Reformation Sunday
October 30, 2011
Text:  Jeremiah 31:31-34
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Perhaps some of you grew up in that evangelical tradition where you spoke of “letting Jesus into your heart.”  I grew up having a picture of that in front of me every Sunday morning.  In my childhood church one of the large stained-glass windows portrayed Jesus knocking on a cottage door.

Jesus knocking on the door….letting Jesus into your heart….both of those images picture Jesus standing there patiently knocking, waiting as long as it takes; and then when you are ready, you swing open the door and invite him in.

The God of Jeremiah will have none of that!  If the God of Jeremiah waited around patiently until people asked him in, He’d still be standing there waiting!  No, this is a God who has finally had about all he can take of his people’s hard-heartedness.  A God who is damned tired of their refusal to keep up their part of the covenant.  This God, the God of Jeremiah, the God of Israel and the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, is going to do something brand new!
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 put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.

Oh, not that any of the people in Jeremiah’s day were even asking for a new covenant.  No one was speaking sweetly of “letting God into his heart.”  No, this covenant is coming all from God.  God wants this relationship with his people and he is bound and determined to have it.  So God declares that he will write himself into the people!

Now….if you happened to crack open your Bible to Jeremiah chapter 31, you’d see right away that there’s poetry all over the page….except for this section!  This is no high-falutin’, fancy poetic metaphor kind of language.  Nosiree, this is a down-to-earth, plain-as-prose, matter-of-fact promise.  It is going to happen – The days are surely coming, says the Lord – whether the people invite it or not.  And though the image of God writing My people on the heart is a compelling one, it also has a frightening aspect to it.

Think of a tattoo.  About 15 years ago, my wife’s cousin was married, and we were invited to the wedding.  He was marrying a woman whose sister was James King, a famous model back then.  [I know, it sounds like a guy’s name, but it was her modeling name.] At that time James King was dating Chris Rock or Kid Rock or Somebody Rock – I can’t keep my celebrities straight – but needless to say, this celebrity couple stole the limelight at the wedding.

What amazed me, however – and I am finally getting back to this subject of tattoos – what amazed me was that this model had her name – King, K-I-N-G – tattooed right on the back of her neck!

Of course, my fuddy-duddy generation can’t quite wrap our minds around tattoos.  I mean, tattoos are permanent!  Plus, it hurts to get a tattoo….it’s painful!  
Why do people nowadays choose to get tattoos?  It’s a statement of identity, they say.  It says something about them.

Pain…permanence….identity….that’s what it means to be marked.

Pain…permanence…identity….those are also the hallmarks of God writing the covenant on the heart of his people.  Yes, this is mainly a good news passage, comforting words.  But let’s not romanticize the pain of God inscribing himself into our hearts.  Yes, this does make us God’s people and that’s good news.  But it will also mean the death of ourselves, the death of that part of us that wants to be in control and do things our way, without caring a hoot about God’s Law or God’s will.

It’s been a while since I’ve thrown some Latin at you.  Are you ready for some more?  This one is appropriate for Reformation Sunday because it’s from John Calvin, the 16th century reformer:  Nostri non sumus, sed Domini.  We do not belong to ourselves, but to God.  We are branded, we are tattooed:  People of God, it says, right there on the backs of our necks.  Not my name, but God’s.   We do not belong to ourselves, but to God.  
This belonging to God is an intimate belonging:  I will be their God and they shall be my people.

I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, God says.  It’s like a mother leading her child!

I was their husband, says the Lord.  Jeremiah has no problem mixing his metaphors here because the message is clear:  the Lord is as close to his people as flesh and blood, as close as mothers, as close as husbands….and, we shall soon see, as close as a Son – a capital-S Son.

Notice also how this belonging happens.  Who’s doing the acting here?  I will make…I will put…I will write…I will be…I will forgive…I will remember sin no more.  It’s all God!  This covenant of belonging comes to us from God and it is all gift.  God speaks, God promises, God acts.

Now, of course, today at 10:30, we will have eight young people affirming their covenant with God.  They will be saying their “Yes!” to God’s acceptance of them.  They will be “accepting their acceptance.”

But do we all see who is the more powerful actor in this covenant?  It’s not us!  It’s not those eight young people!  It is God!

This is not the people overcoming their sinful natures and then moving close to God.  No, this is God overcoming us!  This is God moving close to these eight young people!  God moving into their hearts!

And now, for the $64,000 question:  When is God going to do it?  When is this day – this surely coming day – when is it going to come?  When will there be a human being who has God’s Law written on his heart?  When will there be one who is completely obedient to God, one who is completely faithful to God’s will for him?  When will there be a perfect unity between the one who is to be obeyed and the obeyer?

You are beginning to see, aren’t you, that there has been One.  Just One.  One who has been perfectly obedient, One who has been perfectly faithful.  The One Who, in the night in which he was betrayed…took the cup and gave it for all to drink, saying:  This cup is the new covenant in my blood shed for you and for all people for the forgiveness of sin.

In the heart of that One, in the heart of his own Son, Jesus Christ, God wrote his law, and it was perfectly obeyed.  It was perfectly obeyed for us, for you, for the forgiveness of sins…for I will forgive their iniquity and remember their sin no more.

This is the Reformation good news, folks, right from where Martin Luther found it in Romans chapter 3.  You and I, like the people of Israel, are covenant breakers.  We, like Israel, have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.  But God sent His Son to live among us.  He was the One who had the law written on his heart.  For us, He fulfilled that law perfectly.  For us, he was obedient, even unto death on the cross.  Only because Jesus was perfectly right with God can we be right with God; only because Jesus was righteous can we be righteous.
It is only because God has been for us in Jesus Christ, that we can then be for God.  That is the good news that we are proclaiming to the world this morning in the Rite of Confirmation for these eight young people.  In your baptism you died with Jesus Christ and were raised with him.  In your baptism it was proclaimed to the world that God is for you.  And because God is for you, you can be for God.  In fact, that is precisely what you are doing this morning:  you are proclaiming in front of all of us that you are for God.

It’s just another way of saying what John Calvin said, We do not belong to ourselves; we belong to God.  Because God is for us, we can be for God.

How can we who are sinners do this?  How is that possible for us who are sinners, who are following our own sinful will and going in this direction?  How can we change directions and go in the opposite direction, the direction God wants us to go?

Here’s the visual demonstration.  Say that this pencil, this axis or axle, is God’s decision for us, his new covenant by which he has claimed us, made us his people and written his law on our hearts.  If we who are sinners are not tied to that good news, then when we want to go in our own sinful direction, when we belong only to ourselves and not to God, then we move straight ahead in our own direction…but it’s straight ahead to the descent, to the plunge to death.

But if we are tied to the good news that God is for us, if we belong to God, then even if we begin to go off in our own direction, it is our tie to the axis, our tie to the good news that God is for us, that pulls us back around and gets us going in God’s direction.  We do not belong to ourselves; we belong to God.  Because God is for us, we can be for God.

There’s a golden-oldie, 18th-century American hymn that says all of this very well, How Firm a Foundation.  Especially the last verse, which speaks from God’s perspective:

The soul that on Jesus ha leaned for repose,

I will not, I will not desert to its foes;

That soul, though all hell shall endeavor to shake,

I’ll never, no, never, no never forsake.

Because God is for us – I’ll never, no, never, no, never, forsake – because God is for us, we can be for God.  Thus, we do not belong to ourselves, we belong to God.
