
“Our Covenant-Making God”                                                        August 16, 2015 
Genesis 9:1-17 !
SI:  We’re studying the first eleven chapters of Genesis this summer. 
Christians should be thoroughly familiar with these early chapters because 
   they are foundational for a biblical world view. 
All the great themes of Scripture are introduced here. !



!
INTRO:  I’m intrigued by how often I hear people use the term karma these days. 
   It pops up frequently in entertainment and news media. 
I Googled karma in recent news stories and here are some sample headlines: 
   “Karma For Donald Trump:  NBC Fires Him From Celebrity Apprentice” 
   “Cecil the Lion Backlash Karma Says Woman Paid by Walter Palmer for Sexual Harassment” 
   “Some Are Calling Plane Crash That Killed Ben Laden’s Relatives Karma” 
   “Parking Karma Comes Back And Bites Urban Meyer” 
I think what people mean by karma is that you reap what you sow—certainly true.  
   The Bible says “God will not be mocked, a man reaps what he sows.” 
Most Americans don’t have a biblical vocabulary any more so say karma instead.  !
But karma is really a Hindu concept. 
   As I understand it, karma is a grim, unbreakable law. 
Karma determines that what you did in your past lives, good or bad,  
   accounts for the circumstances of your present existence.  
And what you do now, good or bad, will determine your future states of existence.  
   This law cannot be altered, not even by the gods.  There’s no escape.  
   So karma is a form of fate.  It’s a kind of fatalism. !
Well, thank God karma is not the ultimate reality that determines our lives. 
We don’t believe in karma, we believe in grace.   
   We don’t believe in fatalistic impersonal laws, we believe in a Creator God 
   who is a covenant-maker.  And his covenants with us shape our lives. !
Genesis 9 is the first place in Scripture where the term “covenant” is used. 
   It appears 300 times in the Bible.  It’s a theme of enormous significance. 
The entire history of redemption is structured according to God’s covenants. 
   God makes covenants with Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, representative men. 
   Those covenants built on each other until they reached a pinnacle in Jesus Christ. 
In Jesus, all of God’s promises to his people are fulfilled. 
   This cup is the new covenant of my blood, shed for many for remission of sins. 
The Christian faith is covenantal.  To be a Christian is to be in covenant with God.  !
What is a covenant?   
Let me give you a short, easy to remember definition of a covenant. 
   A covenant is an ordered relationship.  
Marriage is a good example.  What is a marriage?  It’s an ordered relationship. 



This woman is not a fling, not a mistress, not someone I’m just shacking up with. 
   She is my wife.  And I am her husband. 
And that relationship is ordered by vows, promises, responsibilities, witnesses,  
   symbols, blessings for faithfulness, curses for betrayal.   
“In sickness and in health.”  “Forsaking all others.”  “As long as we both shall live.” 
   “This ring I give you as a symbol and pledge of constant faith and abiding love.” 
Is marriage a personal relationship?  Yes, it’s deeply personal, deeply intimate. 
   But it’s not a free for all.  It’s ordered.  It’s a covenant. 
What Genesis 9 explicitly tells us about God for the first time in Scripture 
   is that he is a covenant-maker.   !
That means he is a personal being.   
Because only a person can enter into covenant with another person. 
   Only a person can make vows and promises, and summon witnesses to those 
   promises, give symbols of those promises, and deal with blessings and curses. 
And at the same time, God is all-powerful. 
   Because he has to guarantee he will keep all the promises of the covenants  
   he makes.  And they are grand promises.  In this one, promises to preserve life. 
He makes lots of other grand promises in covenants  
   that only an all-powerful person could keep. !
There is nothing like this in any of the religions and philosophies of the world— 
   the God of all creation entering into covenants with human beings. 
Buddhism doesn’t have personal god capable of ordered relationships with people. 
Hinduism doesn’t either.  Its gods and goddesses are just forces of nature— 
   that might be appeased or manipulated.   
The Muslim god Allah would never stoop down and place himself under an 
   obligation to keep promises he made to his creatures. 
And in atheism and secularism there is certainly no belief our lives are connected 
   relationally to God in any way at all.  !
Christianity alone affirms that the God of creation came down and forged a bond 
   with us, took us into his friendship.  Us.  Corrupted, fallen people.  Rebels. 
He made us all sorts of extraordinary promises to give us his love, to provide for us. 
   He even promises to forgive when we betray him if we just ask his forgiveness.  
He promises over and over that he will remain faithful, that he will keep his word. 
   And he gave us signs and symbols of his covenant to remind and assure us. 
Believing God is a covenant-maker profoundly shapes the way you view your life. 



   Three points:   Because God is a covenant-maker,  
   your life has goodness, meaning, and stability.  
Let’s look at each one.   
MP#1  Because God is a covenant-maker, your life has goodness. 
I recently stumbled across a manila folder in my desk that was full of pictures 
   Adrienne and Eliza had drawn when they were little girls. 
There was one by Adrienne that made me so happy I almost cried. !
It’s five people.  A man, a woman, two girls, and a boy—our family. 
   We’re standing on a hill.  In the sky above is a great big sun with rays.   
   The sun has a face—eyes and a mouth—and the sun is smiling down on us. 
Also in the sky are clouds.  They also have faces, looking at us and all smiling. 
   And across the sky are the words:  I love you.   
   The whole picture speaks of the goodness of life.  
I think Adrienne was expressing, in a child-like way, her faith. 
   We taught her that she has a Father in heaven who loves her. 
   And she is a child of God and in his family through faith in Jesus. 
So when she expressed that she drew a world of sunshine and smiling faces 
   and the words “I love you” written across the sky.” !
But that’s a child’s perspective—a happy child in a happy home. 
   The problem is you grow up.  Sometimes you grow up when still a child. 
Suddenly, the sun isn’t shining on your life—it gets dark. 
And the clouds aren’t bright and smiling—they are black with storm and trouble. 
   Divorce, cancer, the untimely deaths of children. 
   And all the awful things people do to other people— 
   betrayal, abuse, meanness, rejection.   
So how can we say our lives have goodness? !
There was a famous English hymn writer named William Cowper. 
   He wrote “There Is A Fountain Filled With Blood” and many others.  
I’ve told you his story before.  He was a friend of John Newton, Amazing Grace. 
   Cowper experienced a number of painful blows in his life. 
   The worst was his life-long battle with severe depression. 
Let me read you two stanzas of his hymn “God Moves in a Mysterious Way.” 
   Listen carefully to the way he describes the Christian life. !
Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take; The clouds ye so much dread 



Are big with mercy and shall break In blessings on your head. !
Judge not the Lord by feeble sense, But trust Him for His grace; 
Behind a frowning providence He hides a smiling face. !
Yes there are clouds in the life of the Christian—black, ominous, scary clouds. 
But those clouds are full of God’s mercy to you. 
   And when they break, and when the rain comes,  
   you will find God’s blessing pouring out on you. 
And yes, sometimes your life is filled with frowns— 
   frowning providences he calls them—bad things, hard things, sad things. 
   And those make you feel awful.  They make you feel like life stinks.   
But you can’t trust your senses, you have to trust God’s grace. 
   Because behind all of those frowning circumstances  
   is the smiling face of your heavenly Father.   !
If you are a Christian, you understand this.  
   We talk like this with each other all the time. 
Just this weekend Allison and I were eating dinner with a friend who was talking  
   about a very dark cloud in her life and she said:   
   God is so good to me.  He’s taking care of me.  I see his good hand in this. 
As Christians we know that no matter what happens,  
   there is a fundamental, deep down goodness to our lives  
   that clouds and storms can’t permanently blot out.   !
Now, here’s my point.   
The reason we have goodness in our lives is because God is a covenant-maker. 
   Think about it.  He didn’t have to enter into this relationship with Noah. 
   He didn’t have to extend and expand his covenants to his people. 
   He was under no obligation to make promises to us, undeserving creatures we are. 
   He could have just said:  Here are my laws, obey them or else.   
But instead, the Creator came down to our level and made promises to us. 
   He put himself in our debt. 
   And that proves that God himself is big-hearted and gracious and kind. 
   And he’s the ultimate reality of our lives. !
We don’t know why he sends the storms and clouds. 
   We don’t know why he doesn’t treat his children all the same— 
   some he gives hard lives, some he gives relatively easy lives. 



But he’s a covenant-maker, he’s bound himself to us with vows. 
   So that means there is a deep down, fundamental goodness to our lives. 
   The sun is shining and smiling behind the clouds. !!
MP#2  Because God is a covenant-maker, your life has meaning. 
Where do we get meaning?   
   Where do we get a sense that our lives matter and that the things that 
   we do and the things that happen to us matter and are not just random? 
We get meaning from relationships.  We get it from connections with other people. !
Even if you have a job that involves working with things— 
   you’re a car mechanic or you’re a computer programmer— 
   the value of your work and the meaning of your work derives from  
   the way it helps and serves people with whom you are in relationship—customers. 
Parents work and plan and sacrifice because they are building something  
   for their children and their children’s children. 
A young man volunteers and goes off to war and even gives his life, and that  
   sacrifice has meaning because of his relationship with his fellow countrymen.  !
People take this for granted.  That their lives have meaning.  
But why should this be true?   
   I’ll say it again, none of the other great religions and philosophies of the world 
   claim that at the heart of reality is big-hearted, gracious, and kind Creator God 
   who enters into covenant relationships with his creatures.   
By doing that he gives our lives meaning. 
   He oversees every detail of my life, and I commune with him about my life. 
   You can’t find that anywhere but in the Bible. !
Here in Genesis 9 this covenant-making aspect of God is formally introduced. 
   Obviously this was the way God dealt with Adam and Eve, in covenant. 
But here is it specifically named. 
   And from this point on it is developed all the way to the end of the Bible. 
God’s relationship with his people broadens and deepens and sharpens 
   until it finds its ultimate expression in his Son. 
We access and enjoy that covenant with God by faith in Christ. 
   And when we do, it gives our lives meaning. !



An old friend visited me this week. 
I hadn’t talked to him in a long time.  I didn’t really know what had been going on. 
   He told me that he had been out of work and things had gotten very desperate. 
   Finally he had gotten a job and he was loving it. 
What was really interesting was that he told me this was a job that earlier in his life 
   he would have considered beneath him.   
He would never have taken it. 
   He would have been far to proud to lower himself to this job. 
But he realized God put him in that desperate position and then God gave him 
   that job for a reason.  God is changing him and he’s aware of that. 
   God is making him a more humble and content person and he can see that. 
So he said:  I told God, when I started this job:   
   God, I’m going to be the best employee I can be.   
   I’m not going to complain or criticize any of my co-workers. 
   I’m going to cooperate with what you are doing in me. !
His life had meaning.  His unemployment had meaning.   
   His conflicted emotions, his pride and his humility had meaning. 
   His new job had meaning. 
All because he was in a covenant with the God of the universe 
   who directs and is interested in the most minute details of our lives. !
Do you remember a few years ago in Covenant Groups we read Paul Miller’s book  
   The Praying Life?  A funny story in that book Paul told about his mother. 
His mother heard a preacher say that we should only pray for important things. 
   We shouldn’t pray for trivial things.  The example he gave was parking spots.   
   Praying for the Lord to give you a parking spot is trivializing prayer. 
   We ought only to pray for important things, like missions. !
Paul Miller’s mother heard that and her response was: 
   But if I don’t, how will I ever find a parking spot?   
Paul said that his mother always prayed for parking spots. 
   If anyone was in the car with her, she would make them pray too. 
   And she thanked God when he gave her one.   
So even her trip to the grocery story was infused with meaning. !
God is a covenant-maker.  What’s a covenant.   
   It’s a relationship, an ordered relationship.   



And in that relationship the God of all creation pays attention to the details  
   of your life—the big things and the little things, your good decisions and 
   and your bad ones, the victories and the defeats. 
And his interest and his involvement infuses your life with meaning. !!!
MP#3  Because God is a covenant-maker, your life has stability. 
   We could even say that our lives have predictability.  
Covenants always contain promises. 
   In sickness and in health.  Forsaking all others.  As long as we both shall live. 
Because it is God who made promises to us,  
   we can absolutely count on those promises being kept.   
   So we know, with absolute certainty, the outcome of our lives. !
We don’t know how the specific days of our lives are going to unfold. 
   In every life there are going to be surprises both good and bad. 
But the promises of God are the bedrock under our feet. 
   Which is the same thing as saying God’s covenant is the bedrock under our feet. 
He has promised to forgive us when we ask him. 
He has promised never to leave us or forsake us. 
He has promised to provide all we need through Christ Jesus. 
He has promised to work all things in our lives for good. 
He has promised to give us his Holy Spirit. 
He has promised to be with us to the end of the age. 
He has promised to wipe away every tear from our eyes. !
And on and on we can go.  The Apostle Peter put it so memorably in his 2nd letter. 
   “He has given us his very great and precious promises so that through them you may  
   participate in the divine nature and escape the corruption of the world caused by evil desires.” 
Very great and precious promises give our lives stability, predictability, and hope.   !
When I was in seminary, one of our professors preached a chapel sermon on Gen. 9. 
   Dr. David Calhoun—a church history professor.   
   In sermon he drew attention to the rainbow as a sign of God’s covenant promises.   
Dr. Calhoun said that the promise God made to Noah was not that there would be  
   no more storms, but that he would keep the storms from destroying all life. 
Storms will still come, even in a Christian’s life.  They have to. 



   Because rainbows do no form unless there has been rain.   
Rainbows don’t come before storms.  They aren’t warnings a storm is coming. 
   They come after storms as a reminder that God’s faithfulness has kept us safe. 
Dr. Calhoun’s sermon that day in chapel was very poignant because he himself 
   had been going through a storm.  He had throat cancer that had reappeared. !
Also in that sermon, Dr. Calhoun talked about a hymn that was written in 1882 
   by a Scottish minister named George Matheson. 
The hymn is “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go.”  We’ve sung it occasionally. 
While Matheson was in college he went blind, but with the help of his sister  
   he finished and prepared for the ministry.  He was ordained and became pastor. 
One summer evening he wrote “O Love That Will Not Let Me Go.” 
   He was suffering from extreme mental distress, the hymn was the fruit of pain.  
   That’s what the hymn is about—pain and storms and the promises of God. 
Matheson never said what caused that pain.   
   A woman he was deeply in love with had refused to marry him because of his  
   blindness.  That might have been it.   
It that’s true, then the first line makes sense:  O love that will not let me go. !
But the most famous verse goes like this: 
   O joy that sleekest me through pain, I cannot close my heart to thee; 
   I trace the rainbow through the rain, And feel the promise is not vain 
   That morn shall tearless be. 
Now Dr. Calhoun told us something interesting about that verse. 
   That’s the way it’s printed in all hymnbooks, but not what Matheson wrote. 
   He originally wrote:  “I climb the rainbow through the rain.” 
But when the Scottish Presbyterian hymnbook committee was considering  
   including it in their new hymnbook, they thought that singing about climbing 
   rainbows just wasn’t appropriate for a Presbyterian worship service. 
So they asked him to change it—and he did.  I trace the rainbow through the rain. !
But this was Dr. Calhoun’s point.   
There’s a great deal of difference between the two images— 
   tracing a rainbow and climbing a rainbow.   
It’s one thing, in the comfort and security of your living room to look out the 
   window and trace a rainbow in the sky.  That’s what usually do, see though glass. 
   And we see the whole arch of it from beginning to end. !



But when a Christian is out in the storm, the rainbow is not just an image in the sky, 
   it’s something real.  It’s the promise of real mercy, real divine faithfulness. 
It’s the promises of God.  And by faith you have to take hold of those promises 
   and hold on to them, and climb on those promises up out of the floodwaters 
That’s where Matheson saw himself in that night of pain. 
   Groping for something to hold on to, some stability.   
   Finding the edge of the rainbow, God’s covenant, grabbing on and climbing up   
The promises of God are not mere words for you to trace from a comfortable spot. 
   They are things to grasp and hold on to. 
Our God is a covenant-maker.  Praise his name. 
In his covenants he has stooped to your level. 
   He has bound himself to you and you to him with his promises. 
   He has made himself your friend.   
Whatever you need, he has provided through Christ Jesus. !
What do you need?   
Are you troubled by discontentment and envy, worry and fear? 
   He fills your life with goodness.  Trust him.  Look for that goodness. !
Are you troubled with boredom, with anxiety, with the mid-life crisis? 
   He gives your life meaning and purpose.  He’s involve in every detail. 
   Believe that, and start to look for his hand.   !
Are you suffering extreme mental distress, like George Matheson? 
   Are you either despondent or anxious? 
   He gives your life stability.  Climb the rainbow through the rain. 
Take hold of a promise of his and read it, memorize it,  
   and pray for grace to believe it.


