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I. Intro.   

A. It’s 6:45 in the evening & you just sat down after supper 

1. The phone rings and you look at the receiver … Caller ID tells 
you it’s an out of state number you don’t recognize … you wonder to 
yourself, “Is this a telemarketer?” 

2. Without much energy, you respond with a cautious “Hello”.  
Immediately you’re accosted by a voice exuding ten times more 
enthusiasm than you can muster at the moment 

a) “Is this Mr. Armstritz? My name is Jordan from Paradise 

Enterprises! Good evening, sir how are you?”  (It’s a dead giveaway when 

they butcher your last name …) 

b) You manage to squeeze in a noncommittal “Fine” before Jordan is 

off to the races. He asks if you have much snow on this cold February day 

and suggests how great it would be to get away to south Florida right now, 

don’t you think? 

c) Before you have a chance to disagree with him or cut him off, he 

inquires, “Mr. Armstritz, I’d like to offer you an all-expenses paid 

weekend getaway to a 5-star beachside hotel in Ft. Lauderdale.  Are you 

interested?” 

3. Whether or not you say it out loud, you’re probably thinking to 
yourself, “What’s the catch? What do I have to do?” After all, nobody 
gives away something for nothing, right? Didn’t your parents tell you, 
“If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is …”? 

B. In our Scripture today, one of the key words is “covenant”.  

1. When I say the word “covenant” what other word or synonym 
comes to mind for you?   

a) “Treaty”?  “Contract”?    

b) For me, what comes to mind is a binding agreement between two 

parties, where each agrees to do certain things in exchange for other things  

2. When we say, “You scratch my back, I’ll scratch yours” we’re 
talking about a covenant or contract … It may be formally on paper, 
or simply an unspoken common understanding 

II. Where does this notion of “covenant” come from?  What 
influences us to instantly ask, “What’s the catch?”  

A. For most of us gathered for Xian worship this morning, this 
quid pro quo concept comes to us from 2 places: 

1. 1st of all, we get it from just looking around every day … 
covenants & contracts are so common in the world of business, 
housing, & jobs that we take them for granted … 
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a) If you rent an apartment, you sign a rental agreement … if you 

borrow money for a house or a car, you sign multiple promissory 

agreements 

b) When school kids go on field trips or join a private organization or 

a sports team, the parents sign agreements giving permission for costs and 

transportation … agreements not to hold the leaders legally responsible 

c) Employers prepare job contracts or Memos of Understanding with 

new employees … we have them here at the church 

d) Every time you download a new phone app or install new software 

on your computer an End User Agreement pops up … you know:  those 30 

pages of fine print where your choice is to agree to all of it, or else you 

can’t use the software. 

2. Now for people who’ve grown up in churches, quid pro quo 
contracts are not just the expected way of the world, they are also 
commonly found in the Bible, which is the 2nd big influence on how 
we understand the word “covenant” 

a) Even though we see binding mutual agreements all around us, this 

concept has been around since long before computer software ... and long 

before the time of Jesus himself. 

b) The Bible has lots of covenant stories that make demands & 

expectations on people, where there are consequences for failure to fulfill 

the covenant 

c) The most common references to covenant in the Bible are referring 

to the covenant made at Mt. Sinai, when Moses was the intermediary 

between God and the Israelites  

(1) This was a two-way covenant with clear stipulations on 

what Israel would do, in exchange for being God’s chosen shalom 

people, depending on God for their protection and existence 

(2) The Ten Commandments are famous to us with all their 

“Thou shalts” and “Thou shalt nots” … they are an important part 

of this Sinai covenant 

(3) Other 2-way covenants were also common in the Old 

Testament,  

(a) There were those made between individuals (such as 

between Laban & his son-in-law Jacob in Gen. 31) 

(b) There were also covenants made between political 

groups, such as between Abraham & the Amorites in Gen. 14) 

B. So if covenants in the Old Testament are generally seen as 
two-way agreements with obligations on both sides, how 
different is this covenant God makes with Noah! 

III. Let’s take a look at it … 
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A. This story today comes just after the great flood 

1. From our stories of God’s salvation history last year in our 
Year of the Bible, this was one of the “Fall Stories” of the spread of 
sin in the world  

a) This was the extreme example of a whole world that had turned its 

back on God and devoted itself to selfishness, violence & evil … a world 

that God regretted having even created 

b) The only solution God could see was to destroy it and start all over 

with the only righteous humans available:  Noah and his family, along 

with “starter pairs” of all the animals God had created 

2. After this fresh start for the world that God made, including 
Noah’s family, God’s intentions for this whole creation are declared 
to Noah in the form of a covenant 

3. This is the earliest recorded covenant we have in the Bible 

B. But it’s very UNLIKE most of the other biblical covenants: 

1. In this covenant there is only one party making a promise or 
commitment, & that’s God 

a) There is no call for Noah & his descendants to do anything as part 

of this covenant … no obligations! 

b) Unlike the Sinai covenant, which the people would be constantly 

asked to remember, God doesn’t even ask Noah to commemorate or make 

a ritual from this covenant 

2. You know, we sometimes retell the Noah story and we talk 
about the rainbow as a way for us to remember God’s promise never 
again to destroy the earth in a flood  

a) But that’s not the intention of the rainbow! 

b) The story tells us that the rainbow was placed in the clouds as a 

sign of the covenant in order to remind God of God’s own promise! 

c) Whether or not WE remember God’s promise when we see a 

rainbow is not the essential point in this covenant story, because God’s 

loving intentions toward the earth remain the same 

3. God’s promise not to again destroy the creatures on earth is 
not dependent on us in any way …  

a) it’s not conditional on our behavior 

b) Even if we the various descendants of Noah’s sons Shem, Ham & 

Japheth return to evil ways … even if we humans once again turn our 

backs on God, in a way similar to what prompted the great flood … God 

will not wipe us out 

c) God will walk alongside of us, giving us a 2nd chance … and a 3rd 

… and a 4th … 
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4. For those of us accustomed to asking “What’s the catch?” this 
kind of covenant sounds like an awesome deal:  Everything’s on 
God and nothing’s on us! 

C. So here’s a word of caution: when we read this story of the 
earliest covenant in biblical history, we must not read it as the 
prototype of all covenants 

1. We cannot declare that all covenants with God in the Bible call 
for nothing from us because it’s all grace, after all … 

2. The fact is throughout the Old Testament most covenants 
ARE mutual, and God’s covenant people ARE expected to live 
faithfully by God’s covenant 

3. So this grace-filled unilateral covenant God makes with Noah 
is not stereotypical of the other covenants to come, but it does set 
the stage for other covenants … it lays a foundation for the other 
covenants 

IV. Now returning to our day today, what are we to make of 
this incredibly liberating covenant story? 

A. How does God’s covenant with Noah help us understand 
God? How does it help us understand our own relationship as 
Xians with our Creator?  

B. I suggest there are 3 things to remember: 

1. Underneath every biblical covenant between God & humans 
lies the unconditional love of God, even in those 2-way covenants 
where Israel also has obligations 

a) A never-dying love from God is the basis for any covenant that 

God extends 

b) If you tend to approach your Xian life with God “walking on 

eggshells”, so to speak, because you’re afraid if you just mess up bad 

enough God will finally give up on you …  

(1) if you’re carrying an image of a loving God who’s 

nonetheless watching you out of the corner of his eye waiting to 

catch you in some transgression …  

(2) then you have not fully come to know the God who made 

covenants with Noah & Abraham & Moses & David 

2. Even when God’s people break covenant with God, the 
stream of God’s love is not broken with them 

a) In the time before Jesus came, God’s people had broken covenant 

over and over and over until finally there was some divine judgment:  1st 

the kingdom of Israel & later Judah were allowed to be destroyed & their 

leaders taken into exile 
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(1) But that judgment was not God’s last word … God never 

gave up on them & the judgment was not permanent 

(2) Restoration came in the return of the exiles from Babylon 

& the rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple 

b) We too can take heart that even when we fall short of God’s vision 

for us, God’s restorative love is always there ever reaching out to us 

3. In Jesus Christ, God made a new covenant with humans, 
based on God’s own loving, self-sacrifice. 

a) This was where a God willing to suffer death earned the victory 

over Satan who had previously ruled death 

b) For this saving covenant to take effect with us, we do have to 1st 

accept for ourselves Christ’s redeeming work on our behalf 

(1) We need to accept that having a right standing for ourselves 

with a holy God comes not from our own actions, but from what 

Jesus did for us. 

(2) For us to become right w/ God, it’s a one-sided covenant:  

all the work & obligation to take care of our sin has been done by 

God thru Jesus 

(3) There’s nothing for us to do to earn that good standing in 

God’s eyes. 

V. So what does this new covenant mean for us?   

A. Perhaps you’re naturally a religious skeptic, cautious 
about going overboard with this Jesus thing … maybe your 
instinctive response to Christianity is “What’s the catch?”   

B. If so, let me offer to that question an answer that is simple 
but not simplistic. 

1. The simple answer is:  THERE IS NO CATCH.  God’s love is 
unconditional & Jesus Christ has done all the work to make us right 
with God. 

2. Now if we were to accept and believe in Christ as our savior, 
because of that unconditional love, but then go back to living our 
lives unchanged, THAT would be simplistic.  

3. The reason authentic Xian faith is not simplistic is that there IS 
something for us to do. 

a) God wants us to be truly “caught” by God’s love … captured, 

captivated, drawn in … 

b) If the incredible self-giving love of God thru Jesus has really 

enveloped us, then out of grateful devotion to this amazing God we WILL 

want to follow in the way of Jesus … We WILL want to make him Lord 

and not just Savior! 
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c) The difference is that following Jesus & living right is the result, 

and not the precondition to God accepting us. 

VI. Conclusion 

A. We have entered Lent, confessing our sins and with ashes 
marking our bodies, humbly named our need for a Savior 

1. As we enter these weeks of Lent, let the teachings & 
sufferings of Jesus show us the depths of God’s unconditional love 
for us, which was previewed long ago by God’s covenant with Noah 
& the whole earth. 

2. God promised never again to destroy the life on earth by a 
flood, no matter how much evil & sin may be filling the earth. 

B. Our response song is “The Love of God” (StJ 44). 

1. in the 3rd verse of the song there’s an image I’ve always loved 
ever since my childhood  

2. Verse 3 takes some of that imagery from the Great Flood and 
reverses it 

a) Imagine that, instead of oceans rising into a deadly flood of 

judgment, the oceans are filled with ink that is then drained down to 

nothing.   

b) Why are the oceans drained?  Because those oceans of ink are not 

enough to write the whole love of God across the parchment of the skies! 

3. Let’s sing together of God’s covenant love that exceeds an 
ocean of ink! … Brody? 

 

 


