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The New Beginning

by Ray C. Stedman

Today we emerge with Noah from the ark into
a new world and a new beginning. We have a-
ready seen in these series that though these stories
in the Old Testament are actua history — that is,
they are not myth but actua historic occurrences —
they are also prototypes of the spiritual history
each of us can experience. In other words, we re-
produce these stories in the course of our spiritual
pilgrimage. Since this is so, then every detail of
these stories is highly significant to us. Learn to
read the Old Testament in this way. It is deliber-
ately designed to illustrate to us what is going on in
our own lives.

The Hood, as we have aready seen, is a pic-
ture of a new creation, a new beginning, and for us,
a new birth. Paul describes the new birth in Sec-
ond Corinthians, “Therefore, if any oneisin Christ
he is a new creation; the old has passed away, be-
hold, the new has come,” {2 Cor 5:17 RSV}. But
the Flood is also a picture of smaller events of our
lives which involve a crisis of judgment and a new
beginning. Such events occur all the time in Chris-
tian experience. This reduplication is the way na-
ture functions also. We know that the smallest
atom is built ong the general pattern of the whole
solar system.  God reproduces in miniature in the
atom what he writes large across the great wheeling
canvas of space. S0 in these stories of the Old
Testament are reproduced the great crisis experi-
ences of our spiritual pilgrimage, and aso the
miniature crises that occur. Every experience of
forgiveness is like a miniflood wherein we miracu-
lously survive a possible spiritual disaster and are
brought safely through to repentance and cleansing,
and the possibility of beginning afresh on a totally

different basis. If you have experienced that you
have aso experienced in some degree what Noah
did in the Flood.

Throughout Chapter 8 of Genesis we will note
the alternation of the activity of God and Noah.
God acts first to create a certain Situation, then
Noah reacts to that situation. This isthe way it is
in the Chrigtian life as well. As aways, the initia-
tiveistaken by God:

But God remembered Noah and all the
beasts and all the cattle that were with him
in the ark. And God made a wind blow
over the earth, and the water s subsided; the
fountains of the deep and the windows of
the heavens were closed, the rain from the
heavens was restrained, and the waters re-
ceded from the earth continually. At the
end of a hundred and fifty days the waters
had abated; and in the seventh month, on
the seventeenth day of the month, the ark
came to rest upon the mountains of Ararat.
And the waters continued to abate until the
tenth month; in the tenth month, on the
first day of the month, the tops of the moun-
tainswere seen. {Gen 8:1-5 RSV}

We are told that “God remembered Noah.”
Wherever Scripture uses the phrase God remenmt
bered, it marks the activity of God on behaf of
these whom he so remembers. God remembered
Noah and all the beasts and al the cattle that were
with him in the ark. This is a charming way of
saying that God thought constantly about them. He
was concerned about Noah and aso the dumb
beasts that were with him. | think quite justifiably
we see here a picture of God's concern aso for the
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church and the world. Noah represents the people
of God in any age — the church in our age — and,
though this is not very complimentary, the dumb
beasts in the ark represent worldlings. The unre-
generate, in their blindness and their incapacity to
help themsedves, are frequently compared in
Scripture to dumb, irrational beasts. These charac-
teristics are manifested in history in the constant
blunders made by a secular society, and by the im-
possible problems that arise out of secular thinking.

How this is being called to our attention today
when the thinkers, the philosophers, the statesmen
of our age are confessing with embarrassing fre-
guency their bewilderment and bafflement a the
problems they are facing and their utter incapacity
to solve them. We read so frequently of these
things in the news reports today.

But God saves the world for the sake of his
people. He preserved the animals in the ark for
Noah's sake. He remembered them for Noah's
sake. The Word of God alone gives us the true
picture of the structure of society. God deals with
the secular world on the basis of, and for the sake
of, his people. What his people are will determine
what God does with the world. This is what Jesus
meant when he said, “You are the salt of the earth,
you are the light of the world,” {Matt 513a, 5:14a
RSV}. Far too little has been said about this from
the pulpit. The business of preaching is to help
Christians see that they are responsible for the way
society goes. We must learn this, for history and
Scripture both unite to confirm it.

So God moves to save the beasts and cattle be-
cause of Noah. The result is, the wind blows upon
the earth. As you know, the wind is throughout
Scripture a picture and symbol of the Holy Spirit in
his sovereign activity. Jesus said to Nicodemus,
“The wind blows where it wishes, and you hear the
sound thereof, but you cannot direct its activity,”
{cf, John 3:8}. You cannot predict where the wind
is going to blow; it is sovereign. And you cannot
understand it; it is mysterious. It is amazing that
even in this day of advanced meteorology we till
do not understand much about the blowing of the
wind. Itisan apt symbol of the Holy Spirit whose
sovereign, mysterious activity is essential to man-
kind.

As the wind blew, the account tells us, the
strange forces which produced the Flood were re-
versed. The fountains of the deep and the windows
of the heavens were closed. Thus these two unique

forces, which have never been active in earth since
that time, were reversed and the waters began to
subside. The waters apparently flowed back into
the ocean basins, the floor of the ocean subsiding to
its present level, and the hills and mountains
changing, rising and falling in various places. This
perhaps accounts for much that scientists are find-
ing in nature today. It may explain the great bone
yards where great numbers of bones of animals and
birds, mingled together, are found, especially upon
hilltops. These may well be the direct result of the
Flood. As the account tells us, the waters receded:;
and in the Hebrew it is made clear they receded in
tides, “going and coming,” which is trandated in
our version “continualy.” It indicates great tides
washing around the earth.

What is particularly significant in this section
is the date when the ark grounded on the hills of
Ararat. This is given very precisaly. It was the
first sign to Noah and the inhabitants of the ark that
a new world was about to appear from the waters.
It was their first ground of confidence that the
judgment was abating and the flood waters were
receding. They felt the ark ground itself upon on
the mountains of Ararat, and the date of that is
given. It isavery significant date. You will, per-
haps, be amazed to learn that it is the exact day of
the year when Jesus rose from the dead. In Exodus
Chapter 12 we are told that, at the giving of the
Passover, God changed the seventh month to the
first month. He made Passover the beginning of the
year, though previoudy the beginning of the year
had come in the fall. On the fourteenth day of the
first month (which was formerly the seventh month)
the Passover was to be eaten. We know from the
Gogpels that on the day the Passover was eaten our
Lord died in Jerusdlem. Three days from the four-
teenth would bring us to the seventeenth, and on the
seventeenth day of the first month Jesus rose from
the dead. That would be the same as the seven-
teenth day of the seventh month in the old reckon-
ing of this passage in Genesis. It is most signifi-
cant that the ark grounded upon the mountains of
Ararat on the same calendar day on which our Lord
rose from the dead, thus signifying that life in the
new earth for God's people was to rest upon resur-
rection power. | do not think we could possibly
have a clearer picture given us than this portraya
of the basisfor our life in this present world.
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Now, Noah is expected to act upon God’'s
activity. So the Christian life is not to be a pas-
sive, lazy experience, but a continual response to
God's activity. We read in the next section:

At the end of forty days Noah opened
the window of the ark which he had made,
and sent forth a raven; and it went to and
fro until the waters were dried up from the
earth. Then he sent forth a dove from him,
to see if the waters had subsided from the
face of the ground; but the dove found no
place to set her foot, and she returned to
him to the ark, for the waters were still on
the face of the whole earth. So he put forth
his hand and took her and brought her into
the ark with him. He waited another seven
days, and again he sent forth the dove out of
the ark; and the dove came back to him in
the evening, and lo, in her mouth a freshly
plucked olive leaf; so Noah knew that the
waters had subsided from the earth. Then
he waited another seven days, and sent
forth the dove, and she did not return to
him any more. {Gen 8:6-12 RSV}

What shall we make of this strange story of the
raven and the dove? They are clearly symbolical,
even though also historical:

The raven is listed in Leviticus as one of the
unclean birds, forbidden to the Jewish people to
eat. Itisthefirst bird that is released from the ark.
According to the Hebrew it flew to and fro, never
returning to the ark, evidently feeding upon carrion
and resting upon floating carcasses that were there
in aundance during the Flood. As the account
makes clear, the raven is no help to Noah whatso-
ever. The release of the raven tells him nothing
about the condition of earth. Noah sees it flying to
and fro above the waters, seemingly quite satisfied
with the conditions it finds. It does not return to
the ark but rests upon floating carcasses and feeds
upon them.

The dove, on the other hand, is aclean bird. It
did not fly abroad and remain, but returned to the
ark. It rested only in the ark until a new world was
ready for it: On its last return it brought an olive
leaf inits bill asasymbol of life and peace.

Now what does this all mean? It clearly pic-
tures facts with which we daily must relate. 1n our
present life, according to the Scriptures, though we
are redeemed, there are two natures present within
us. One is truly ours, the other is an imposter

which is no longer ours, as Paul puts it in Ro-
mans 7, but with which we must contend until we
are released from its presence by the resurrection of
the body. One is cdled “the flesh” and the other
“the spirit.” The whole struggle of the spiritual life
arises out of the conflict of the flesh with the spirit,
and the spirit against the flesh. One is evil, un-
clean; the other is clean, and good. These are sym-
bolized by these two birds. It is God's way of tell-
ing us that in the present age, like Noah, we must
live with two natures. one which is truly ours, and
one which is an imposter.

Oneis like araven: it rests and feeds on any-
thing. It finds delight even in carrion, in foul and
filthy things. But it is of no help to us. If we rely
on it we will learn nothing worthwhile about our-
salves or the world around us. It is useless, as far
as any profit in life is concerned. That is the flesh.
Scripture is utterly consistent in these things,
teaching us all the way through of the worthless-
ness and emptiness of the flesh in its apparent abil-
ity to think, reason, and act. It isall worthless, and
God pronounces it so in the cross. That is the of-
fense of the cross. The natural man does not like to
be told that al that he can do apart from God is
useless, yet that is exactly what the Lord Jesus
says. Hetold his disciples, “Without me, you can
do nothing,” {John 15:5b KJV}. It is not that they
would not be active, but there would be nothing
worthwhile, nothing of any value, nothing that
would enhance or bless or strengthen, or prove at
last to be gold, silver, or precious stones. It would
all be wood, hay, and stubble; an imposing facade,
but nothing behind it.

| was privileged to have part once in a bacca-
laureate service held at Stanford University Me-
morial Church. It was a strange mixture of truth
and error. The music was great, consisting of great
hymns of the church, but much of what was said
was directly contrary to the Christian position.
Here, in part, is a responsive reading which was
used in place of Scripture: “The whole nature of
man must be used wisely by the one who desires to
enter the way. Each man is to himself absolutely
the way, the truth, and the life. Seek it by plunging
into the mysterious and glorious depths of your
own inmost being.” Thereisthe raven flying. Itis
so much humanistic gasl No wonder our present
generation looks in vain to the secular wisdom of
the world to guide it. How can it when it feeds on
that kind of carrion?
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In contrast to that is the dove, our true nature
which can only find rest in the ark, in Jesus Chrigt,
until a new world is made ready for it. Thisis ex-
actly the experience we are going through now,
isn't it? We have a new nature within, a nature
imparted by Jesus Chrigt; his life joined with our
life, his Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that
we are the children of God, born again, waiting in
the ark for a new world to arise. That new spirit
bears witness within of life and peace in Jesus
Christ. 1t brings to us the olive leaf. This s truth
we need to know to cope with the world in which
we live, just as this was expressive of truth Noah
needed to know to livein the world of his day.

Now the next step isGod’s:

In the six hundred and first year, in the
first month, the first day of the month, the
waters were dried from off the earth; and
Noah removed the covering of the ark, and
looked, and behold, the face of the ground
was dry. In the second month, on the
twenty-seventh day of the month, the earth
wasdry. Then God said to Noah, “Go forth
from the ark, you and your wife, and your
sons and your sons wives with you. Bring
forth with you every living thing that is
with you of all flesh — birds and animals
and every creeping thing that creeps on the
earth — that they may breed abundantly on
the earth, and be fruitful and multiply upon
the earth.” So Noah went forth, and his
sons and his wife and his sons' wives with
him. And every beast, every creeping
thing, and every bird, everything that
moves upon the earth, went forth by fami-
liesout of theark. {Gen 8:13-19 RSV}

Again, the date of this act of Noah's is signifi-
cant. We are told it was the six hundred and first
year (of Noah's life), in the first month, the first
day of the month. Those of you who are familiar
with the Scriptures and its use of numbers know
that the number six is the number of man. Noah
spent his six hundredth year in the ark, as symbolic
of what man alone produces — nothing but a hiding
from judgment. But at the very beginning of the
seventh century of his life (seven is the number of
perfection), the first year, the first month, and the
first day, he left the ark to go out into a new world,
anew beginning.

Thisis symboalical of the beginning of a Chris-
tian life. It marks the end of the old; the end of our
dependence on man, on ourselves, and the begin-
ning of our dependence on God. It isto belived in
a world which is yet a mixture of good and evil,
truth and error, but it is a new beginning. “If any
man be in Christ, he is a new creation; old things
have passed away, behold, al things become new,”
{2 Cor 5:17 RSV}.

Then comes God's command, “Go forth from
the ark.” It is striking throughout this whole story
the way God directs the activity of Noah. Heisthe
one who says, “Make an ark for the saving of your-
salf and the animal world.” Heis also the one who
says, “Come into the ark.” Now he is the one who
says, “Go forth from the ark.” The timing is
God's, and the initiative is God's. For Noah there
is nothing but simple acts of obedience. Safely,
securely, through all the difficulties and problems,
God's word leads him to do the right action at the
right time.

Ilsn’t this exactly what we are called to? We
make the ark, like Noah, when we learn of Jesus
Christ. We are commanded to learn of him. When
we expose ourselves to the Christian message we
learn of Christ, and thus make an ark for oursalves.
We come into the ark when we trust the grace of
our Lord Jesus, when we trust his Word, believe
him, and rest upon what he said. Then we go forth
from the ark when we act as redeemed men and
women in a lost world, when we act as forgiven
sinners, living by the grace and constant presence
of God in our lives, in the midst of an ungodly gen-
eration.

It is fitting, therefore, that the chapter should
close with a scene of thanksgiving and of prom-
ise

Then Noah built an altar to the LoRbD,
and took of every clean animal and of every
clean bird, and offered burnt offerings on
the altar. And when the LoRD smelled the
pleasing odor, the LORD said in his heart, “1
will never again curse the ground because
of man, for the imagination of man’s heart
is evil from his youth, neither will | ever
again destroy every living creature as |
have done. While the earth remains, seed-
time and harvest, cold and heat, summer
and winter, day and night, shall not cease.”
{Gen 8:20-22 RSV}
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The striking thing is that the first thing Noah
does when he leaves the ark is go give thanks to
God. Wouldn't you think he would at least have
stopped to build a fire and cook a meal? No, this
man knows how to put first things first. The first
thing he does is to give thanks to God. What a
scene, as they knelt down in the mud and gave
thanks!

It is the constant call of God to man, “give
thanks: for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus
concerning you,” {1 Th 5:18b KJV}. Itis because,
of course, giving thanks means we recognize rea-
ity. When you give thanks you are recognizing the
undergirding of God, the presence of God, in the
midst of life, and his control over the affairs of life.
Thus you cannot give thanks without recognizing
the situation asit redly is.

In Romans 1, God's charge to a false and god-
less world is that, “athough they knew God they
did not honor him as God or give thanks to him,”
{Rom 1:21a RSV}. They did not recognize the
basis upon which their life depended. Though they
would not hesitate to thank someone who so much
as picked up a handkerchief for them, they could
find no time to stop and give thanks to the God
upon whom their life depended.

But Noah built an altar and he gave thanks to
God for his deliverance.

God said, “Never again will 1 send a flood
upon the earth, because the imagination of man’s
heart is evil from his youth.” There's nothing that
a flood can do to change the heart. Destruction
does not change it, so God does not send a flood
again. Another means must be found to change
man. Thus God lays the groundwork for a fresh
proclamation of the message of redemption to a
new world. We read that Noah’s thanksgiving was
a sweet savor in the nostrils of God.

Do not read this crasdy. It does not mean that
God smelled a barbecue over the fence, as you do
sometimes, and his mouth began to water.

Some of the old Babylonian accounts which
parallel the Flood story say that the gods had
grown ravenous because of the lack of men’s offer-
ing during the days of the Flood, and, when Noah
offered his sacrifice, the gods gathered like vultures
aboveit. That, of course, is myth, but it does catch
one great note of truth: that God delights in man’'s
thanksgiving and praise. It is a sweet savor to him
of Jesus Christ.

That is the point of this account. God saw, in
this act of Noah, the total givingness of Jesus, the
fact that here was One who, like these sacrifices,
yielded up his life for the sake of what would be
accomplished thereby, without reluctance, but
gladly, willingly. As God saw that reflected in
sacrifice, it was to him the fragrance of Chrigt.
That iswhat God is after in our lives. How do you
glorify God? How do you live for his honor? By
giving yoursdlf, that’s the way. That is what true
loveis.

The world is constantly talking to us today
about rights. “Claim your rights, demand your
rights, stand for your rights.” That is exactly the
opposite of the Spirit of Jesus Christ. “If you lose
your life, you will save it,” he said {cf, Mark 8:35,
Luke 9:24}. If, in sefishness and greed you de-
mand your life and try to hang on to it, you will
lose it. God has written that across the pages of
history, and he writes that across the page of every
individual life. “He that saves his life shal lose i,
but he that loses his life for my sake shal find it,”
{cf, Matt 16:25}. To “lose” your life is a sweet
savor of Jesus Christ.

God's response is to give man a promise. We
read, “While the earth remains, seedtime and har-
vest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day and
night, shall not cease.” The revolution of the earth
around the sun, the rotation of it upon its axis, will
never stop again, God says. The laws of nature
will remain steady an dependable. If man plants
seed there will come a harvest later. It all rests on
the faithfulness of God. God's word declares this,
and thousands of years of human history testify to
the truth of this verse. Never again has God al-
lowed these thingsto cease. This verse implies that
part of what caused the Flood was some hesitation
in the revolution of the earth, or in its rotation. But
never again, God says, shall that happen. It is be-
cause that does not change the nature of man.
World catastrophe will not change man. There is
only one thing that changes man: the grace of a
living God revealed in Jesus Christ. “1 am the way,
the truth, and the life,” says Jesus. “No man comes
to the Father but by me.”

Prayer:
We are sobered, Father, as we think how

our very lives depend upon your faithful
word; how the existence of this planet, its
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place in the galaxy, its revolution around
the sun, its rotation around its axis, the
production of flowers and grain and food
and fruit, all rest upon afaithful God. We
praise you, Lord, that our redemption, our
deliverance from the sin that eats away at
the vitals of humanity, also rests upon that
same faithful word. We pray that as we
come to this Lord's table there may be a
sweet savor of Christ going up to you from
this place; that here you may sense a will-

ingness of men and women to give them-
selves — husbands, to give themselves to
their wives;, wives, to give themselves to
their husbands; parents, to give themselves
to their children; children, to give them-
selves to their parents; friends, to give
themsalves to each other; men and women
to give themselves for their enemies; to
love, to honor and to obey your word. We
ask it in Jesus name, Amen.

Copyright: © 1995 Discovery Publishing, a ministry of Peninsula Bible Church. This data file is the sole property of
Discovery Publishing, a ministry of Peninsula Bible Church. It may be copied only in its entirety for circulation
freely without charge. All copies of this data file must contain the above copyright notice. This data file may not be
copied in part, edited, revised, copied for resale or incorporated in any commercial publications, recordings, broad-
casts, performances, displays or other products offered for sale, without the written permission of Discovery Pub-
lishing. Requests for permission should be made in writing and addressed to Discovery Publishing, 3505 Middle-
field Road, Palo Alto, CA. 94306-3695.

Page 6



