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A Homily by            “Look for the Rainbow!”
The Rev’d Jo Popham       Lent I B

February 26, 2012
Genesis 9:8-17
Psalm 25:1-10

1 Peter 3:18-22
Mark 1:9-15

Lent started as a pre-Easter fast of 40 hours, then was expanded to a week, then 30

days, and in 325 A.D. Lent became 40 days, to memorialize Jesus’ 40-day fast in the

wilderness. Confusion followed because Sundays weren’t supposed to be fast days, but

omitting them threw off the count. So Pope Gregory I fixed the problem in the late sixth

century by adding four days at the beginning of the period and counting Good Friday and

Holy Saturday as well. Thus, for 14 centuries, Lent always has begun on a Wednesday.

On Ash Wednesday we began 40 days of transformation. Major changes and

transformations happened in the Bible during or after an increment of 40.

It rained for 40 days and 40 nights when God wanted to cleanse the world and start

over. “The rain fell on the earth for forty days and forty nights.” (Gen 7:12).

Noah waited another 40 days after it rained before he opened a window in the Ark.

“At the end of forty days Noah opened the window of the ark…” (Gen 8:6).

Embalming required 40 days (although this was an Egyptian custom, the

Egyptians recognized the period of 40 for the preparation of going into a new life, what

they called the afterlife). “[T]hey spent forty days in doing this, for that is the time

required for embalming” (Gen 50:3).

Moses was on the mountain with God for 40 days. “Moses entered the cloud, and

went up on the mountain. Moses was on the mountain for forty days and forty nights.”

(Exodus 24:18). Again Moses went up Mount Sinai and “He was there with the Lord for

forty days and forty nights” (Exodus 34:28). In Deuteronomy Moses’s mountain

experiences were told; he “stayed on the mountain for forty days and forty nights, as [he]

had done the first time. And once again the Lord listened to [him]. The Lord was
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unwilling to destroy [the Israelites].” (Deuteronomy 10:10).

It took the spies 40 days to search out the promised land and bring back fruit. “At the

end of forty days they returned from spying out the land.” (Num 13:25).

The Israelites spent 40 years in the wilderness, one year for each day they explored the

Promised Land. And “The Israelites ate manna for forty years, until they came to a

habitable land; they ate manna, until they came to the border of the land of Canaan”

(Exodus16:35). And the children of Israel did eat manna forty years, until they came to a

land inhabited; they did eat manna, until they came unto the borders of the land of

Canaan. “And your children shall be shepherds in the wilderness for forty years” (Num

14:33), “According to the number of the days in which you spied out the land, forty days,

for every day a year, you shall bear your iniquity, forty years, and you shall know my

displeasure. ‘I the Lord have spoken; surely I will do thus to all this wicked congregation

gathered together against me: in this wilderness they shall come to a full end, and there

they shall die’” (Numbers 14:34-35).

Goliath came for forty days before being killed by David. “For forty days the

Philistine came forward and took his stand, morning and evening” (1 Samuel 17:16). 

Elijah strengthened by one angelic meal went forty days to Mount Horeb where the

Lord passed by, and he heard the voice of God. “He got up, and ate and drank; then he

went in the strength of that food for forty days and forty nights to Horeb the mount of

God” (1 Kings 19:8).

Jonah warned the City of Nineveh they had 40 days until God would overthrow the

city. The people repented in those 40 days and God spared the city. “Jonah began to go

into the city, going a day’s walk. And he cried out, ‘Forty days more, and Nineveh shall

be overthrown!” But “When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil

ways, God changed his mind about the calamity that he had said he would bring upon

them; and he did not do it” (Jonah 3:4, 10). 

Jesus fasted for 40 days in the wilderness after his baptism in the Jordon by John. “[A]



3 of 4

voice came from heaven, ‘You are my Son, the Beloved; with you I am  well pleased.’

And the Spirit immediately drove him out into the wilderness. He was in the wilderness

forty days, tempted by Satan; and he was with the wild beasts; and the angels waited on

him” (Mark 1:11-13).

 Jesus was seen in the earth 40 days after his crucifixion. He “presented himself alive

to them by many convincing proofs, appearing to them over the course of forty days and

speaking about the kingdom of God” (Acts 1:3).

40 hours, 40 days, 40 years… What impact has 40 hours or days or years had on the

life of this church? At the end of 40 hours or days or years has God’s covenant been

renewed here? I believe that is exactly what is happening in this community. We have the

opportunity throughout the 40 days of this Lent to be renewed, to shed the baggage of the

past 40 hours, 40 days, 40 years. Over and over throughout the many narratives of the

people of God in the Bible we hear of God renewing the promises made to God’s people.

God had created human beings in God’s image and as God’s image. God told them to

be fruitful and multiply and gave them dominion over the fish and birds and every living

thing. People deviated from God’s ways until the earth was filled with violence…was

corrupted ..and God decided to eliminate humankind by a flood. But, being a merciful

God, a remnant was spared. God judged the people, punished evil, but God also rescued

the worthy.

After the destruction of the world by a flood God reestablished the covenant with

Noah and his sons and all their descendants after them and with every living creature

with them, the birds, the domestic animals, and every animal of the earth with them, as

many as came out of the ark, with all flesh that is on the earth (Genesis 9:9-10, 17).

Never again would God destroy the earth with water. So God set a rainbow in the sky as

a reminder of the covenant. The ancient peoples believed that a rainbow was a divine

warrior’s weapon – his bow. And lightening was his arrows. At the end of the flood, God
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put the rainbow in the clouds – not on the earth. After the flood God was no longer angry

with humans.

My friends, rain will come. But the rain will end. And there will be hope.

God’s covenant applies to us, my friends. God’s covenant came down to us through

Noah. God’s covenant was renewed by our Lord Jesus the Christ by his sacrifice. God’s

agreement was and is with all humanity. We are part of the covenant made with God.

I have been accused of having my head in the clouds? Maybe I am looking for a

rainbow. We all need to be reminded that we are God’s. We need to remember what

comes after a storm. From out of the clouds comes God’s promise to be our God. And

when we see a rainbow we should stop and recall the promises we have received from

God especially those earned by God’s only son, Jesus.

My sisters and brothers, look up. Watch for God’s rainbow out of the clouds. It means

the rains have ended. When the 40 years have passed, when the 40 days are over, we have

reason for hope. The rains have ended. There is a rainbow in the sky.

Lord, may it be so.

Amen.


