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Rainbows in a fallen world 
Genesis 9:1-17 

 

Rainbows are wonderful things, there is always something cheery about seeing 
a rainbow.  In the gloom as the rain clouds clear the brightness and colours never fail 
to catch the eye.  It is not only the young who find themselves saying to whoever may 
be around “Look a rainbow”. 

The symbol may mean different things to different people.  You might think of 
pots of gold at the end of the rainbow or being over the rainbow with Dorothy in The 
Wizard of Oz.  It has been the image of the new age movement and of both racial and 
gender equality, or if you’re an old rocker like me it may remind you of a melodic 
heavy metal band of the 70’s and 80’s. 

The Bible however would have us see something quite specific in a rainbow.  It 
is a reminder of a promise of God, a covenant that God made, it is a symbol of God’s 
ongoing love and grace in a fallen world. 

GRACE IN A FALLEN WORLD 

When we reach Genesis 9 the flood has receded.  In the previous chapter God 
has remembered Noah and brought the end to the flood.  The wind that had moved 
over the waters in creation now comes again and the world is reborn.  At the right time 
God calls Noah and those who are with him from his well lived in Ark and they are 
send to repopulate the earth (8:17). 

Noah then does something pretty remarkable when you think about it.  He 
sacrifices some of the clean animals and birds as a thank offering to God.  He has just 
spent a year with these animals looking after them and now just as they are released 
he sacrifices them.  It must have been rather disappointing for the animals but God is 
pleased with this sacrifice. 

We have in previous sermons considered some of the other flood stories that 
were around in the ancient world. In one the god’s, having set the flood on humanity 
for being to noisy, realise that they now have no means of getting food with no 
humans to sacrifice.  So when the surviving humans do make a sacrifice we are told 
that the gods swarmed around like flies.  It is hard to imagine a more demeaning 
image.  It is certainly very different from what we have in Genesis.  God sees what 
Noah is doing and is pleased.  This action of Noah, this righteous act, leads God to 
make a promise to never again destroy the earth, there will be stability throughout 
creation. (8:22) 

NEW CREATION? 
It appears that we have a new start, the slate has been washed clean, and evil 

has been flushed away, literally.  There are certainly links to the creation narrative.  
We noted last week how the flood is seen as undoing creation, the receding of the 
flood is creation’s rebirth.  The animals are blessed as they were in the beginning 
(8:17, 1:22), Noah is blessed as Adam was (9:1-7, 1:28), God is providing food for his 
creatures not vice versa (9:3, 1:29-30), and we are reminded of humanity being in 
God’s image.  Perhaps the rainbow is a sign of a new age. 

FALLEN WORLD 
However we can also see that this is not the pristine world of creation.  Things 

have changed.   
The Fear of the Animals (9:2) 
The animals, which had once been the companion of Adam, now live in fear 

and dread of man.  This may be because they are now considered to be food for 
humanity, but we are told of their fear before we are told that they may now be lunch.  
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It is more likely that the fear and dread is because they have seen the damage that 
humanity can do to the earth.  Genesis makes it clear that the flood was because of 
humanity’s sin which was ruining the earth, the animals are right to be fearful of 
humanity. 

The Possibility of Murder (9:5-6) 
The rules of the garden were about not eating fruit, now there are rules about 

death and murder.  Capital punishment is introduced as a reminder of the seriousness 
of taking another life but also to put a limit on retribution.  Murder quickly entered after 
the arrival of sin, and here it is assumed that it will continue to happen. 

Drunkenness and Shame (9:20-27) 
If we read on in Genesis 9 we find the bit of the Noah story which never seems 

to make it into the children’s versions of the story.  The first thing that Noah did when 
he got out of the ark was to sacrifice, that was good.  The next thing he did was not so 
good.  He planted a vineyard, drank the wine and fell down drunk and naked in his 
tent. 

We see here again creation controlling humanity and the story is one of shame.  
The first people were naked and knew no shame.  Noah is naked and it is shameful. 

Death (9:28-29) 
The very end of chapter 9 returns to the style of chapter 5 with a short 

description of Noah’s life.  This is the last time that such a note is put in.  From now on 
the reader is to understand that if someone has lived for X number of years then they 
will have died.  But the writer of Genesis wants to make it clear that Noah, just like 
everyone else before and after him dies. 

THE PROMISE (COVENANT) 
Water cannot wash clean the heart of humanity.  The world after the flood is 

still the fallen world which has fallen out of relationship with God.  Even these good 
people which God has saved are affected by sin.  God recognises this in his promise 
not to destroy the earth again.  He does not promise not to do it because it is not 
going to be necessary; he has to promise because humanity will again provoke him by 
its sin. 

"Never again will I curse the ground because of man, even though every 
inclination of his heart is evil from childhood. And never again will I destroy all living 
creatures, as I have done.  (Genesis 8:21, NIV).  God makes this promise despite 
what he knows about humanity, in full knowledge of our fallenness.   

In fact God goes further, he does not only make a promise, he makes a 
covenant, a solemn agreement which has a sign attached.  The Bible has a number of 
covenants, all of which show something of God’s purposes in this world.  This 
covenant shows that God continues to work for the good of his world.  This promise is 
universal in its sweep, it is with all living things for all time.  It stood then, it stands 
now. 

The rainbow is the sign of that covenant, it both reminds of judgement and 
points to God’s promise of mercy. 

RAINBOWS IN THE FALLEN WORLD 

LIVING WITH RAINBOWS 
How then are we to live in our fallen world with rainbows?  An important part of 

this chapter is that it affirms that despite the sinfulness of humanity, that every 
inclination is evil, we still retain the image of God (9:6). Jurgen Moltmann has written.  
“It was self-humiliation on God’s part when he lent his divine image to a clod of earth.  
But how much more God lowered himself after the flood in the renewal of his 
blessing.” 

This reaffirmation is given in the context of the command of a life for a life.  It 
would be easy for us to be distracted on a discussion on capital punishment and we 
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should in passing note that this command is in part to limit revenge which so 
dominated the antediluvian world (remember Lamach). 

More importantly is the value which this puts on all human life, for all of us have 
an innate relationship with our creator, whose image we bear.  Human life at what 
ever age, in what ever country, and whatever their lifestyles must never been seen as 
cheap, expendable or outside God’s concern. 

Understanding God’s reaffirmation of humanity being made in the image of 
God must then effect how we think about our fellow human beings.  Equality 
movements are onto something when they use the rainbow as a symbol.  But it also 
counts for the asylum seeker, the old, the unborn, the homeless, all of us.  The 
rainbow should remind us that despite all our flaws and failures we are all made in the 
image of God and so have dignity, value. 

It should also remind us of our responsibility to our world.  This promise of God 
is not made to humanity but to all living things.  It is rather ironic that God having 
promised that he will not destroy the earth that humanity in our fallenness seems to be 
doing quite a job all by ourselves.  Rainbows in reminding us of God’s promise should 
help us to remember to do a better job in looking after this world. 

We can also ponder, in a week where our sentence and collect speak of Jesus 
being the light of the world how we like the rainbow can refract and reflect the light 
that has shone upon us and so act of signs of hope in our world. 

THE SIGN 
All of these are, I hope interesting and helpful ways to think further about 

rainbows in a fallen world, but more interestingly this is not how the text pushes us to 
think about them.  God appoints the rainbow as a sign of the covenant he has made 
with the whole world.  The text does not suggest that there had not been rainbows 
before just that they did not have the meaning that they now have.  Importantly this 
sign is not so much for our sake did you notice that in the text.  The rainbow is 
primarily for God’s sake.  It is God who will see the rainbow and remember his 
covenant.  When the rain comes, which reminds of judgement, the rainbow brings 
remembrance of the promise.  Given the provocation of humanity this is just as well. 

The rainbow does also speak to us.  The symbol of the rainbow is very 
appropriate, for it not only is see by both God and us,  as it appears in the gloom it 
points in two directions.  It reminds us of the darkness of this fallen world.  But its 
brightness reminds us of the love and grace that God has for this fallen world, it points 
to God having another purpose for this world other than judgement. 

This covenant with Noah and its sign then points forward to the New Covenant 
which is established by Jesus death, with the symbols of Jesus death being the sign.  
Here most clearly God’s grace for his fallen creatures is displayed.  As we take 
communion in church we discover that like the rainbow these symbols of Jesus’ self 
giving death point in two directions.  That Jesus had to die shows the seriousness of 
our state before God, but that he died for us shows the extent of his love.  I wonder if 
we can also say that as we take communion that the symbols of bread and wine act 
as a reminder to God that the judgement has passed and there is mercy and salvation 
in his promise.  This act of taking communion is not just something to remind us, it 
also reminds God of his promises, I find great comfort in that. 

These symbols of Jesus death, like the rainbow, shows God’s unfathomable 
love for his fallen world.  It these signs can remind us of these things then they have 
done their work. 


