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This	morning,	before	I	go	any	further,	I	would	like	to	ask	you	all	a	question—and	please	
feel	free	to	raise	your	hands	in	response,	if	the	question	applies	to	you.	Here	it	is:	Have	
you	ever	made	a	promise	to	someone	that	you	have	subsequently	broken?	Please	take	
your	time	thinking	about	it—if	you	need	time—and	then	give	me	your	answer…	I	don’t	
need	 to	 know	what	 any	 of	 those	 promises	were—that’s	 between	 you	 and	 God,	 and,	 I	
suppose,	the	person	you	made	the	promise	to.	
	
What	 kinds	 of	 promises	 do	 we	 hear	 daily—or	 even	 make	 regularly—that	 are	 often	
broken:	

I	promise	to	take	out	the	garbage	tonight.	
I	promise	to	clean	my	room	when	I	get	home	from	school.	
I	promise	to	be	home	early	from	work	today.	
I	promise	not	to	get	angry.	
I	promise	I	won’t	do	it	again.	
…and	I’m	sure	there	are	many	more	you	can	think	of.	

	
It	would	seem	to	me	that	as	human	beings,	we	have	the	uncanny	ability	to	readily	make	
promises	and	just	as	readily,	break	them.	It’s	not	a	good	look,	is	it?	Maybe	we	need	to	be	
more	mindful	and	more	selective	of	the	kinds	of	promises	we	make.	We	make	them	and	
we	break	them,	because	some	promises	are,	let’s	face	it,	really	hard	to	keep.	Recently,	I	
came	across	what	one	person	has	determined	are	the	six	most	common	broken	promises.	
See	if	any	apply	to	you	(No	hand	showing	is	required	this	time.	In	fact	it’s	probably	best	
you	don’t.	It	could	be	embarrassing)	
	
“I’ll	come	back	tomorrow.”	You	often	hear	this	from	builders,	plumbers,	and	electricians.	
But	the	truth	is	very	different.	They	won’t	come	back	until	next	week	(or	later).	And	you	
will	 probably	 need	 to	 phone	 them	 five	 times	 first.	 (It	 also	 applies	 in	 a	 lot	 of	 other	
circumstances,	as	well—I’m	not	picking	on	tradesmen—it’s	what	the	person	wrote.)	
	
“I	 won’t	 tell	 anyone.”	 We	 love	 hearing	 secrets	 and	 we	 happily	 make	 this	 promise—
especially	in	the	church—there’s	always	such	juicy	gossip.	And	at	the	time	we	really	mean	
it.	 “Don’t	worry,”	we	say,	 “your	secret	 is	safe	with	me.”	But	of	course	 it	 isn’t.	Research	
shows	 that	 everybody	will	 always	 tell	 at	 least	 one	other	person	 the	 secret.	 Very	 soon	
everyone	knows.		
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“This	won’t	hurt	a	bit.”	A	favourite	phrase	of	doctors,	dentists	and	nurses.	They	usually	
say	it	just	before	they	give	you	an	injection.	But	the	phrase	is	not	complete.	The	full	phrase	
is:	“This	won’t	hurt	me	(but	it	will	probably	hurt	you	a	lot).”	As	I	told	my	own	dentist:	I	
can	handle	anything	but	pain.	
	
“I’ll	 write.”	 You	make	 a	 new	 friend	 on	 holiday	 or	 on	 a	 bus	 journey,	 you	 swap	 e-mail	
addresses	 and	 you	 make	 this	 promise.	 Six	 months	 later	 you	 find	 a	 name	 and	 e-mail	
address	on	a	card	or	an	old	piece	of	paper.	“Oh	dear!”	you	think—but	then	you	remember	
that	they	didn’t	write	to	you	either.	So,	I	guess	that	lets	you	off	the	hook.	
	
(One	of	my	all-time	favourites)	“I’ll	pay	you	back	tomorrow.”	(Or	in	my	situation:	I’ll	pay	
you	 back	 when	 I	 get	 home/when	 my	 pay	 comes	 in/when	 I’m	 in	 a	 better	 financial	
situation/etc.)	In	Hamlet,	Shakespeare	told	us	never	to	borrow	or	lend	money.	He	was	
right.	When	we	lend	people	money	they	always	make	this	promise	but	then	they	forget	
(or	worse,	they	blatantly	lie	to	you	and	have	no	intention	of	giving	it	back).	If	we	ask	for	
the	money	back,	they	think	we’re	mean.	If	we	don’t	ask,	well,	we	never	get	it	back.		
	
(Last	but	certainly	not	least	–	and	this	one	is	really	a	kicker)	“I’ll	always	love	you.”	Whitney	
Houston	sang	a	song	about	this,	and	every	day,	all	over	the	world	thousands	of	people	
make	the	same	promise	to	each	other.	We	know	eternal	love	exists	but	is	this	promise	the	
most	difficult	one	to	keep	of	them	all?	All	you	have	to	do	is	look	at	society	around	you.	
Perhaps	that’s	why	many	couples	today	simply	choose	to	live	together,	rather	than	getting	
married.	They’re	not	prepared	to	make	this	kind	of	promise	any	more.	And	that’s	really	
sad.	
	
In	today’s	passage	from	Genesis,	God	makes	a	promise.	 In	verse	11	and	following,	God	
says	to	Noah:	
	

11	I	establish	my	covenant	with	you,	that	never	again	shall	all	flesh	be	cut	off	by	the	
waters	of	a	flood,	and	never	again	shall	there	be	a	flood	to	destroy	the	earth.”	12	God	
said,	“This	is	the	sign	of	the	covenant	that	I	make	between	me	and	you	and	every	living	
creature	that	is	with	you,	for	all	future	generations:	13	I	have	set	my	bow	in	the	clouds,	
and	it	shall	be	a	sign	of	the	covenant	between	me	and	the	earth.		

	
The	sign	of	which	God	speaks	is,	of	course,	the	rainbow.	
	
In	this	passage	God	promises	to	protect	and	never	destroy	the	earth	and	makes	a	covenant	
(an	 inviolable	 or	 sacred	 promise),	 not	 only	 with	 Noah	 and	 his	 sons,	 and	 all	 their	
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descendants,	but	with	every	living	creature	and	with	the	earth	itself.	The	rainbow	is	a	sign,	
a	reminder,	of	the	promise.	God	wants	to	be	in	a	deep	and	mutual	relationship	with	all	of	
creation.	Now,	I’m	sure	that	God	did	not	create	the	rainbow	just	for	this	moment.	It	had	
always	existed	but	was	now	filled	with	new	significance	for	the	future.	
	
Although	God	promises	that	there	will	never	again	be	a	flood	that	destroys	Earth,	today	
there	are	many	devastating	disasters.	Tsunamis,	hurricanes,	 floods,	bush	 fires—not	 to	
mention	all	 the	man-made	devastations	that	come	from	things	such	as	nuclear	devices	
and	other	ways	we	disrespect	the	earth,	that	have	resulted	in	loss	of	life	and	significant	
damage	to	property	and	creation.	How	do	we	reconcile	this	promise	with	our	modern-
day	 realities?	 Well,	 one	 way	 might	 be	 to	 believe	 that	 God	 does	 not	 bring	 about	 this	
suffering.	Rather,	it’s	people’s	apathy	about	creation	and	human	choices	that	destabilize	
the	environment.	And	maybe	we	should	spend	some	time	thinking	about	that	as	well.		
	
Lent	is	supposed	to	be	a	time	when	we	are	called	to	re-orient	ourselves.	It’s	a	time	for	
reflection,	for	honesty	with	ourselves.	It’s	a	time	for	re-establishing	our	relationship	with	
God,	with	one	another,	and	with	the	world	in	which	we	live.	It’s	a	time	for	reflecting	on	
God’s	promises	and	how	we	might	respond	to	those	promises.	
	
The	story	of	Noah	is	often	told	to	children—it	makes	a	great	children’s	story	with	Noah	
building	 the	ark,	with	all	 the	animals	coming	 in	 two	by	 two,	and	with	 the	story	of	 the	
rainbow	to	follow.	All	children	love	rainbows.	We	might,	however,	wonder	where	there	is	
good	news	in	the	destruction	and	drowning	of	an	entire	race	of	people?		
	
Perhaps	 the	 focus	 of	 this	 story	 should	 be	 more	 about	 God’s	 promises,	 about	 new	
beginnings,	and	about	how	we	can	care	more	 for	one	another	and	creation.	This	story	
offers	 an	opportunity	 to	 explore	more	 about	God’s	 promises	 to	us	 and	how	we	might	
respond	 to	 them.	 It	 is	 a	 story	of	 trust	 in	God—that,	unlike	us,	God	does	not	break	his	
promises.	
	
Each	of	the	Bible	readings	for	today	speak	on	this	theme	of	God’s	promises	and	our	trust.	
The	writer	of	Psalm	25:1–10	trusts	God	and	seeks	to	orient	their	whole	self	to	God.	They	
make	requests	of	God	to	teach,	forgive,	and	not	to	remember	past	sins.	This,	too,	is	a	story	
about	being	in	relationship	with	God	and	relying	on	God’s	help.		
	
Overwhelmed	by	violence	and	being	threatened,	the	people	of	1	Peter	3:18–22	also	rely	
on	God’s	help.	The	writer	makes	a	clear	connection	between	the	waters	of	the	flood	and	
the	waters	of	baptism	and	reminds	us	that	water	is	a	sign	of	God’s	promise	and	protection.	
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Baptism	is	a	symbol	of	new	beginnings.	It’s	also	good	to	reflect	on	the	promises	we	make	
in	baptism	and	in	the	baptismal	service.	
	
Baptism	that	signifies	cleansing	and	new	beginnings	is	a	central	theme	in	Mark	1:9–15.	As	
Jesus	 emerges	 from	 the	waters	 of	 baptism,	 God’s	 Spirit	 comes	 as	 a	 sign	 of	 peace	 and	
promise.	This	same	Spirit	also	urges	Jesus	into	the	wilderness.	While	Jesus	struggles	in	
the	wilderness,	he	is	not	alone.		
	
This	universal	covenant,	which	God	makes	with	all	of	creation	after	the	devastating	flood,	
is	pivotal	within	the	Old	Testament	and	Gospel	narrative.	It’s	the	context	within	which	all	
other	covenants	or	promises	become	possible.	It	leads	to	the	promise	made	to	Abraham	
that	he	will	be	the	Father	of	many	nations—all	the	way	through	to	the	promise	of	eternal	
life	in	Jesus	Christ.	No	matter	how	we	feeble	and	flawed	humans	live—no	matter	what	
evil	we	 perpetrate—no	matter	 how	many	 promises	we	make,	 and	 then	 break—God’s	
promises	stand	firm.	Unlike	us,	God	does	not	break	his	promises.	Unlike	our	love	for	one	
another,	which	is	often	limited	and	unsure,	God’s	love	for	us	and	the	world	in	which	we	
live,	stands	firm	and	lasts	forever.	
	
Trusting	and	relying	on	God’s	promises—even	when	life	is	difficult—is	a	key	theme	in	all	
of	the	Bible	passages	set	down	for	today.	Trust	and	reliance	on	God	are	invited	even	after	
a	devastating	disaster,	or	while	waiting	on	God’s	help,	or	during	times	of	violence,	and	
certainly	during	times	of	temptation.	In	all	times,	God	invites	us	into	a	deeper	relationship	
with	him.	
	
Perhaps	 this	 Lent	 we	 can	 all	 take	 the	 time	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 promises	 we	make	 (and	
sometimes	break)	as	opposed	to	the	promises	God	makes	to	us	and	the	whole	creation—
and	not	just	the	promises	we	make	to	one	another	or	our	families,	but	the	promises	we	
make	and	have	made	to	God—the	promises	made	at	the	baptism	of	your	children	or,	if	
you	were	 a	 little	 older,	your	 baptism	or	 confirmation.	 The	 promises	 you	make	during	
confession	or	your	wedding	or	at	some	other	significant	time	in	your	life.	
	
During	this	Lenten	season,	let	us	ask	the	question	of	ourselves:	How	might	I/we	work	to	
be	closer	to	and	more	reliant	on	God—to	trust	in	his	promises	and	have	our	own	lives	
reflect	the	grace	and	mercy	of	God,	which	God	has	constantly	displayed	in	his	promises	to	
us.		
	
To	him	be	all	glory,	honour,	majesty	and	power.	Amen.	


