
For the season of Lent, we will be looking at covenants.  Covenants are agreements between two parties.  When a covenant is made with God the covenant is consists of the bestowal of blessing.  God is God, so unlike us, we need not worry about God backing out or forgetting his covenant promise.  


Today, we heard about God's covenant with Noah.  If you read the newsletter already, you might be asking, what about the covenant with Adam?  In the Lenten cycle, the covenant with Adam is covered on Ash Wednesday.  The ashes are from the palm branches of the previous year and have been burned to remind us to dust we will return.  God created the world and every living thing within it.


Now we are up to Noah.  The Noahidic covenant blesses all the creatures of the earth.  It leaves out the grass, the trees, the flowers, even the palm branches.  The promise of blessing is made between God, and Noah, us as his descendants, and the animals on the ark.  We have a sign of promise to remind us what God promised, the rainbow.  Thanks to Lucky Charms, we think of the rainbow as a happy symbol.  In the ancient context however, the rainbow was seen as the weapon of divine wrath with the rain, lightning and thunder being the arrows.  Yet God takes a sign of death and turns it into the promise of continuing life.  We have the promise that “Never again will there be a flood that will destroy all life” for thousands of years.  As far as I can tell, God has held true to his promise.


As we read 1 Peter, the flood of Noah suddenly reappears, but with a seemingly different approach to it.  The floodwaters are now seen as a life giving event.  How can the flood that wiped out every living creature except the passengers on one particular boat be seen as a life giving event?


The author of first Peter seems to be saying that the eight on the boat were saved through the others being wiped out!  Jesus, the righteous one died for the unrighteous' sins once for all.  Supposedly, this even includes those who were awaiting final judgment in the spiritual world.


If you are like me, you are asking, what exactly are these spirits and why are they being preached to?  These spirits are one of two possibilities.  Most likely, they are the angels who chose to do things their own way and ignore God.  In doing so, they are believed to have come down and mated with the women of the earth.  Their offspring are seen as part of the reason that the time of Noah was so chaotic.  These spirits were imprisoned during the act of the flood so that the new world that Noah and his family stepped into would not be troubled by rebellious spirits.  


The other possibility is that they are also the human dead that had been waiting for final judgement.  In the Hebrew worldview, sheol was different from hell.  All the dead went to sheol to await final judgment.  It is here that Jesus is believed to have descended to preach to the spirits in prison.  What Jesus said to the spirits is not known for sure.


What we can take away from this passage are some assumptions from the context.  Peter is encouraging believers to be prepared to proclaim Christ no matter the dangers or outcome. For his preaching, Christ was killed, but this caused him to be alive by the spirit.  The spirit lead him to one of the most hostile places in which to proclaim the good news of God.  The prison of those who had originally rebelled against God and his commands.


Whether Christ's preaching was a final plea or a final speech to those rebellious ones to help them understand what they have chosen, I don't know.  But we know that the blessings of the good news reached into the depths of the earth and those who had not had a chance to know of Christ, heard Christ proclaim the gospel face to face.  Some probably were rejoiced to see the Messiah that they had accepted and waited for and others continued in their rejection of him.  We do know from Matthew, that upon Christ's death, spirit's of those who were dead arose and wandered the streets of Jerusalem.


Now we must return to how Noah's covenant relates to this.  We often credit the ark being the saving factor in Noah's story since it was a sign to the people of the coming flood.  Peter however  sees the water being the saving factor.  Water is the ancient symbol for chaos.  Jesus calming the stormy sea is Jesus' way of claiming control over chaos.  The people of Noah's time were strong supporters of chaos, hence why God destroyed them and all the animals of the time, they chose chaos over him who had control over the chaos.  Some may have even chose chaos and God, but they put the chaos before God.


Those that survived were those who put God above chaos.  They then found themselves above the rule of chaos as they floated above it by God's gracious act of providing Noah with the foresight to build an ark.  While they remained alive, there was a part of them that also died.  The connections with those who lived according to chaos instead of God were now dead to them.  Life was gained by putting God first and the things that put him second to death.


With Christ, we not only experienced a continuing blessing of the promise that God will never destroy all life by a flood again, we were blessed with a flood that would give eternal life.  As we undergo the water of baptism, we die to all that would separate us from God, mainly chaos or that which does not listen to God's word or will.  A fancy theological word for that is sin.  


That is why the water of baptism symbolizes or is a sign of a good conscience toward God.  We are proclaiming who we believe in, God first.  We don't think in the end that it is ourself, or technology, or society that will save us, or even a good ship, it is God and God alone.


The removal of dirt comes from trusting and being right with God.  But as we said in the beginning, Ash Wednesday reminds us that it is to dust or fine dirt that we will return.  Even if all the dirt is removed, the spirits in prison still had to realize that it is by Christ's death that we have life.


For he now sits at the right hand of God, the place of power.  There, everything, angels, authorities, and all powers are in submission to him.  Do you still think that you are in control or do you remember that the work on the cross was sufficient.  Not only to continue preventing chaos from wiping out everything that is not loyal to God, but to give eternal, never ending life to those that are loyal to God.

