5th Sunday of Lent

March 29, 2009

Jeremiah 31:31-36

“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 all 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,” This is what the Lord says, he who appoints the sun to shine by day, who decrees the moon and stars to shine by night, who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar – the Lord Almighty is his name:  “Only if these decrees vanish from my sight,” declare the Lord, “will the descendants of Israel ever cease to be a nation before me.”

 Hebrews 10:1-18

The law is only a shadow of the good things that are coming – not the realities themselves.  For this reason it can never, by the same sacrifices repeated endlessly year after year, make perfect those who draw near to worship.  If it could, would they not have stopped being offered?  For the worshipers would have been cleansed once for all, and would no longer have felt guilty for their sins, because it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take away sins.  Therefore, when Christ came into the world, he said:  “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, but a body you prepared for me; with burnt offerings and sin offerings you were not pleased.  Then I said, ‘Here I am-it is written about me in the scroll-I have come to do your will, O God,’” First he said, “Sacrifices and offerings, burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not desire, nor were you pleased with them” (although the law required them to be made).  Then he said, “Here I am, I have come to do your will.”  He sets aside the first to establish the second.  And by that will, we have been made holy through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for all.  Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins.  But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God.  Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.  The Holy Spirit also testifies to us about this.  First he says:  This is the covenant I will make with them after that time, says the Lord.  I will put my laws in their hearts, and I will write them on their minds,” Then he adds:  Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more.”  And where these have been forgiven, there is no longer any sacrifice for sin.

Now, May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O. God, our strength, and our Redeemer, Amen.

Several years ago my power line crew was trying to deal with the weather in November of 2005 (over 10 inches of rain in a week) and was working over in the Dyea Valley (we had 2 miles of underground cable in conduit that was supposed to be placed in the ground on the shoulder/ditch line of the one lane Dyea road).  Well AK DOT had decided that the flooding conditions had made the road too much of a mess to allow us to lay our cable in the roadway so we had to come up with Plan B.  Plan B was to place the cable on the ground temporarily (now 4 years ago) from just north of Betsy and Barbara’s Kalen’s Landing road to the last turn that gets you to Dyea proper (near the NPS campground).  So we started to work pulling, tugging, crawling, this cable over the rocky, mountainous terrain along this stretch of road.  After a particularly difficult day the crew came in and complained to me about how difficult this job was and they had never had to work so hard to achieve so little in any one day before.  I looked at each of them and asked them the following question, “Is this work really hard and difficult to accomplish or is it impossible?”  After a pretty long pause their unanimous answer was, “No it isn’t impossible, it’s just difficult.

So what does this have to do with the 5th Sunday of Lent, 2009 at the Skagway First Presbyterian Church?  Well, as we look at Scripture we see that for today the Old and the New Testament readings tell us about the New Covenant in a couple of different ways.  And as we reflect on the words of the Prophet Jeremiah we have to remember that God in effect said to Jeremiah “you are not going to have a delightful, prosperous ministry and when the people hear what you have to tell them, they’re going to reject it”  “And they’re going to reject you despising you and your words”.  But remember Jeremiah “I will be with you”.  In other words the Lord God was essentially saying that Difficult was going to be Jeremiah’s middle name. You talk about a difficult life…this was it.  Here was the prophet that was beaten and thrown into prison simply because he was doing what he had been called to do.  What a miserable life he led, but he could not, and did not abandon his calling.  It is easy to see why Jeremiah was known as the “weeping prophet”.  But God looked after his weeping prophet and encouraged him.  And whenever Jeremiah cried out he did so in prayer and God never turned a deaf ear.

Thus it is fitting for us Christians today that God stood behind Jeremiah at every difficult time and revealed to him that a “new covenant” was coming.  Not just “new” but like no other covenant before……this covenant will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts, I will be their God and they will be my people………for I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.

As we move to the New Testament and focus on Hebrews Chapter 10 we see that the NIV Bible titles chapter 10 “Christ’s Sacrifice Once for All”.  There in a nutshell is the sermon for the ages……………you remove the sacrifice then it isn’t difficult anymore…it truly is impossible to be with the Father, Son and Holy Spirit….but I’m getting ahead of myself……

Chapter 10 of Hebrews not only speaks about Christ’s sacrifice making us holy but the book of Hebrews provides the main New Testament commentary on this New Covenant.

First of all why is it called new, perhaps it should be called not only new, but new and improved?  The New Testament uses 2 different words in the Greek for “new” - Neos which means new in contrast to old and Kainos which means new in the sense of unique.  Hebrews 12:24, which identifies Jesus as the mediator of the New Covenant is the only Scripture where Neos is used in reference to the new covenant.  Every other passage uses Kainos.  This is the New Testament verification that the New Covenant is unique.  How does the New Covenant shine through as unique and better than the Old Covenant?  Simply because it contains better promises, ones which weren’t offered ever before.  Hebrews Chapter 8 tells us of 3 such promises – 

1. Israel didn’t have the heart or nature to obey God.  The old covenant contained no provision for internal motivation to obey God.  In the New Covenant as seen in Jeremiah and Hebrews, the Father, Son and Holy Spirit promises to put His laws into their minds and write them on their hearts.

2. Forgiveness of sins is another unique benefit of the New Covenant.  The blood of bulls and goats cannot take away sins.  Therefore forgiveness of sins was also unique to the New Covenant.  And the New Covenant is made at baptism when we accept Christ’s sacrifice and commit ourselves completely to God and His will.

3. Life everlasting is the third unique and better promise in the New Covenant.  What meaning would eternal life have apart from God?  We are heirs of God through Christ.

Thank you for listening to my message today and I close with Hebrews 13:20-21, May the God of peace,  who through the blood of the eternal covenant brought back from the dead our Lord Jesus, that great Shepherd of the sheep, equip you with everything good for doing his will, and may he work in us what is pleasing to him, through Jesus Christ, to whom be the glory for ever and ever Amen.  

