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Grace and peace are yours from heaven above, from God our Father, and from his Son Jesus Christ. Amen.

Sermon Text:  Jeremiah 31:31-34


“The time is coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.


It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them,” declares the Lord.


“This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time,” declares the Lord.  “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.


No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will know me, from the least of them to the greatest,” declares the Lord.  “For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”
The Word of God which explains to us the New Covenant that God has established in Jesus Christ is the Old Testament lesson that was read for you in Jeremiah 31:31-34:


“The time is coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah.”

This is the Word of our Lord.

In Jesus Christ, the one who will never leave us and never forsake us, who has given us His better, great, and precious promises, my dear friends.

I have the utmost respect for those companies and corporations that truly care about their workers, who work to keep their companies healthy and alive – not because they are so much concerned for personal profit and gain as much as they care about making sure their employees are able to make a living.  We have several such business owners in our own congregation, and I have tremendous respect for them; and we can thank God for leaders like that.  But I have seen a growing trend in our country, one that has affected our community, and that is larger corporations that have no soul, who care nothing for the people who work for them, who care only for the bottom line profit. They come in and buy out smaller companies and corporations and callously dismiss its employees with no regard for the impact it has on them and their families.  They come in and they change the deal. And people always come out on the losing end and suffer. We’ve had one such example recently in our town where where hatchet men from corporate headquarters came in and held a 5 minute meeting with employees of the company they had purchased. They said there will be no questions asked or answered. We are here to tell you that at or around Christmas we are closing the doors to this store. Nice Christmas present, huh? That decision changed the deal for a number of our members who worked, including one person who worked for them for 42 years!

Aren’t you glad God doesn’t work that way!  When God changes the deal, we always come out ahead.  And God does change the deal.  That’s what Jeremiah is talking about here.  Jeremiah says that God changed the old covenant, which wasn’t working, and replaced it with a new covenant.  Now a covenant is a solemn contract or an agreement between two parties in which stipulations are made and there are certain contractual obligations or agreements and consequences for both parties involved.  God made a covenant with his people that didn’t work, so he replaced it with a new covenant, and Jeremiah is telling us today that God’s new covenant means great things for us.  God’s new covenant replaced the old covenant becaue it wast was far superior to the old one.  

Now the idea of covenants was nothing new to God’s Old Testament people.  When’s the last time you saw a rainbow in the sky?  Did you know that the rainbow is a sign of an everlasting covenant God had made with Noah that never again will he destroy this earth by means of a flood?  God had made a covenant of grace with Abraham, the father of believers, in which God promised that he would make a great nation out of him and that all nations of the earth would be blessed through him.  That was the promise of the Messiah, the Savior Jesus Christ.  And God made that a blood covenant.  A blood covenant is where a sacrifice was cut in two and all of the blood and entrails were in between, and a person walked between them symbolizing that this covenant could only be broken by death.  And God was saying that if He were to break this covenant, may it be to him as it was to this sacrifice.

We have God making a covenant with his own specially chosen people  at the foot of Mt. Sinai.  You see God had found his people languishing in slavery in Egypt, and he sent them a deliverer in the form of Moses.  God says here, “I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt.”  God led them by signs and wonders,  the parting of the Red Sea, the providing of water and manna and quail.  And how did God’s people respond?  They whined, they complained, and they grumbled all along the way. God knew the tendency of human nature and how our hearts are prone to wander away from him.  He saw the rebellious spirit in his people, and he decided to do something about it, so he stopped them at the foot of Mt. Sinai, he brought Moses up, and he wrote a covenant for his people. He wrote it with his finger on tablets of stone. This covenant included the ten commandments as well as all the Old Testament laws regulating the civil and worship life of his people.

God initiated that old covenant, and he made it a conditional covenant:  If you obey my laws and commands and decrees, then I will be your God, you will be my people, and I will bless you, but if you disobey my covenant, I will bring all these curses upon you.  You need only read Deuteronomy 28 to get a list of the blessings that God attached to this covenant and a list of the curses that would fall on God’s people if they deliberately chose to disobey.

So, what did the people do?  Did they obey that covenant?  Well, Romans 9 says,”they are the people of Israel, chosen to be God’s special children.  God revealed his glory to them, he made covenants with them and gave his law to them.  They have the privilege of worshiping him and receiving his wonderful promises.”  And what did they do with this gift of God’s love and grace?  Well, all you need do is read through Old Testament history, and you’ll see that at every turn of the page God’s people turned their backs on God and rejected him.  He says “They broke my covenant though I was a husband to them.”  God equates his covenant with his people to the marriage covenant between two people; and God said “They broke my covenant.”  A perfect example of that in the Old Testament is the Book of Hosea.  Hosea was a prophet of God who was told by God to marry an adulterous woman, a woman who gave birth to children of unfaithful relationships. That was to be a visible picture of how God’s people had treated God, how they had turned their back on him and been unfaithful to him though he was a husband, a faithful husband to her, they turned away and worshipped other gods.

You wonder about you and me.  Do you realize that you are a specially chosen people also, that God has revealed his glory to you and me through his Son Jesus Christ, that he has made a new covenant with you and that you and I have the privilege or worshiping him and receiving his better and wonderful promises?  And how do we treat God?  Are we any different than God’s Old Testament people?  How many times have you found yourself in church on auto-pilot, where you are here worshiping God with your lips, but your hearts are far from him?  How many times have you found yourself being pulled away from God at certain points in your life by the other gods out there in the world? How many times have there been glaring gaps in your relationship with God; times when you neglected worship or prayer or the reading of the Bible.  I think we would find that we are no different from those Old Testament people; that if we stood under that old covenant, we too would stand condemned because the old covenant didn’t work.  Hebrews 8:7 says that if the first covenant had worked, if it had been faultless, there would have been no need for a second covenant to replace it.  Because it didn’t work, God initiated a new covenant.

“The time if coming,” declares the Lord, “when I will make a new covenant.”  Jeremiah was looking ahead to the time of the Messiah, to the time when Jesus Christ would come into our world. He would be the initiator of this new covenant between God and us. Yes, God initiated this new covenant like he did the old.  There is a difference, however.  The old covenant was written on tablets of stone; the new covenant was written on human hearts.  He says, “I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts.  I will be their God, and they will be my people.” Paul writies in 2 Cor 3:6, “This is a covenant not of written laws, but of the Spirit. The old way ends in death; in the new way the Spirit gives life.” This covenant was not like the old covenant – it was unconditional.  There are no “ifs” here.  If you obey, then I will do this.  No, God does all of the giving; we simply receive.  There is no end to the bargain on our side.  Isn’t that incredible that God would do all that!  

So what did he do with the old covenant?  Did he just toss it aside?  No, the new covenant fulfills the old covenant.  Jesus once said, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law.”  “No, I have come to fulfill it.”  (Mt. 5:17)  Incredible!  God kept our end of the bargain in that old covenant by the sending of his Son.  He did what we couldn’t do.  He fulfilled it.  He kept it perfectly by never sinning. And we get credited for what Jesus did.  Then He offered Himself and His blood as the sacrifice for our sins.  You see, that was a requirement under the old covenant.  In Hebrews chapter 10 it says “in fact the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.”  

Under the old covenant, God established a whole system of religious rules and rituals and rites marked by sacrifices.  There were morning sacrifices and evening sacrifices.  There was a sacrifice on the Great Day of Atonement, something that the Jews will celebrate on Monday. During this festival there was first a transfer of the sins of the people onto a scapegoat and that goat was released out to the wilderness.  Then there was a sacrifice that was made, and the blood of that sacrifice was sprinkled on the Mercy Seat of the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of Holies, first to cover for the sins of the high priest, then to cover for the sins of the people. And then the priest would come and sprinkle blood out on the people.  (I don’t think you’d like that too much.)   But that’s what he did.  He was trying to tell them that the shedding of blood is required in order for us to be right with God and forgiven.  But we know that all of the blood of beasts and goats “could not for a single sin atone” as one of our hymns says. Think of all the hundreds of thousands that were slain on Jewish altars. Not a drop of all that blood could pay for and remove a single sin. So God provided his own blood, blood that would work.  God provided a sacrifice that would count and cover for the sins of the world – Christ on the  cross.  

That’s what John was saying when he pointed to Jesus and said, “Look, there is the Lamb of God that takes away the sins of the world” (Jn 1:29).  And that is what Jesus does and gives in this new covenant.  We’re told here in Jeremiah, “I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”  What God does in this new covenant is forgive and release us from all of our wickedness and all of our sins.  We sang that just a little bit earlier in our liturgy.  He has freed us from our sins by His own blood. That’s a quote from the book of Revelation. “In Him we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins” (Eph 1:7). That theme is repated throughout all the New Testament writers. It’s all because of Jesus’ blood.  That’s what He did for us.  

If you want to read all about this covenant, read Hebrews chapters 7 through 10.  In Hebrews chapter 9:14,15 it says How much more will the blood of Christ cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death, so that we may serve the living God!  For this reason Christ is the mediator of a new covenant  (Moses was the mediator of the old covenant – Christ was the mediator and initiator or this new covenant.  He said) that those who are called - that’s you and me - may receive the promised eternal inheritance – now that he has died as a ransom to set them free from the sins committed under the first covenant.  All of the sins that you and I have committed in our lifetime we have been set free from.  “I will forgive their wickedness,”
God declares.

We find this new covenant in the sacrament of Christ’ body and blood in the Lord’s Supper.  In that upper room the night in which Jesus was betrayed, Jesus looked into the eyes of those whom he loved; he handed each of them unleavened bread from the Passover meal and said “This is my body given for you.”  Peter tells us that His (Jesus’) body bore our sins on that cursed tree of the cross.  All of your sins were absorbed by Him on that cross.  Then he passed the  cup of wine out to them and said, “This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for you for the forgiveness of sins.”  (Mt. 26:28)  God was not remotely distant from his people like he was on a mountain top (Mt. Sinai) when he made the old covenant.  No!  He comes to each and every one of us personally and individually guaranteeing the forgiveness of our sins in this wonderful and beautiful sacrament. The key words are “for you.” You can take that to heart. 

Our sins have been forgiven and forgotten.  “I will remember their sins no more.”  Isn’t that absolutely incredible the great things that God does for us in this new covenant and in this Sacrament!  It’s hard for you and me to forget, isn’t it?  Think back to some time in your life, some sin that you have committed, of which you are especially ashamed, one of which you have tried to forget and tried to hide.  Perhaps only you and God know about it.  It’s hidden somewhere in the inner recesses of your personal being. You are so ashamed of that, and you have never ever forgotten it.  Do you realize that God has forgotten?  When he forgave us on the cross of Jesus Christ, he wiped the slate clean, and he doesn’t remember our sins anymore.  Perhaps you have been beating yourself up all of these years over what you have done.  God is saying “I’ve forgiven and forgotten – you need to forgive yourself.”  

Do you realize that God will never take and use the past against you.  He will never pull it out and throw it in your face and taunt you with it.  Some people believe that on Judgment Day they’re going to have to stand before God and give an account for all of the bad things they have done.  That’s not true.  If God has forgotten our sins now, why would he all or a sudden remember them on Judgment Day? The only things about our life that will be mentioned are all the good deeds we did out of love and faith in Jesus. Ro 8:1 reminds us, “There is now no condemnation for them that are in Christ Jesus.” We will not be judged or condemned for our sins. God has already done that in Jesus on the cross. And he’s not going to remember them on the Day of Judgment.  He has forgiven and forgotten all of your sins.  Your past is gone!

I like the way Isaiah puts it.  In Isaiah 43:25 he says “I, yes I alone, am the One who blots out your sins, for my own sake, and will never think of them again.” (Read also Micah 7:18-20). That’s what the blood of Jesus Christ does in this new covenant. It not only cleanses us – it blots out all our sins, erases, blots them out, hurls them to the depths of the sea – that’s what God says to you and to me. Isn’t that incredible that God has done all that for us!  What greater motivation do you and I have now to take and turn to those who have hurt and harmed us in our life and offer them the same forgiveness!  Sometimes we’ll say, “Well, I can forgive him, but I’ll never forget.”  Well, then you haven’t forgiven him. Because God has poured his grace and forgiveness out into our hearts and lives,  you take a new look at those people who have hurt you, and you offer them the same forgiveness you have received from God.  And God even gives you the desire and the ability to do that, because God says in here, “No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord’ because they will all know me from the least of them to the greatest.”  

Man with all of his inteeligence can build that go to the moon, but it can’t take him to God. Only the Holy Spirit can do that and he does it through Word and Sacrament. You can know the heart and mind of God because he puts his heart and mind in you.  That’s the work of the Holy Spirit.  From the least of these – from a baby you  hold in your arm  (head here, bottom here) you take before the fountain of God, pour water on that baby in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; and the Spirit writes faith in that baby’s heart.  He makes him or her God’s own child, washes away all their sins.  That’s the work of the Holy Spirit in the Sacrament of Baptism.  

From the least to the greatest, the most humble adult that comes and stands or kneels before the Lord’s altar, bringing with him the weight and burden of past sin and guilt, and receiving in Christ’ body and blood the forgiveness of all of those sins. You can know the heart and mind of God.  And God changes your heart in this whole process.  He’s working on you in the inside.  He says, “I will give them a new heart.”  He says, “I will give you an everlasting covenant with them.  I will never stop doing good to them, and I will inspire them to fear me so that they will never turn away from me” (Jer 32:40).  God, who began a good work in you, will carry it on to completion. A total change of heart takes place effected by God’s grace. He is building and growing us into people that he can take and use – people whose attitude changes from “I have to” to now “I want to. I want to worship God, I want to give to God, I want to build his kingdom. I want to serve him. I want to obey him. I want to bless others with my life, my words and actions.”  He says to you and to me in Philippians 2:13, “God is working in you, giving you the desire to obey him and the power to do what pleases him.”  That’s the work of the Holy Spirit, and that’s what he does in this new covenant. 

That’s the power we receive in the Sacrament of Holy Communion, the new covenant in Christ’s blood. There is power in the blood of Christ – sin removing, soul strengthening power. The mysterious power of the Holy Spirit is at work writing “forgiven” on the wall of our heart every time we receive Christ’s body and blood in this Sacrament. We don’t have to understand how that power works to know that it does, not anymore than I understand how  this computer and video equipment works. I see the results when I push certain buttons and I know it works. I don’t understand how electricity works either, but I see its power all the time. The same is true in the Lord’s Supper. This meal has the power to forgive all our sins and erase them all from God’s memory bank. Deleted forever! 

Isn’t that incredible – the great things that God does for you and me in this new covenant and in the Sacrament of his body and blood? He adopts us as his children, puts no requirements on us, no stipulations on us.  He does all of the giving. We receive all of his grace through faith in Christ.  We hear that our sins are blotted out, we’re forgiven, and that God has forgotten them; and we are given now the strength and power of the Holy Spirit, the desire and the ability to serve God and to love others.

My friends, that’s why we want to come and receive the Lord’s Supper often. Feeling the weight and burden of past sin? Come to Communion. Feeling weak? Come to Lord’s Supper. Need strength and power to live for God and love those around you? It’s right here in this Sacrament. He says, “Do this as often as you drink it in remembrance of me because of the great things I have done for you.”  Amen.

The peace of God which passes all understanding shall guard and keep your hearts and minds through Christ Jesus.  Amen.
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