Nothing But The Best #33

“Faith Working”
Hebrews 11:7

Imagine that you are on the game show Family Feud, and you are asked, “Name one thing associated with Noah.” How would you answer? My guess would be that the number one most popular response would be “ark,” perhaps followed by “flood,” then maybe “Bill Cosby.” (I think I learned the story of Noah through Bill Cosby’s rendition of the story. Some thought it was sacrilegious and offensive; I thought it was ingenious and hilarious!)

I doubt that anyone would give the answer “faith” to that game show question, and if one did, it would probably not make the list of most popular responses. Yet we read in Hebrews 11:7,

By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy fear built an ark to save his family. By his faith he condemned the world and became heir of the righteousness that comes by faith. 


Faith is mentioned three times in that one verse, and in the person of Noah we see faith working.
 There is nothing passive about this story; the faith of Noah caused him to act.
 John MacArthur notes, 
“﻿Faith without works is dead﻿” (﻿James 2:26﻿). True faith always has actions to support its claim…. In order for faith to be valid, it must visibly radiate itself in good deeds. If you really believe in God, there will be evidence of it in the way you live, in the things you say, and in the things you do. Abel illustrates the worship of faith, and Enoch the walk of faith. Noah, perhaps more than any other person in history, illustrates the work of faith—obedience.


Most people know that Noah built an ark. What they may not know is that he also built a godly character and a godly family.
 In Noah’s day, the entire world had become morally bankrupt. Everyone lived for their own pleasure, not God’s. God became so disgusted with the human race that he considered wiping it out. But there was one man who made God smile. The Bible says, “Noah was a pleasure to the Lord” [Gen. 6:8 lb]. God said, “This guy brings me pleasure. He makes me smile. I’ll start over with his family.”
 I love how John Stott puts it: “Noah stood out of the general depravity like a fragrant flower on a ma​nure heap.”
 How’s that for a vivid mental image!


Noah was a man who pleased God…but how? Let’s go back to the original account in Genesis 6 and discover something about Noah and his faith.

We read in Genesis 6:5-9,

The Lord saw how great man’s wickedness on the earth had become, and that every inclination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil all the time. The Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain. So the Lord said, “I will wipe mankind, whom I have created, from the face of the earth—men and animals, and creatures that move along the ground, and birds of the air—for I am grieved that I have made them.” But Noah found favor in the eyes of the Lord. This is the account of Noah. Noah was a righteous man, blameless among the people of his time, and he walked with God.


First, we read that Noah was “a righteous man” who “found favor [or “grace”] in the eyes of the Lord.” This speaks of his relationship with God. Here we see the fundamental concepts of grace and righteousness for the first time in the Bible, and they are used in relation to Noah.
﻿ Noah’s righteousness is also mentioned in other places in Scripture, namely Ezekiel 14:14, and 20; in Hebrews 11:7; and in 2 Peter 2:5. It is important to note that Noah’s righteousness didn’t come from his good works; his good works came because of his righteousness.
 And even his righteousness was a product of God’s grace.


Second, Noah was “a blameless man.” If “righteous” describes Noah’s standing before God, then “blameless” describes his conduct before people. Now, don’t misunderstand: the word “blameless” doesn’t imply “sinless”; rather it means “having integrity, whole, unblemished.”
 He was the kind of person others would trust, a man “whose word was his bond.” Anyone who is truly in a right relationship with God will find themselves trustworthy and reliable in the eyes of others. If not, the right relationship with God is suspect.


Third, Noah was “an obedient man.” This is not specifically mentioned in Genesis 6:9, but demonstrated throughout the next three chapters. One of the major messages in Scripture is that we must not only hear God’s Word but we must also obey it, and Noah did just that.
 The quality of Noah’s faith was proved by his prompt obedience: Genesis 6:22 records, “Noah did all that God commanded him.”
 (We’ll return to this verse in a moment.)


This obedience began by hearing and heeding God’s voice. According to Hebrews 11:7, he was “warned,” a verb that is used frequently of divine communications. Noah was not acting on a hunch or on merely human advice; it was the voice of God that carried conviction with him. The warning concerned things “not yet seen,” events of which there was no present indication, nothing that could be observed. At the time Noah received his message from God, there was no sign of the flood and related events. Up until this point the earth had never experienced rain, let alone a flood! His action was motivated by faith, not by any reasoned calculation of the probabilities based on the best available evidence.


His convictions turned into conduct, his belief into behavior. It was by the building of the ark that the faith of Noah was most dramatically demonstrated. The conduct of Noah illustrates and confirms the definition of faith given in Hebrews 11:1 as “the assurance of things hoped for” (his own salvation) and “the conviction of things not seen” (the judgment of the flood), founded as it was on his confidence in the word which he had received from God.
 So we see that Noah’s faith was proved by his obedience to God’s word. In God’s economy, trust and obedience are inseparable. As we love to sing, there is no other way than “﻿to trust and obey.﻿” Just as Noah trusted and obeyed, God wants all who belong to Him to do the same.


G. Campbell Morgan writes concerning Noah, “Faith brought him into active co-operation with God in His purpose and plans.”
 In other words, true faith works. Often we hear arguments contrasting faith and works, but the Bible tells us (especially in James) that faith works! Genuine faith in God always works in obedience to His voice.


This evening I would like to point out three aspects of Noah’s obedience:

· Noah obeyed automatically

· Noah obeyed accurately

· Noah obeyed absolutely

We will see that these simple concepts can (and should) characterize our obedience, too.

Noah Obeyed Automatically

Noah obeyed automatically. By that I mean that he obeyed without question, complaint, or hesitation (Bill Cosby’s rendition of the story notwithstanding). Hebrews 11:7 states simply, “By faith Noah, when warned about things not yet seen, in holy fear built an ark to save his family.”
The word “fear” may give the wrong impression that Noah acted under the influence of fright. The Greek word literally means, “to act cautiously, circumspectly, to reverence, or stand in awe of” in this context.
 Noah took God seriously. As Chuck Swindoll quips, “In reverence he risked.”
 Noah dropped everything and started building. 

It is difficult to imagine how God’s message must have sounded to Noah. To most of us it would have been so strange, so demanding, so embarrassing, so absolutely overwhelming, that we would have done anything to get out of it. We would have thought up a thousand excuses for not doing it. We would have done our best to talk God out of the whole idea, or at least convince Him to get someone else for the job. But Noah did not argue, quibble, make excuses, complain, or procrastinate. He did not question God, but simply began obeying Him. True faith does not question, and Noah did not question.
 It may have been, in the words of one writer, “obedience against all common sense,”
 but faith sees beyond common sense and trusts the word of God.

Now think about it: If God asked you to build a giant boat (or maybe a space ship, to put it in perspective), don’t you think you might have a few questions, objections, or reservations? Noah didn’t. He obeyed God wholeheartedly, without reservation or hesitation. Noah didn’t procrastinate and say, “I’ll pray about it.” He obeyed without delay.

When we are tempted to question God’s direction, remember that He doesn’t owe us an explanation or reason for everything He asks us to do. Understanding can wait, but obedience can’t. Instant obedience will teach us more about God than a lifetime of Bible discussions. In fact, we will never understand some of God’s commands until we obey them first. Obedience unlocks understanding.
 Noah obeyed automatically.
Noah Obeyed Absolutely

Noah obeyed absolutely, as Genesis 7:5 indicates, “And Noah did all that the Lord commanded him.” This statement appears in four different occasions in the Genesis account  (Gen. 6:22; 7:5, 9. 16).
 Noah was a man of faith, and his life continually showed his faith by his absolute obedience to God.
 His compliance was complete.

Often we try to offer God partial obedience. We want to pick and choose the commands we obey. We make a list of the commands we like and obey those while ignoring the ones we think are unreasonable, difficult, expensive, or unpopular. We may think, “I’ll attend church but I won’t tithe,” or, “I’ll read my Bible but won’t forgive the person who hurt me.” Yet partial obedience is disobedience.

King Saul learned that lesson the hard way. In 1 Samuel 15 the Lord commands him to take the Israelite army, attack the Amalekites, and completely destroy everything. If it breathes, kill it. Period. We may not understand the order—we may not even like it—but that was the command of God to Saul.

So the Bible records that Saul took the army and routed the Amalekites. Sounds good, right? Except…verse eight says that they kept Agag, king of the Amalekites, alive. Hmm, don’t remember reading about that exception earlier in the chapter. Then…verse nine states that Saul and the army also kept the best of the livestock alive as well. 

Uh oh.

The Lord tells Samuel about Saul’s actions and dispatches the prophet to confront the king. When Samuel arrives, Saul says to him, “The Lord bless you! I have carried out the Lord’s instructions” (1 Samuel 15:13). Can you believe that? He really believed he had obeyed! There’s a word for folks like that: delusional.
Samuel’s response is priceless: “What then is this bleating of the sheep in my ears, and the lowing of cattle that I hear?” Can you imagine? Samuel cups a hand to his ear and says, “Speak up, Saul, I can’t hear you for all the commotion from the livestock you were supposed to kill!”
Saul tries to make excuses, but Samuel cuts him off. “Stop!” Samuel said, which is the Hebrew way of saying, “Shut up!”
 Once he has the king’s attention, he relays the message of the Lord, who was furious that Saul disobeyed Him.

“But I did obey the Lord,” Saul protested. “I went on the mission the Lord assigned me. I completely destroyed the Amalekites and brought back Agag their king. The soldiers took sheep and cattle from the plunder, the best of what was devoted to God, in order to sacrifice them to the Lord your God at Gilgal.” Saul is still delusional! He is convinced that he obeyed God, even though he admits countermanding the orders by keeping their king and cattle alive. (He tries to make up for it with this lame story about sacrificing the cattle to the Lord. As Bill Cosby would have said, “Ri-i-i-ight!”)

Samuel drives home the truth that we all need to hear: “Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the voice of the Lord? To obey is better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.”
Partial obedience is disobedience. Always was, still is, and always will be. Noah obeyed absolutely, he did all that the Lord commanded him.

Noah Obeyed Accurately


Finally, Noah also obeyed accurately. We see this in Genesis 6:22, “Noah did everything just as God commanded him.” Not only did Noah obey God, he did everything precisely as God said. He did not pick and choose what to believe and what to obey. He believed everything and obeyed everything God said.
 Notice that Noah obeyed completely (no instruction was overlooked), and he obeyed exactly (in the way and time God wanted it done). That is wholeheartedness. It is no wonder God was pleased with Noah.


Another Scriptural example of how this was not done is found in the pivotal point in the life of Moses. Turn to the twentieth chapter of the book of Numbers, beginning with verses 2-5,

Now there was no water for the community, and the people gathered in opposition to Moses and Aaron. They quarreled with Moses and said, “If only we had died when our brothers fell dead before the Lord! Why did you bring the Lord’s community into this desert, that we and our livestock should die here? Why did you bring us up out of Egypt to this terrible place? It has no grain or figs, grapevines or pomegranates. And there is no water to drink!” 


Here’s a familiar scene: the Israelites in the wilderness complaining. (If I were to rename the book of Numbers, I’d call it, “Complain, Complain, Complain”!) Moses and Aaron bring the complaint to the Lord, who tells them in verse eight, 

“Take the staff, and you and your brother Aaron gather the assembly together. Speak to that rock before their eyes and it will pour out its water. You will bring water out of the rock for the community so they and their livestock can drink.” (Carefully note what the Lord commanded.)


Verse nine records, “So Moses took the staff from the Lord’s presence, just as he commanded him.” So far, so good. 


But not for long.


Verses 10-11 continue,

He and Aaron gathered the assembly together in front of the rock and Moses said to them, “Listen, you rebels, must we bring you water out of this rock?” Then Moses raised his arm and struck the rock twice with his staff. Water gushed out, and the community and their livestock drank. 


The Lord told Moses to speak to the rock. What did Moses do? He struck the rock. No big deal, right? Verse twelve answers that question: 

But the Lord said to Moses and Aaron, “Because you did not trust in me enough to honor me as holy in the sight of the Israelites, you will not bring this community into the land I give them.” 


After all that he had been through—leading the people out of Egypt, through the Red Sea, receiving the Law on Mount Sinai, working miracle after miracle through the power of the Lord—Moses is denied the ultimate fulfillment of God’s promise—entrance in the Promised Land. Why? Because Moses did not obey the Lord accurately. 


Can you imagine what might have happened if Noah had not obeyed the Lord accurately? The ark may not have been big enough. It may have capsized in the floodwaters, or sprung a leak! That would have been disastrous…the end of life as we know it!

Noah is an outstanding example of faith, specifically of faith working. He heard the voice of the Lord and he trusted what he heard. That trust was translated to obedience, and Noah obeyed the Lord automatically, absolutely, and accurately. He did not question or hesitate, he did not cut corners or compromise, and he did everything just as the Lord commanded him.

What kind of a person was Noah? As Wiersbe concludes, “He was the kind of person you and I should be and can be as we live in our world today.”
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