Reformation Sunday
October 25, 2009
Text:  Jeremiah 31:31-34 
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

Deal or No Deal?  It’s been a popular television show for the last several years.  A contestant is confronted with 26 sealed briefcases full of varying amounts of cash – ranging from a measly penny to $1 million!  The contestant chooses one unopened briefcase, and then gradually all the other briefcases are opened, and the contestant each time must decide whether to keep his unopened briefcase or to take the offer of certain cash from a mysterious “Banker.”
Our God has a “deal” for us, too.  God calls it his covenant.  But amazingly, with our God, it is never Deal or No Deal?  It is always, Deal!  God’s deal is always available to us.
God’s covenant with his people is the main theme of the Bible.  Even the Bible’s division into two parts – Old Testament and New Testament – proclaims that very clearly.  Testament is simply another word for covenant:  Old Covenant and New Covenant.

Today ten young people will be affirming the covenant God made with them in Baptism.  So isn’t this the perfect time to look at this wonderful covenant God has made with us?

That word covenant is first used with Noah.  We all know the story of Noah’s Ark, the Story of the Flood.  God makes a covenant with Noah:  when all the waters cover the face of the earth, God says, I will keep you safe and secure in the ark.  Then, when Noah and his family have been safely cared for and the flood is all over, God makes another covenant with Noah, promising never again to inflict such a flood upon the world.
That story is in the Old Covenant, the Old Testament.  Do you know what the New Covenant, the New Testament, makes of that story?  The flood is a sign pointing to Baptism!  The covenant God makes with Noah in the Flood is a sign pointing to the covenant God makes with each of us in our Baptism!  The flood waters that float Noah’s ark are the same waters that wash us clean in Baptism!
And good old Martin Luther – whom we are remembering on this Reformation Sunday – Martin Luther put all of that in his Flood Prayer….that wonderful prayer that we pray at every Baptism:

Through the waters of the flood you delivered Noah and his family…By the baptism of Jesus’ death and resurrection you set us free from the power of sin and death and raise us up to live in you…Pour out your Holy Spirit, the power of your living Word, that those who are washed in the waters of baptism may be given new life.  
In our Baptism God has made a covenant with each of us:  he promises that He will be our God and we will be His people!

God makes all sorts of covenants with His people in the Old Testament, or “Old Covenant.”  For example, with Abraham!  God chooses Abraham out of all the people in the world and makes him the father of his chosen people, the Jews.  In this covenant, God promises Abraham a place, a land – the land of Israel – and also many descendants.

Later on – in the “Old Covenant” – God makes a covenant with Moses and the People of Israel on the top of Mt. Sinai, when God gives his people the Law, the Ten Commandments.  I am the Lord your God who brought you out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.  That is what I have done for you, God says, here now is what you can do for me:  have no gods before me, don’t take my name in vain, honor your father and your mother, don’t murder.
Later – also in the “Old Covenant” – God  makes a covenant with David, King David.  “You, David,” God promises, “and all of your sons after you will be on the throne as the King of Israel.”
There is a word that is always used in the Old Covenant, the Old Testament, when it refers to the “glue” that keeps this covenant together.  The Hebrew word is hesed.  Hesed.  [My Hebrew teacher always used to say that opening sound – chhhh – is like the sound of a camel spitting. Hesed.] 
Now I’ve never actually heard a camel spit…..but that word hesed means something absolutely beautiful!  The old King James Version translated it lovingkindness, God’s lovingkindness.  We old folks, we remember that, don’t we?  The Revised Standard Version translates it steadfast love, God’s steadfast love. That word, hesed, God’s steadfast love, appears over 150 times in the Old Covenant.

It’s the covenantal glue!  It’s what keeps us stuck to God!  God’s love for us keeps us stuck to Him!
And today – on this Reformation Sunday, on this day when ten young people will be affirming their part in this covenant – we have this beautiful passage from the prophet Jeremiah – one of my favorites in all of the Old Covenant:

The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  It will not be like the covenant that I made with their ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt – a covenant that they broke, 
though I was their husband, says the Lord.  But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says the Lord: …I will be their God and they shall be my people…for I will forgive their iniquity and remember their sin no more.

God says, The days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant.  A new covenant!  So guess where we’d have to go to discover what that new covenant is?  To the New Covenant, to the New Testament!
God’s new covenant with us is his Son, Jesus!  In the Gospel of Matthew – in this New Covenant – Joseph is told that the son about to be born to Mary is Emmanuel…God with us!  What is that, but an in-the-flesh declaration from God that “I will be their God and they shall be my people!”
Those ten young people, who will be affirming the covenant that God made with them in baptism….

they know what I’ve got to do right now.  I need to tell the condensed version of the God story.   These kids heard it over and over again this past year….and you folks have heard it once or twice as well.  But today is the day we need to proclaim it once again.

This is the story of God’s new covenant with us, the story of the Bible.  And it’s not Deal or No Deal?  It is only Deal!  It’s God telling us, “I’ve got a deal for you.”  And God could even add, in good “godfather” tradition, a deal you can’t refuse! – with this difference:  it is a good deal….it is a very good deal!
And here’s the condensed version of that story of God’s new covenant with us.

Long, long ago, long before there ever was a world, long before there was time – there was a Father who loved his Son; and a Son who loved his Father.  This love between the two of them was so strong that it was really like a third thing between them…a third person with them…a spirit of love.

The love flowing back and forth between Father, Son, and Holy Spirit was so powerful that it overflowed that relationship and was directed outward…outward to the world which this Father/Son/Spirit God had created.  Out of this love, God created humankind.  And God made a covenant with this people:  I will be your God, and you will be my people.

And God looked for a loving, faithful response from these human beings.  God was looking for a faithful covenant partner.  Will he ever find such a person?  God looked to Adam and Eve to be faithful covenant partners.  Were they faithful?  No.  But God remained faithful.

God looked to Abraham to be a faithful covenant partner.  Was he faithful?  No, not completely.  But God remained faithful.
God looked to Isaac and Jacob and King David and the whole people of Israel to be this faithfully obedient covenant partner?  But were any of them faithful?  No, not completely.  But God remained faithful.

Finally – and we’re getting into the New Testament here, the New Covenant – God turned to the only faithful and obedient covenant partner he had ever had – his own Son.  And his Son became flesh in the human being, Jesus of Nazerath, Emmanuel, God with us.
At last God had this faithfully obedient covenant partner, faithful all the way to death.  And God raised his Son from the dead.  Then, as you and I are joined to this Jesus Christ – through our baptism, through our faith – then Jesus’ faithfulness becomes our faithfulness, Jesus’ obedience becomes our obedience, Jesus’ righteousness becomes our righteousness.  And it is all grace.
This is our story.  This is the world’s story, even though all of the world does not yet know it.

And as you’ve heard me say many times before:  whenever we talk about God’s grace, we also need to talk about our response to that grace of God.  Since God’s love has been so graciously poured out into our lives, how then should we live?
How should we live?  Here’s how.  This, from the Rite of Affirmation of Baptism, the question that will be posed to the ten young people today…and it is really the question that it always asked of each and every one of us:

You have made public profession of your faith.  Do you intend to continue in the covenant God made with you in Holy Baptism:

· To live among God’s faithful people;

· To hear his Word and share in his supper,

· To proclaim the good news of God in Christ through word and deed;

· To serve all people, following the example of our Lord Jesus;

· And to strive for justice and peace in all the earth?

Today our ten young people will each be answering that question:  I do, and I ask God to help and guide me.

And all the rest of us, can mouth those words along with them:  I do and I ask God to help and guide me.
