“Apocalypse” Genesis 6:5-8; 8:15-22

In his stand-up routine, comedian Gary Gulman famously highlights “quinoa”
as a remarkably pretentious word, joking that your nose involuntarily rises
when you say it. He also considers the suffix “-fold” (as in three-fold or seven-
fold) to be among the most pretentious in the English language. If you’ve
never seen Gary Gulman’s routine about how the 50 states got their two letter
abbreviations, you must look it up online because it’s absolutely hilarious.
After my grandchildren, Gary Gulman is one of my top picks on Instagram.
Jayne and I will relax by listening to some of his comedy at the end of a
particularly challenging day. The New York Times said of him, “Gulman’s love
for language and vocabulary is a central pillar of his comedy. He even named
his highly acclaimed one-man theatrical show “Grandiloquent,” a word that
literally means the use of extravagant or inflated language to impress others.

My intent today is not to impress anyone, nor is it to sound pretentious. But
I can firmly say that today’s story from Genesis has a threefold message:

o First, the wickedness of humankind is very great, and the human heart is
full of evil—all the time.

e Second, God’s patience comes to an end, and he wipes from the face of
the earth the human race he created.

e Third, nevertheless, God does not abandon his purpose in creating human
beings. Even in judgment God does not abandon his purpose for creation.
He will accomplish his purpose. As Numbers 14:21 says, “All the earth
shall be filled with the glory of the Lord.” Judgment is real and horrible,
but it does not have the last word. In fact, this story points forward to a

)

once for all remedy for the “great wickedness of the human race.’

Verse 5 sets the stage for this drama that is about to happen. The people in the
biblical story of the flood have gotten to the point where “The LORD saw how
great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that
every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time.”

That means there is nothing to redeem these wretched human beings.
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It may surprise you to find out that the Noah story of popular culture isn’t the
real story. The real story is an Apocalypse. The common definition of the
word Apocalypse refers to a catastrophic event that brings about total
destruction. Thus, the real Noah story has the Lord wiping from the face of the
earth the human race he created. The real Noah story has a drunken Noah,
which I intentionally left out of today’s reading, because it’s not fitting for
children, unless you intend to give them nightmares.

How does God respond to what has transpired? Is he grieved? Is he angry?
Why doesn’t God just destroy everything and everyone? Does God change as
the story progresses? And why does God respond so differently to the depravity
of humans in Genesis 6 than, for instance, in Romans chapter 1 of the New
Testament? And what does the flood story tell us about God?

Well, let’s compare Genesis 6, 7 & 8 to Romans 1:29-31, where Paul says,
“They have become filled with every kind of wickedness, evil, greed and
depravity. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit and malice. They are
gossips, slanderers, God-haters, insolent, arrogant and boastful; they invent
ways of doing evil; they disobey their parents, they have no understanding, no
fidelity, no love, no mercy.” That sounds familiar! And then there is Romans
3:10-12, where Paul quotes Psalm 14 and 53: “There is no one righteous, not
even one, there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have
turned away, they have together become worthless, there is no one who does
good, not even one.” This is what happens when God lets human beings do
whatever they feel like doing! The world goes to hell...

Last week, when we looked at Cain and his story, we were reminded that God
loved Cain, and that love really messes with justice. So even though Cain
deserved death, God preserved his life. Respected Old Testament professor
Walter Brueggemann suggests that there’s a tension between judgment and
mercy in the heart of God that is the key to understanding the Genesis story
of Apocalypse...and...



That God will help us, even after we have made a total mess of things.
Listen to what happens after the flood waters recede in chapter 8: “Then God
said to Noah, ‘Come out of the ark, you and your wife and your sons and their
wives. Bring out every kind of living creature that is with you—the birds, the
animals, and all the creatures that move along the ground—so they can
multiply on the earth and be fruitful and increase in number on it.”” (8:15).
God the Creator of heaven and earth makes a promise with Noah—called a
covenant! A covenant is like a legally binding contract, but it’s more than that.
A covenant is a personal promise made from the heart. Life does not
depend on the whims of a fickle deity. Life depends on the firm promises of
an utterly faithful God. Though life does not finally depend on the choice and
behavior of us sinful human beings, it does depend on the fixed purpose and
unbreakable promise of a holy and just God. Thank God! So life goes on.

The terms of God’s covenant are laid out in chapter 9 and those terms are
remarkable by any accounting. But a key phrase is first mentioned here in
Genesis 8 verse 21 and repeated throughout the covenant agreement: “Never
again...” In 8:21 God makes this bedrock promise which is at the center of
his covenant: “Never again will I curse the ground because of humans, even
though every inclination of the human heart is evil from childhood. And never
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again will I destroy all living creatures, as I have done.’

When I was a kid, God giving his grace to me through Jesus his Son was not
God approving a good kid, but God forgiving a child with a human heart full of
evil. That’s all of us, not just me. Because of what God said to Noah no matter
what we humans do, never again will God respond to the depravity of human
creatures with a world destroying flood. Never again will the cycle of nature be
so cataclysmically interrupted as verse 22 assures us. Never again will the
floodwaters of an Apocalypse destroy all life on this planet.

As history demonstrates, this doesn’t mean floods will never happen again.
They are as much a part of human existence as their dry counterpart, droughts.
Floods will happen and, tragically, people will lose their lives, but life will go
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on through floods and droughts. God has promised it. But as subsequent
Scriptures reveal, this promise does not mean God will never again judge the
human race. As the next chapters of Genesis reveal, God’s effort to wash the
earth clean of sin did not work. Indeed, sin immediately surfaces in Noah
himself and his family. God will not and cannot let sin run wild and ruin his
creation completely. God’s judgment will fall on this sinful world—again.

But never again will it take the form of a universal flood, rather it will take
the form of a universal fire that will completely cleanse the world of all sin.
The 2™ letter of Peter puts it this way: “You ought to live holy and godly lives
as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. That day will
bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire and the elements will melt in
the heat. But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new
heaven and a new earth, where righteousness dwells” (3:11-13).

God will keep his promise of continued life, even after the fire at the end of the
earth. In the meantime, life on earth is assured by his promise given to Noah.
It’s unconditional and eternal. The alternative to Chaos therefore 1s Covenant,
no matter what we humans do. God assures us of this with a rainbow. It is the
sign of his covenant with all creation. All ancient Covenants were sealed with
some sort of visible sign—a reminder to both parties that the promises of the
Covenant are sure. Sometimes the sign was a stone. Other times, it was a
circumcision, as we will see in Genesis 17. Here, the sign is a rainbow. As
usual, God chose some aspect of creation, some natural phenomenon, to point
to the certainty of his promise. Surely there were rainbows before this
covenant, but God chose this spectacular refraction of light after a storm to
attest to the steadfastness of his Covenant with Noabh.

The great flood must have been terrible for Noah. First, he had to build the
ark far from any known body of water. His friends and neighbors thought he
was out of his mind! He had to endure their taunts as he sweated in the sun,
carrying out God’s instructions to build the world’s largest boat. But then the
rain came. Noah loaded his family and all the animals onto the ark. “Then the

4



Lord shut him in”" (7:16). As the waters began to rise, neighbors who had
once taunted Noah now began to pound on the locked door, pleading for
entry to the ark. At first, Noah must have thought, “Serves them right!” but
their cries must have also melted his heart. Still, he could not open the door.
Gradually, he heard fewer and fewer voices—until finally there was only
silence—and the rain. How terrible to know that you and your family are
now alone in the world. That must have been terrible for Noah.

We all know that life isn’t easy. In the 70’s when Pepper Rodgers was
coaching football at UCLA, the team had a terrible season. They lost game
after game. Rodgers felt the fans’ disapproval with every loss. It even affected
his home life. He said: “My dog was my only friend. I told my wife that a man
needs at least two friends—so she bought me another dog.”

Most of us have had times like that, when we wonder where God is, when we
wonder if God cares. I’ve read about Saint Theresa, a faithful Christian
woman of the sixteenth century. On one of her journeys, she found herself in
the middle of nowhere, pelted by rain and stuck in the mud. Finally, in her
frustration, she cries out to God: “God, if this is the way you treat your friends,
no wonder you don’t have many!” When we find ourselves in the midst of
the storm, let’s look toward the light—wait for the coming rainbow.
Christian friends, look for the evidence of God’s love and grace given to us.

Even if it sounds pretentious, there is a “threefold” message in the story of
the great flood: First, the human heart is full of evil, Second, God’s patience
does have a limit, and Third, God will not abandon his purpose in creating us
human beings. I believe this story points forward to a “once for all” remedy for
the “great wickedness of the human race” and that God’s promise remains.

Once the Apocalypse is over, in v. 22 the Lord says, “As long as the earth
endures, seedtime and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and
night will never cease.” God promises to never again bring a flood that
destroys all human beings. And God agrees that the seasons of life will never
cease. May God continue to pursue us all with his grace! Amen.
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