THE TERMS OF THIS COVENANT

Text: Jeremiah 11:1-5
Readings: Deut 27 and 28:1-14. 
Theme: The Lord reminded Judah of the terms of his covenant through Moses and the blessings and curses.
Purpose: To explain the centrality and meaning of the covenant and to call us to obey God.  

***************

At some time in our lives all of us will probably have to sign a legal agreement. It could be a job contract, or an document for the purchase of a house, or an agreement with a bank for taking out a loan, or you might draw up a will to explain what you want done with your possessions and money after you die.

A legal agreement will generally have terms and conditions - usually written in language that is hard to understand that only lawyers can read!
This agreement will explain what is expected on you and what is expected of the other party. 
It describes the responsibilities and obligations both of you have in agreeing to these terms and conditions. 

Once you have read it through, and had it explained, and have understood it, then both parties sign it to show that you agree with what has been written and that you agree to keep your side of the arrangement. 

Now God has made an agreement with us. It is called a covenant. No doubt you have heard that word a lot in catechism and in sermons and you have often read it in the Bible. It is a word we tend to use and pass over without really understanding what it means. What is a covenant? 

Essentially a covenant is a solemn agreement between God and us. Like all agreements it has terms and conditions. It also has obligations and responsibilities, both on God's side and on our side. God has agreed to do certain things and we, for our part, also agree to do something.

In this passage (Jer 11:1-5) the Lord wanted to remind the people of Judah of the agreement they had together. The people were not listening to Jeremiah and so the Lord pointed them back to Moses and the covenant arrangement he had made through him with Israel when he rescued them out of Egypt. He did this because the people respected Moses and regarded him as the founding father of the nation. He wanted to show them that Jeremiah was only repeating the words of Moses and reinforcing them. What he was saying was nothing new. It had all been said before. 
Even the language and style of this passage is a lot like the book of Deuteronomy. And there are a number of places in this book where Jeremiah deliberately identified himself with Moses as though he was his successor. 

God first established his covenant with the nation of Israel at Mt Sinai. Then at the end of his life Moses reminded the people of Israel of their covenant obligations. Before they went into the promised land he went over the law a second time. All he said was recorded in the book of Deuteronomy. It was a ceremony of covenant renewal. 

This happened again at the end of Joshua's life, after Israel had conquered the land and settled there. Again Joshua reminded them of their responsibilities and renewed the covenant.

Jeremiah did the same thing here in this passage. Later on, after the exile, Ezra the priest would do that again. Today, we want to do this - to remind ourselves of the terms of the covenant that God has made with us - to renew the covenant God has made with us. 

1.  Let's first consider THE TERMS  of this covenant arrangement.

From his side the Lord reminded them that he had "brought them out of Egypt, out of the iron smelting furnace" (verse 4).
  
That was a picture of how difficult it had been for them in Egypt under the Pharaohs. They had been cruelly oppressed, whipped, beaten and over-worked. Many had been killed. Their baby boys had been thrown alive into the Nile to be drowned. It was as though they had been in a hot furnace. 

During that time they had cried out to the Lord and he had heard them and delivered them. They could not have helped themselves because they were slaves, and so the Lord stepped in and rescued them. He brought them out of Egypt, across the Red Sea, and down to the base of the Sinai peninsula. There he made an agreement with them - a covenant. 

The central promise of the covenant was this: "I will be your God and you will be my people. It was a promise of a relationship. 
We often don't realise this but the most important feature of our lives are our relationships. Your family and friends are the most precious thing in life, apart from the Lord. We often forget that because we get caught up in our work or our possessions or our house. Then something happens, like an accident or a car crash or a sickness, and we get a reality check. We are reminded of what is central. 

The Lord wanted to remind the people of Judah of his promise; "I will be your God and you will be my people." 
We need this reminder as well. Just as we can take human relationships for granted so we can take the Lord for granted. We can get caught up with other things and then forget about him. So let's consider our obligations. 

From their side the people were reminded that they had to obey the Lord and keep his commandments. This was their part of the agreement. This was their responsibility.

In verse 2 the Lord urged the prophet to "listen to the terms of this covenant" and then pass them on to the people. 
That phrase is literally "the words of the covenant". It went back to the time when God gave Israel the law and introduced it by saying; "God spoke all these words", which were the words of his law (Ex 20:1). The ten commandments are literally "the ten words" (cf. Ex 34:28, Deut 4:13). 
These ten words summarise the essence of what God wants us to do. This is his covenant law. This is why we read it regularly in our worship services, because this is the heart of what God wants of us in our relationship with him and with our neighbour.

God wanted them to obey all these laws. In verse 4b we read; "Obey me and do everything I command you." The Lord wanted them, and us, to obey all his commands, not just some of them; to do everything he asks of us, not just some of it. We can't pick and choose among his commands. No, we must keep all of them. 
Are you doing that, or are there some commands you avoid, like obeying your father and mother, or not stealing, or not having any gods before the Lord your God? 
The Lord wants a total and complete obedience from you. Don't hold anything back. Don't keep any part of your life hidden away from him, because that is impossible anyway. 
Aim for an obedience that is thoroughgoing, that is comprehensive, that covers every area of your life. 

The motive that drives this obedience must be gratitude. 
The Lord reminded the people of Israel that he had rescued them out of Egypt and settled them in their own land. That is why they had to obey him. That is why they should keep his words. Not out of duty or compulsion, but out of thankfulness for what God had done.

This must be our motive too. Just as the Lord rescued Israel out of their slavery in Egypt so too he has rescued us from the slavery of sin through the Lord Jesus. We are to keep his commands because we are thankful. 
Children, if a friend of yours is very kind to you and helps you out of a very difficult situation then you feel grateful to him and you want to help him in return. 
In the same way God has helped us and in response we want to express our gratitude. 

Jesus put this same truth in different words when he said; "If you love me you will keep my commandments". The test of true love for the Lord is obedience. 

James explained this by saying that faith without works is dead. God has saved you. If you truly believe that then you must obey him; you must keep his law. 

For some people this is far too ordinary, far too boring, far too plain. They expect Christianity to be full of pizzazz and excitement! They expect mystical experiences and close feelings with God. And sometimes God gives us those. 
But that is not typical. Most of the time being a Christian is about obeying God and his laws in the daily routine and humdrum of life. That is what counts. That is the test of true faith in God. That is the test of genuine love for Christ.  

The Lord reminded his people of all this through Jeremiah. They needed reminding because they had let this slip.
And we need reminding because we forget; we too slip back; we too disobey God. 
Sometimes we forget about God and his laws because we are just plain rebellious and we want to do our own thing.
More often we forget about God because we are forgetful; we get distracted or attracted by other things - TV, music, our home, our work, family life, our study. These can be good things in themselves, but we can get so caught up in them that we forget about the Lord and his law.
So we need reminding of the terms of the covenant. We too need to go through a covenant renewal. 

2. If you ignore the terms of the covenant then you will experience GOD'S COVENANT CURSE.

It is significant that Jeremiah began with the curses rather than the general terms. 

He introduced this with solemn words from God; (verse 3) "Tell them that this is what the Lord, the God of Israel says." The Lord wanted them to take note of what he had to say. He went on; "Cursed is the man who does not obey the terms of this covenant."

The Lord put this strongly because he needed to break through the smug attitude of Judah. 
The had watched the Northern Kingdom of Israel disappear into exile in 722 BC under the cruel power of the Assyrian empire. But they thought they were safe. God had protected them in the past and he would look after them in the future. Nothing would happen to them, they thought. Not so.

The Lord reminded them of the covenant curses proclaimed from Mt Ebal hundreds of years ago. "Cursed is the man who does not uphold the words of this law by carrying them out" (Deut 27:26).

A curse is a very solemn declaration. It did not merely express a wish or a desire. When a prophet of the Lord pronounced a curse on a person or people on behalf of the Lord then that curse would come true. It was effective and powerful because it was spoken in the name of the Lord; not in a magical way but because it expressed God's intention.  

The people of Judah were cursed because they had failed to obey God's law.
God had warned them. He had sent them drought and famine and war; but they had ignored those warnings and they just kept on going. So the Lord told them that judgement would come. (Verses 11 & 16)

Are you drifting away from the Lord? 
Are you going you own way?
Are you ignoring his commands?
Is the Lord trying to warn you? 
Has he warned you through his word, read and preached?
Has he warned you through events that have happened, or circumstances in your life, or through the advice of others, or through sickness or disappointment?
Pain, said CS Lewis, is God's megaphone. It is God's way of getting your attention. Be sure you don't ignore him and keep going your own way. 
If you do then you will be cursed by God; you will face the judgement of God in hell, because that is the ultimate curse, the extreme punishment. 

That, of course, is not inevitable. You don't have to go that way. The Lord gives you a choice. 
He calls you to come out of your "bondage, sorrow and night" and into his "freedom, gladness and light." (Psalter Hymnal 428). 
That is possible through the Lord Jesus. 
"Jesus I come to thee. 
Out of my sickness into thy health,
out of my want and into thy wealth,
out of my sin and into thyself,
	Jesus I come to thee."
Can you sing that and mean it?

The only way to escape the curse of sin is to put your trust in Jesus. He is the Mediator of the New Covenant - a better covenant than the one God established with Moses and Israel. "Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree." (Gals 3:13). If you believe in Jesus and follow him and keep his commands you will never hear the curse of the judgement of God. 

3. Instead, you will enjoy GOD'S COVENANT BLESSINGS.

The Lord promised those blessings to the people of Israel when the Levites proclaimed them from Mt Gerizim - a wonderful list of glorious promises of peace and plenty, of plentiful harvests and overflowing storehouses, of happy marriages and many children and long lives. 
Jeremiah reminded the people that God had given them a land that flowed with milk and honey. It was a fertile and prosperous land. 

All these physical blessings were a picture and confirmation of the greater spiritual blessing they also enjoyed - forgiveness of sin, freedom from guilt, a relationship with the Lord, the privilege of being his people and of prayer.

In these New Testament times believers enjoy all the spiritual blessings and benefits that God has given us in Christ. Old Covenant believers knew these too, but we enjoy them in a far greater measure because we live after the death and resurrection and ascension of Jesus. We enjoy the presence of Jesus with us in our lives and the fullness of his Spirit living in us. 

At the beginning of this sermon we saw that a covenant is like a legal agreement.
From his side God makes his great promise; "I will be your God and you will be my people."
From our side we promise to obey him.

In a legal agreement both parties need to sign. 
The Lord "signed" this agreement with an oath - a solemn promise. 
The people indicated their agreement with "Amen". "All the people said, Amen!" which means, "So be it", "May it be so." 

This is how Jeremiah responded after the Lord's explanation. He answered, "Amen, Lord". 
He agreed with the word of the Lord. 
He affirmed God's invitation to obey him and be blessed. 
He concurred with God's judgement if they remained rebellious.

God invites you to be part of his covenant people.
God hands you an agreement.
He offers you a relationship.

What will you say?
Will you agree with the Lord. 
Will you say, "You will be my God and I will be part of your people." 
Will you say, "Amen"? 


