
A promising new start
Genesis 8:13-9:17

When everything goes completely wrong and turns to chaos, there is a point 
when the chaos settles where you can think about starting again.

We know it in our work: those times we’ve been working on something, but 
we’ve realised we’ve broken it or lost it or got it wrong from the start.  There is 
the option to start again.  Will it be any different the next time?  That depends 
on the commitment of the worker to start again and work until completion.

More significantly, we know it in our relationships: those times where two 
people, or a community of people, get into such deep waters in their 
relationship to  one another that it turns to chaos.  There is the option for them 
to start again together.  Will it be any different next time?  That depends on 
the commitment of the people in that relationship to start again and keep 
going with one another.

After the devastating flood in Genesis 6-7, Genesis 8-9 tells us about a new 
start.  In fact, it narrates a re-creation to  us.  In Genesis 1:1-2, the story of 
everything began with a watery chaos.

Then, throughout Genesis 1, God called forth dry land to emerge from the 
waters, bringing shape and order and colour to His creation.  And He called 
forth animals of every kind, and most significantly, human beings, male and 
female, made in His image, to be in relationship with Him.

Here in Genesis 8:13-19, we see the same themes played out.  Out of the 
watery chaos, God brings forth dry land.  And He calls forth animals of every 
kind, and human beings, to come and fill the Earth once more.  Just as in the 
beginning, Adam walked with God and took Him at His word, acting out of 
trust in God’s lead; so now Noah walked with God and took Him at His word, 
acting out of trust in God’s lead.

Then we see Genesis 2 replayed in this new creation scene.  In Genesis 2, 
God provided to human beings their blessing and purpose - land and fertility.  
Labour and family.  Work and relationships.  Two core things about being 
human; two core things about being ‘in the image of God.’

Human beings were created to work this world, to be the stewards in charge 
of looking after it and causing it to flourish in care and creativity; and from this 
we would gain our provisions.  And human beings were created to be in 
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relationship - with one another, in marriages and friendships, families and 
groups - and ultimately, with the God whose image we are in.  We were 
created with a relational order of putting God first, then others, and ourselves 
last.

Both work and relationships were distorted by the Fall as we saw in Genesis 
3.  Human sin has warped both of these core things about being human, and 
both our work and our relationships have existed under a frustrated curse on 
account of it.  Here in Genesis 9:5-6, God affirms again that we are made in 
the image of God; and across 8:21-9:7, He tells human beings at this new 
beginning that these two core human purposes of work and relationships will 
be restored to them.

8:21-22 speak of an assured cycle of seasons for human beings to perform 
their productive work, and 9:2-4 speak of provisions for the food for our table 
that comes from our work.  The world will function in this way with human 
beings stewarding it under God’s blessing.

We still don’t get it right, of course.  Our work is still warped.  Still, millions of 
people go hungry though they’re breaking their backs; and other millions 
grow fat without lifting their fingers.  But how many times have you heard it 
reported, ‘there is enough food in the world to feed everyone’?

The world works.  God has created, and re-created it, to do so.  And this part 
of the passage assures us that the world will continue to exist in such a way 
as that humans are able to work to be a suitable blessing and to be suitably 
blessed.  The unjust imbalance that we see around us is a reflection of 8:21, 
where God says that He’ll keep the world functioning, although humans 
continue to be evil.

Then, there’s relationships.  Twice - in 9:1 and 9:7 - God tells Noah and his 
sons to ‘be fruitful and increase in number to  fill the Earth.’  This is not just a 
permission to them; it’s an instruction.  Human beings are to continue to live 
and reproduce and flourish in families and communities and nations.  
Genesis 10 tells us something of how that was to develop.  God wants His 
creation garden to be filled with and managed by human beings.

We can’t all physically ‘be fruitful and multiply,’ for a variety of reasons 
depending on our different circumstances.  But we can all be part of that call 
to contribute to the flourishing and increase of human communities.  Even 
within our church family, we experience that wonderful African proverb that ‘it 
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takes a whole village to raise a child.’  Our children are benefitting from 
growing up with all of you, in the various ways you bless them.

Everything that we do for one another to foster the growth of our families and 
communities; all the ways that we teach and train and provide for one 
another; all the ways we protect and nurture the relationships that are vital to 
our lives...

...All the ways that we strive to follow a seemingly instinctive goal that human 
beings have to  make society better for the generations to follow: all of that - 
along with men and women marrying and having children - is part of ‘being 
fruitful and increasing upon the Earth.’

Question - How are you helping to increase responsible human stewards of 
God’s Earth?

So if this is a re-creation, it’s a new start.  And if it’s a new start, then we need 
to go back to that question we asked at the start - how do we know it will be 
any different next time?   I began by saying that the new start requires 
commitment.  And that’s exactly what we see from God in Genesis 9:8-17.  
What is different about this re-creation, this starting again, is that it is founded 
on God’s promise.

The first creation, and everything that followed about life in the world in 
Genesis 1-6, was not founded on a promise.  God made the world and He 
made us, with power and love, in beauty and abundance.  He called for trust 
and outlined the consequences for what would happen when we broke faith 
with Him.

We’ve seen cycles of God warning humans against sin, then holding them 
accountable for it, then punishing them for it, then showing them a protective 
grace.  And we’ve seen the waves of sin grow wider and deeper, permeating 
everything about ourselves and our world.

We’ve seen God patiently holding back His anger over that for generations 
and centuries before finally bringing His destructive justice upon a violent a 
corrupt humanity.  But nowhere did we see God make a promise to this world, 
or to the human beings within it, that the wonderful, precious gift of life He 
had given us, would not be taken away when we warped it all.

But now, in the re-creation after the flood, God makes a promise.  And it will 
change everything about how He relates to this world, and to us.  The 
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promise He makes is a ‘covenant.’  It’s as firm and solemn a promise as can 
be made.  And God uses the word eight times in the ten verses between 9:8 
and 9:17.

The modern equivalent of an ancient covenant would be a legal, binding 
contract.  It’s an absolutely binding pledge, that cannot be broken without 
very significant consequences.  Here in Genesis 9, God chooses to place 
Himself in a binding, unbreakable pledge.  So let’s look at to whom He makes 
this promise; what the promise is; and what the sign of the promise is.

The other party in this covenant is all life on earth - all human beings, all living 
creatures, all life, the Earth.  That’s repeated in almost every verse between 9 
and 17.  God is making a binding pledge to everyone and everything in this 
whole world.  The scope of this promise is universal.

The promise is never again to wipe out all life with a flood.  It appears in v.11 
and in v.15, and it’s also  back in 8:21 - ‘never again will I destroy all living 
creatures, in the way I have now done.’  It is specifically the destruction of 
everything by flood that God is promising not to undertake again - and that’s 
important because of a conversation I had with Alan Fraser last week

Last week, at the end of the service, I went straight to the door as I usually do 
to say cheerio to the people whose dinner is burning.  There was Alan, 
covering door duty, and rather than idling his time on Angry Birds (which I 
can’t see him doing really), he was reading Zephaniah 1... as you do...

Well, here’s what Alan was reading, from Zephaniah 1:2-3.  ‘“I will sweep 
away everything from the face of the Earth,” declares the Lord.  “I will sweep 
away both men and animals; I will sweep away the birds of the air and the 
fish of the sea.  The wicked will have only heaps of rubble when I cut off man 
from the face of the Earth,” declares the Lord.’

Right... wait a minute, how does that square with God’s promise not to wipe 
out all living things in Genesis 9?!  Well, like I said, it’s important to notice that 
God’s promise to the whole world was that He would never wipe it out with a 
flood again.

This isn’t really to do with pedantics and semantics about what form of final 
destructive punishment God is going to bring, as if at the world’s end we’ll be 
protesting to a God who had His fingers crossed behind His back.  We need 
to see what the ancient Israelite readers would have seen in these passages, 
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so we’re clear about what God has promised to all people in all times and all 
places.

As we’ve seen, Genesis 8-9 is narrating a re-creation.  That’s because, in the 
flood, the world experienced a de-creation - a return to the watery chaos.  It 
was God acting to de-create, dismantle and pack up the whole creation 
project, returning to square one, back to the drawing board.  It was, in Milton 
Jones’ analogy, sweeping away the whole of the chocolate cake that had 
fallen face down in a chicken coop.

When God promises His whole creation that He will not destroy it in a flood 
again, He is promising that He will never again de-create.  He will never again 
sweep it all away.  He is committing to dealing now with His broken world only 
by re-creating, re-deeming, re-leasing, re-newing... to saving as much of the 
chocolate cake as He can.

Zephaniah, as a prophet, was talking about the coming ‘Day of the Lord.’  
Throughout the Old Testament, God revealed that there would come a day of 
final judgement, called the ‘Day of the Lord.’  In the New Testament, we learn 
that that ‘Day of the Lord’ will be the day of Christ’s return to this world - the 
final day of history.

On that ‘Day of the Lord,’ as we looked at last week, there will be an eternal 
destructive punishment that comes to all those still in the power and 
perpetration of sin - and that’s what Zephaniah is talking about.  But until that 
day comes, the entire arena of life - in all ages and all nations, all times and 
places - becomes a place where God will work not to destroy, but to redeem.

Genesis 9 tells us about the first of four covenants which unfold throughout 
Scripture through which God offers a rescue plan.  God’s mission is carried 
out through God’s promises.

This solemn, binding covenant in Genesis 9 indicates that there is something 
that God wants to  do that will matter to the whole world.  He’s holding back 
from destroying the whole world, because He has a rescue plan to  hold out in 
place of that destruction for as long as life in this world endures.

That makes most sense when we read this covenant alongside the other 
three big ones that we find in the Bible.  But for that, you’re going to  need to 
be at your Life Group this week!
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That does not mean to say that God will not punish sin in human history.  
Throughout the Old Testament, we read about God punishing individuals for 
their personal sin; and especially we read of God visiting punishment in the 
here and now upon communities and nations for their corporate sin.

Actually, the New Testament tells us something of that reality too.  But there 
will be no more apocalypse until there are New Heavens and a New Earth for 
those counted as right before God to dwell with Him forever.  

Now, here’s your next question...

Question - When you see a rainbow in the sky, what is it a sign of?

How many cards from Christian bookshops or children’s books have you 
seen with a rainbow on them, that refer to God’s promises?  I’ve seen a fair 
few.  And when there’s a rainbow in the sky, sometimes that makes people 
say, ‘Oh look!  A rainbow!  That reminds us that...’

...And then, I think frankly people make up their own ending to  that, without 
paying any attention to what God said it meant in Genesis 9.

‘It reminds us that God loves us.’  Well, yes He does, but is that what Genesis 
9 says is the point of the rainbow?  ‘Erm, it reminds us that God keeps His 
promises.’  Well, yes He does.  Which promises are they, then?  ‘Erm... don’t 
know.’

In vv.12-17, God describes the rainbow as a sign of the covenant - the 
binding agreement between Himself and all life.  It’s not that God invented the 
rainbow at this moment, as if it doesn’t occur for scientifically describable 
reasons when light and moisture combine.  It’s that God chooses something 
that already exists as a sign of covenant commitment.

When people get married, they put rings on one another’s fingers as a sign of 
the covenant between them.  They don’t invent the rings, and of course other 
people wear rings too for other reasons.  The point is, for these people, they 
use them as a sign which reminds them of their commitment to one another 
when they look upon them.

God uses the rainbow as a sign, so that when He looks at it as the clouds 
form and threaten rain again, He says He will remember the covenant not to 
rain down a flood to wipe out all life.
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Did you notice that, although this is a covenant, there’s only one party who 
has to fulfill any obligation?  It’s not us - it’s God.  When we see a rainbow, it 
is to be a sign to  us - and to God - that He has committed to a saving project 
in this world.

The Hebrew word for ‘rainbow’ is the same as the word for the weapon.  
There is an image here of God hanging up His bow; no longer to balance 
justice by doing battle with us.  Instead, He will point the bow at Himself.  His 
Son will bear the balancing justice for us.

When we see a rainbow, we remember that God is not itching to draw the 
bow and fire.  Instead, He is longing for the whole world to put their trust in 
Him, in His solution, in His Son.  The rainbow reminds us that God is giving 
this world time and space to accept what God offers us.

So what about that new beginning?  Is it possible for you?  Although you and 
I continue to be sinful human beings, we can start again.  We do it, not by 
trying to  improve ourselves and better our behaviour - but by living under 
God’s promises.  Trusting in them.  Trusting Him.

In your relationship with God: God is the One who makes covenantal, binding 
promises to you.  This one in Genesis 9 lets you know that He wants to make 
the time and space for you to be recreated in this life by Him - to know life to 
the full, now and forever, in Christ alone.  The point of this passage is that re-
created life under God’s promise is totally different to life without God’s 
promise.

In your relationships with other people, when they have turned to chaos and 
are threatened with de-creation - your God invites you to start again, living 
under His promises.  Your new start; your next time; can be different.  That’s 
because people who are conscious of God’s binding, selfless and permanent 
commitment to them are empowered to  live out a selflessly committed new 
start with others, too.

The same old simple three things - reading the Bible, praying to God, 
worshipping Him together as a church family - these are the ways we foster 
our consciousness of God’s promises.  And that, in turn, actually changes our 
behaviour, our relationships, our lives and our world.
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