their
list of heroes.

When I was young, someone I suppose I might have regarded
as a hero was another Royal - Princess Anne: not though
because of her royalty, but for the Olympic equestrian skills
that she has now handed down to her daughter, who will of
course be at the centre of the next Royal Wedding!

These days, it’s very easy to be my hero. All you have to do is
to make me a cup of tea!

Today we are starting a summer sermon series - well summer
seems to have come early this year, so we might as well make
the most of it! We will be largely focusing on the Old
Testament and specifically some of the heroes mentioned in
the passage from Hebrews that we heard the beginning of
today - plus a few others.

As the writer of the Hebrews says: these men, and women,
were commended by the Jews for their confidence in a God
they could not see. In that sense it was somewhat of a blind
faith.
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And yet, it wasn’t. We are told that “Noah walked faithfully
with God”. There was a special bond between, that overcame
the need for Noah to see God - he had the assurance of faith
in the presence of a God he could not see, but who he knew
guided his actions and direction.

Rabbinic tradition noted that whilst Noah walked  God,
Abraham, we are told in Gen17 was instructed by God to walk

him. The rabbis taught that to walk  someone is
the position a child takes, to walk  them signifies a
level of independence that is allowed or forced onto older
people.

And yet, I don’t think that to have a faith that means we
experience God walking alongside us, is to be played down as a
sign of immaturity. There are times that we need God to hold
our hand through some specific task or difficulty which is
causing us to suffer or worry. There are other times when
the importance of some task we are given by God is so great,
that he wants to be close enough to us, to ensure the success
of the venture; it might be for the brief moment of a
conversation or prayer, or we sense it for longer.  There is
also something exciting about the eagerness of a child who
rather than being forced to move forward, grabs the hand of
God and pulls towards some distant excitement they can’t
fully understand.
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On a baptism visit this week, I met a child like that. Aged
seven, she has been pestering her parents for nearly a year to
get baptised. Why? Because (and I quote) she “wants God to
be a bigger part of her life”! With an excellent memory for all
she has been taught in school and at our TrackX club, she is
definitely someone who senses that she is both with God and
eager to understand more of him.

Hers is the confidence of the young. There is a healthy
innocence in her approach to our Lord in heaven, a simple
faith that God exists as part of her life. It is the sort of
faith written of in Hebrews, as an ideal for us all:
 “Anyone who wants to approach God must believe both
 that he exists, and that he cares enough to respond to
 those who seek him.” (MSG Heb11v6)

But it is a faith that exists in a world of violence and
corruption. It might not be particularly visible to a seven year
old living in Yateley, but just half an hour in front of the news
is enough to highlight for many of us that nothing in the world
has changed. There might be the occasional good news story,
like a wedding, or perhaps more importantly an outbreak of
peace among Palestinians, but if we listen carefully to the
language of politics, or watch the images of violent
oppression, then we have to acknowledge that on a world
scale, the sins of violence and corruption once again dominate
the landscape.
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That’s what make the grace of God’s covenant love so special.
It’s why Noah stood out in his relationship with God, as being
significantly different. That’s why, when everything else in
the world was only worth scrapping and starting again, it was
Noah with whom God chose to make a covenant. It was not a
covenant of forgiveness, but this was the very first offering
of God’s love to the world through a single man, designed to
enable a fresh start for the world. It was unwarranted - a
gift that life giving; a gift that through his grace gave
humanity a continued position of authority and responsibility
for God’s creation.

In Minstead (New Forest) last week, early in the morning
before their celebration of Easter, my father quietly went
into church and draped a rainbow cloth around the cross
which we had rigged for Good Friday. I gather it rather
startled some people when they arrived for service (as it was
meant to do!)

We are an Easter people, faithful to the new covenant of
God’s ultimate grace, revealed to us through Christ’s
crucifixion and resurrection. Jesus died because he was able
as God’s Son to take on himself the sins of all people, for all
time. His resurrection was an even greater fresh start, a new
beginning for everyone, making possible a more intimate
relationship with God.
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Though the symbol of God’s covenant with Noah was a rainbow
not a cross, it is a very appropriate story and symbol for
Eastertide. God’s covenant with Noah was different to the
one offered by the cross. The rainbow was to be a symbol of
God’s covenant with “all living creatures of every kind upon
the earth” (Gen9:16), that he would not again destroy them.
That was the burden that God willingly accepted after the
flood, as his portion of the mutual obligations of covenant.

But Noah, didn’t have to die in a public execution to enable
creations’ relationship with God to continue. But neither did
God just miraculously snap his fingers and drop Noah and his
family, plus a few thousand animals and plants into a mighty
ocean going vessel, only slightly smaller than our much missed
Ark Royal. It wouldn’t have made Noah a hero of faith if God
had done that.

Heroes are only really heroes, because of what they .
Covenants are only covenants, where the imposition and
acceptance of obligations are exchanged, one for another.
Noah’s share of the covenant responsibility is what makes him
a hero of faith. Without his faith in the God he walked with,
Noah would not have been offered the opportunity to receive
God’s grace on creation’s behalf. But that opportunity came at
the cost of obedience, plain simple hard work and probably
far less simply, precision engineering!
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My son, has a hero of his own. Someone whose television
programmes he will watch endless repeats of, whose books he
avidly re-reads. Ray Mears is now something of a household
name not just for his woodcraft and expedition skills, but for
his ability to rekindle interest in half-forgotten crafts and
hobbies and the lives of explorers who were often obedient to
their sponsors, despite the constraints of the natural
elements.

As my son has whittled his way through a winter of simple
spoon making (encouraged by our very own timber specialist
:-) he has discovered two things: instructions are there for a
reason, and obedience to those instructions is hard, but
rewarding work. He has discovered in a simple way that Ray
Mears, his ‘hero’, has only done what he shows in his books and
programmes, through obedience to the instructions or
example of others! And that’s far more difficult than it looks.

God could have protected Noah from both the violence and
corruption of the world he lived in, and the destructive power
of the waters designed to obliterate that sinful society,
without putting Noah to any effort at all. But that would not
have highlighted or strengthened Noah’s faith and set his
obedience as an example to us all.
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The oral story traditions of which Genesis is made up,
remember the reason for the destructive force of the flood -
the corruption of all that lived upon the earth. Despite the
traditions of our own children’s story books, these Jewish
texts do not record the ridicule that we might assume
accompanied Noah’s attention to God’s precise instructions. It
was the specifics that seem to have been important, the
detail which highlights Noah’s faith-full obedience.

And for what? If God had only wanted to preserve Noah from
the flood, then the ark, would have been on a smaller scale.
But of course, we recognise that it was through Noah’s faith
and obedient craftsmanship that God’s grace was made
available to Noah’s family, and all the animals and food
sources, so that all of creation could be renewed. Noah’s
share of the covenant responsibility, was to be employed in
the means of making that renewal possible, so that through
his faith and obedience, the world was given a new future,
new life, and a new hope.

The renewal of God’s covenant with his people didn’t stop
when the flood dried up, and the renewed and fertile land was
revealed under a rainbow. Abraham, Moses and others were to
form part of the constant need for God’s people to be
rescued and renewed in their relationship with God. Jesus had
to complete the job - because God was, if you like, fed up with
repeating himself.



www.ramtopsrac.wordpress.com           May 2011

But Jesus’ sacrifice of faith and obedience to the
responsibilities of the new covenant he inaugurated, also came
with responsibilities which  have inherited. Our
responsibilities start with our faith in, and obedience to,
Jesus - that is our calling - as individuals and as a church.

Are we ready to be heroes for Jesus?
Are we ready to build an ark?

Someone like Colin might be equipped with the skills to build a
large wooden sailing boat, but I know I’m not. Fortunately,
God’s not asking us for that - but he is asking us to do
something equally heroic. Our responsibility is also to build
something that will take time, trouble, precision, obedience
and faith.

Our church, needs to become an ark. Something that is built
to God’s precise instructions by people who despite the sin of
the world around us, are willing to walk with God, eagerly
putting our hand in the hand of Jesus, and being
enthusiastically obedient to what he tells us to do.

As the people of the new covenant we need to build ourselves
into a place of safety, of sanctuary. It won’t necessarily be a
place where traditions are preserved, but it should be a place
where people can be offered safety, and from which they can
be released into the world, to undertake their share in that
covenant work, either here, or elsewhere.
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It us up to us to take our share of the responsibility - Jesus
has already done his bit, on the cross. I happen to believe
that through the last two years, we’ve received, at least in
part, our instructions. Our work on discerning the specific
ways we are to behave as members of St. Peter’s, what we
called our values, has been part of that process of listening
for God’s instructions. Some of that work in fact centred on
the idea of offering ourselves, through our worship, welcome,
and service to others, as a place of safety.

It is quite likely, that there will be more instructions, more
precise details. To hear them we will need to continue to
strive to walk God. Our new Vicar Andy, will share in the
listening and discerning with us. I’m sure his desire is to help
us in our walk of faith with God. But he won’t build the church
for us. That’s our responsibility.

Like Noah and through Jesus sacrifice, we must accept the
obligations of God’s resurrection covenant with the world for
the benefit of others. As a family of believers we must con-
tinue seek to be obedient to God’s instructions, but in doing
so we have the assurance of faith that he will walk with us
every step of the way.
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