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November 12, 2008
Morning Service
Text: Hebrews 11:7
Sermon: Noah and the Work of Faith

In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit; AMEN.

Today in our study of faith and the great heroes of the faith we come
to Noah, the third in our list. We saw first, in Abel, the worship of faith, as
Abel presented in his worship a blood offering that was acceptable to the
Lord. We saw secondly, in Enoch, the walk of faith. We watched as Enoch
walked with the Lord, growing day by day in his love and devotion to God,
seeking to please him in everything that he did. Now, with Noah, we come
to the work of faith. We will see him trusting the Lord and putting that trust
into action by building an ark, proving that true faith is a always a faith that
rolls up its selves and gets to work.

Before we get to our lesson, let me make some preliminary remarks.
Noah has this in common with Adam: Every single human being today is
one of his descendants. That is the case because of the great flood, one of
the most momentous events in the history of our planet. Practically every
religion and mythology from Asia to North America remembers Noah and
the flood. A Sumerian tablet dating from 1,600 BC tells of a king warned
about a destructive deluge and building a great boat. In Akkadian we find
the Atrahasis Epic which tells of a great flood destroying mankind after
earlier attempts to curb man’s wickedness. Only Atrahasis and his family,
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warned by the creator god, escaped in a boat they were told to build. The
Babylonian Gilgamesh tale tells the same story. Now it is true these stories
get many of the details wrong. They have been corrupted and twisted by
pagan ideas down through the years following the scattering of humanity
and the confusion of languages at the Tower of Babel. Nevertheless they
preserve a shared memory of this cataclysmic event.

Now some will say, “How do you know their stories are wrong and
Noah’s is right? How do you know it isn’t the other way around?” The
short answer is this: Jesus, who died and rose from the dead, says that it is
true. He tells us that “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35). By that he
meant that the Bible cannot lie. He said, in the Sermon on the Mount,
“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the
Prophets; [that is, the Old Testament]. I have not come to abolish them
but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth
disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen will by
any means disappear from the Law until everything is
accomplished” (Matthew 5:17-18).
Not the smallest part of the Bible is to be discounted or spurned. If that is
true of the smallest, most insignificant part of Scripture, how much more
true is it of matters of great importance? How important was Noah?
Consider this: When we look at Noah we will find the Bible’s first use of the
words “righteousness” and “grace.” We will see in his life a great symbol of
3

God’s judgement—the flood—along with a great symbol of salvation—the
ark. And we also see an enduring reminder of the covenant in the rainbow
God set in the sky after the flood. Grace, faith, righteousness, judgement,
salvation, covenant—when we come to the story of Noah we find matters
that touch the very heart of the gospel. Let’s turn to that now and consider
the first sentence of our lesson.

By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy
fear built an ark to save his family.
Faith, as defined in Hebrews 11:1, has to do with being “certain of
what we do not see.” There were two things Noah believed although he
could not yet see them. He believed that God would send a great flood to
cover the earth and he believed that he and his family would be saved
through the building of an ark. A description of this is given us in Genesis
6:13 and following:
So God said to Noah, “I am going to put an end to all people,
for the earth is filled with violence because of them. I am surely
going to destroy both them and the earth. So make yourself an ark of
cypress wood; make rooms in it and coat it with pitch inside and out.
This is how you are to build it: The ark is to be 450 feet long, 75 feet
wide and 45 feet high. Make a roof for it and finish the ark to within
18 inches of the top. Put a door in the side of the ark and make lower,
middle and upper decks. I am going to bring floodwaters on the earth
to destroy all life under the heavens, every creature that has the breath
of life in it. But I will establish my covenant with you, and you will
enter the ark—you and your sons and your wife and your sons’ wives
with you.”
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The first thing to say about Noah’s faith is that it was centered upon God,
not upon his circumstances. This is what I mean. Noah believed God. He
heard God’s word of judgement and salvation and he trusted it to be true.
He trusted it to be true even though the flood rains would not start to fall for
some 120 years. He trusted it to be true because he knew that God was a
God of truth and integrity, a God who could not lie, a God who does not
change his mind and a God so powerful no force could stand between God
and the accomplishing of his purposes. If God said it, Noah believed it.

That is what our faith is meant to look like. We hear the promise of
God—the promise of blessing, peace and everlasting life—and even though
we cannot see it yet, we are to believe it. We may be slandered by our
enemies and find our reputations ruined. Financial circumstances may
change and we may become destitute. A family member may have a crisis
that will break out hearts. We may act stupidly and find that chickens come
home to roost. Yet we trust that God is not finished with us yet, that difficult
circumstances remain in his hands and that through them he will work out
his good purposes for us and for our salvation. Our faith looks up to God
and we trust him because he is trustworthy. He is trustworthy to the very
end, so even when the diagnosis from the doctor comes telling us that we
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have but a short time to live, we still hold firm to his promise, for God does
not lie. If the Lord is your shepherd, his promise is this and his promise is
true: “Surely good and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life; and I
will well in the house of the Lord forever.”

Noah’s faith was centered upon God and not circumstances, so it was
a faith that stood firm. The second thing for us to notice about his faith is
this: Noah’s faith was costly. He stood firm in the faith even though to do so
he had to stand alone. Think about it. The building of his ark took some
120 years. He was probably building it quite a distance from any large body
of water. Imagine what his neighbours said to him while day after day, year
after year, decade after decade he cut wood, finished the lumber, laid the
keel and did all the other things necessary for so enormous a task. Think of
the ridicule, the taunts and the jests. Think of the people who imagined him
to be crazy and made him the butt of jokes. Crazy old Noah! How often do
you think he must have been called that? Beloved, if you are going to walk
by faith and not by sight, that will be true of you as well. The world will not
see what you see. It will not understand what you know to be true and right
and holy and good. It will imagine you to be foolish and deluded, a believer
in fairy-tales, a rube and a hick. The world will not be your friend.
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Christians in other countries know that very well already. They are
suffering terrible persecutions right now in China, India, Indonesia, Burma,
Iraq and various Moslem countries. In California last week a church that
supported marriage was attacked at worship by radical homosexual activists.
A Christian theatre director from Sacramento was forced to resign his job
because of his support for the same cause. A pastor in Alberta has been
ordered by the Alberta Human Rights Commission to forever refrain from
preaching the gospel because the Commission equated biblical views of
sexuality with hatred. Standing alone is something that Christians in Canada
are also going to have to get more and more used to in the days ahead. Let
Noah’s example be an encouragement to you in that.

First, Noah’s faith was centred on God. Second, his was a costly
faith; it came with a price. And third, Noah’s faith was a working faith. Our
lesson says that Noah, “in holy fear built an ark.” Let me say two things
about that. First of all, he “built an ark.” That tells us that true faith is
working faith. If Noah had not built the ark, what would that have said
about the nature of his faith? Can you imagine Noah saying, “God has said
there is a flood coming in judgement of sinful man? I believe him. But I am
not going to do what he says. I am not going to build the ark he
commanded.” What kind of faith is that? Dead faith. Such faith cannot
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save. And the same is true for us. Real faith is always working faith. It is
not that we are saved by our works, but that our works testify to the genuine,
saving nature of our faith. To put it another way, people always act in
keeping with their true beliefs—their true faith. As you believe, so will you
live. Let me give you as few examples.

If you believe that this church is on fire, you will make your way to
the exits. If you were on the Titanic and thought that it was sinking, you
would head for the lifeboats; if you thought that it was unsinkable, you
wouldn’t. If you think it is necessary to repent and believe the good news to
be saved from hell, right now you are fleeing temptation and mortifying
sinful habits and using the means of grace God has given you to grow in
faith. If you are not doing that now, it is because you don’t really believe
faith and repentance are necessary. Maybe you imagine you will be able to
make it through the pearly gates because of your charm and good looks or
because you paid your share of taxes or because you were nice. Don’t fool
yourself. Real faith is faith at work and as Calvin said, while we are saved
by faith alone we are never saved by a faith that is alone. Our works will
bear testimony as to the genuine or false nature of our faith.
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Noah, “in holy fear built an ark.” “In holy fear.” The second thing to
notice about Noah’s working faith has to do with the expression “in holy
fear.” These words are a translation of the Greek word eulabetheis. It
means “in holy fear,” or “out of reverent regard” or “taking heed with
careful attentiveness.” The idea is this: Noah had a holy and reverent fear of
God which moved him to pay careful attention to what God commanded.
He longed for God’s will to be done in every aspect of his life. Scripture
says of Noah that he “did everything just as God commanded him” (Genesis
6:22). Here is the application: In the working out of our faith we are to pay
attention to the details. We are to apply the principles of the faith the way
that Noah applied pitch to the ark—inside and out, from top to bottom. We
are to be faithful men and women every hour of every day. We are to be
faithful at church, faithful at home, faithful at work, faithful with our friends,
faithful with our neighbours, faithful in all things, whether in our thoughts or
words or deeds.

Let’s turn back to our lesson again. It concludes with these words:
“By his faith he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness
that comes by faith.” By faith Noah condemned the world. What does that
mean? In II Peter 2:5 Noah is called a “preacher of righteousness.” Think
of it this way. As Noah built the ark, he would have born witness to his
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neighbours. He would have explained why he was building the ark. He
would have warned them of the judgement to come. He would have offered
them a way of safety through the ark. He would have pleaded for them to
leave the pathways of sin and to follow the way of salvation.

It is the same for us, isn’t it? We are to bear witness to Jesus Christ.
In the words of I Peter 3:15, “Always be prepared to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do
this with gentleness and respect…” We are to bear witness. Through that
witness there will be some who are condemned, for they will reject the
gospel. There will, however, be those who turn aside from the pathways of
death to embrace the Lord Jesus and experience his cleansing power. It
makes me think of God’s encouraging word to the Apostle Paul when he was
in Corinth. The story is told in Acts 18:
One night the Lord spoke to Paul in a vision: “Do not be afraid;
keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you, and no one is
going to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this
city.” So Paul stayed for a year and a half, teaching the word of God.
God has put you where you are—whether in Black Creek or Stevensville or
Niagara Falls or Ridgeway or Fort Erie or Port Colborne because he has
people there who need to hear the gospel and who, on hearing it, will
respond, find forgiveness and live eternally.
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Our lesson tells us that Noah “became heir of the righteousness that
comes by faith.” There are two types of righteousness. There is first, the
righteousness that comes from the law. Paul speaks of that righteousness in
Philippians 3:4 and following:
If anyone else thinks he has reasons to put confidence in the
flesh, I have more: circumcised on the eight day, of the people of
Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the
law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic
righteousness, faultless.
This righteousness is, as Isaiah describes it, “filthy rags.” Paul went on to
disown this righteousness by calling it “rubbish.” This righteousness,
grounded upon our best efforts, is a righteousness that falls short of the
standard of perfection required by God. It cannot save. It was not the
righteousness that Noah had. His righteousness came by faith.

Some time ago I called Alvin up to the front of the sanctuary. I used a
white tablecloth as a robe and draped it over his shoulders. It was an
illustration of what the Lord does. He takes the righteousness he earned in
his earthly ministry—his perfect obedience, his perfect loving of God and
his perfect loving of his neighbour—and drapes it over those who call out to
him in faith. As a result, when God sees them, he sees them covered with
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the purity, obedience and devotion of his Son. He sees the beautiful,
spotless robe that covers them and he receives them in mercy and grace.

And what a robe it is. It was woven by the Lord during the years of
his life on earth. If you look closely at it you will see his circumcision and
his presentation at the temple when he was only a baby. You will see his
fulfilling of righteousness by submitting to the baptism of John in the Jordan
River. You will see him preaching good news to the children of Israel. You
will find woven on it scenes of the Lord healing the sick, cleansing the
lepers, giving sight to the blind, delivering the possessed and raising the
dead to life. You will find woven into the robe the picture of an adulteress
forgiven, a Samaritan woman given living water and a tax collector
converted. You will find our Lord calling sinners to come to him that they
may find rest. And you will find scenes of degradation as out of a heart of
love the Lord endured mocking, beatings, insults, false charges and, finally,
crucifixion so that, in taking upon himself the sin of man, many might be
forgiven. You will see him beside a thief who deserved to die, saying,
“Today you will be with me in Paradise.” You will see him endure the
punishment of his Father, saying, “My God, my God, why have you
forsaken me?” You will see him lift his head in triumph, proclaiming, “It is
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finished,” before yielding his spirit to death. And you will see scenes of an
empty tomb and Jesus risen.

Beloved, that blessed, precious, holy life provides the righteousness
that comes by faith. It is the inheritance of Noah and of all who believe in
the promises of God—who believe that there is a judgement that is coming
because of man’s sin and that there is a way of escape made through God’s
grace by faith in Jesus Christ. Let me sum it up this way:
1. You have heard the bad news that all have sinned and fall short of the
glory of God.
2. You have heard that God cannot simply clear the guilty and that the
wicked must be turned into hell.
3. But you have also heard the good news, that God sent his own Son as
an atonement for sin.
4. You have heard that “whosoever believeth shall not perish but have
eternal life.”
Beloved, believe the divine warning and let your heart be filled with holy
fear. Turn to the Lord Jesus and avail yourself of the only way of escape
from the wrath to come. Flee to Jesus for refuge and find in him a Saviour, a
Lord, a Comforter and a Friend. Find in holy fear true joy, in holy service
true freedom and in the losing of your life for Christ’s sake a life which
never ends. In Christ’s name. AMEN.
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