SERMON – COVENANT FAITH – delivered by Mrs Linda West LLM – 12 January 2020
Readings: Acts 10.34-43, page 1104 of the Pew Bible;
     Matthew 3.13-end, page 917 of the Pew Bible
Theme: to show that making covenants and acting on then is part of a loving relationship with God.
My father was a Methodist.  On the first Sunday of each year, come rain, shine, snow or ice, he would put on his best suit, a smart white shirt and sober tie and go off to his church for the covenant service.  We didn’t really understand what this was all about, but realised that it was a very important occasion – my father took his faith and his membership of his church very seriously.
If you watched Songs of Praise or listened to the morning service on Radio 4 last Sunday, you will have heard something about the Methodist covenant service, and I must acknowledge the help of these programmes in preparing this morning’s sermon.
Although started by the Methodists, the idea of the covenant service where we re-dedicate our lives to Christ at the start of the year has been taken into the liturgy of the Church of England and we will be making our covenant later in this service. 
So what is a covenant?  
We read in the Bible about covenants made between individual people or between states, but these covenants are what we would probably regard as treaties between different people. 
This morning we are talking about the covenants made between God and his people.   
You might at first think that it is similar to a contract.  But there is a huge difference.  A contract is an agreement between two parties for one to provide services and the other to pay for them.  It usually contains terms and conditions and penalties if either side fails.  The need for it implies an element of mis-trust that the other side  will keep the bargain.  (Revd Dr Calvin Samuel, Sunday Worship, 5 Jan 2020).
A covenant, however, is made in a loving relationship – a bit like marriage vows, where two people in love with each other promise to support each other no matter what happens.  It is a relationship based on trust and understanding, and involves accepting each other’s idiosyncrasies.  (Revd Dr Calvin Samuel, Sunday Worship, 5 Jan 2020).
In the same way our loving God makes covenants with his people, accepting them as they are and forgiving what is past.  
The most notable covenants between God and his people in the Old Testament are:
· between God and Noah and every living creature on earth in Genesis 9 where God promises there will never again be a flood to destroy the whole earth;
· God’s promises to Abraham that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars in heaven and that his descendants will inherit the promised land; 

· God’s promise to King David to provide continuing successors from his line to establish his kingdom for ever.

These covenants were all made by a loving God to address the fears and concerns of the people who he loved.   
At the beginning of Matthew we have the long genealogy from before David’s reign until the birth of Jesus, who, of course, has and is establishing God’s kingdom for ever, just as God promised David he would.  We often talk about the Old Testament being the old covenant and Christ’s time onwards being the new covenant.    
Neither of our two readings this morning mention the word covenant but they do, I believe, have covenant elements to them.  
John the Baptist had been sent by God as the fore-runner of Jesus and was baptising people for repentance, but making clear that there was another person coming – the Messiah – who would baptise them with the Holy Spirit.  The people would have been familiar with the idea of God’s spirit coming to special people as they would remember the stories of it ‘coming to the Old Testament prophets for special guidance at the start of their ministries’ (Pfeifer and Harrison, p 934).  
But how did John know that Jesus was the one?  Jesus was, of course, John’s cousin but up to this time he had just been helping his father in the carpentry business.  Though John might have heard the strange stories of things like shepherds and Magi visiting his cousin at his birth, his father being told in a dream to hide in Egypt until Herod died, and how Jesus’ parents lost him in Jerusalem, only for him to be found in what he called his father’s house discussing with the teachers in the temple.  
But John did know, and it is the covenant sign immediately after Jesus’ baptism which confirms that Jesus was the one.  The dove was ‘an ancient symbol of purity, innocence and gentleness’ (Pfeifer and Harrison, p 934) and its coming from heaven being combined with the voice from heaven saying ‘This is my Son, whom I love, with him I am well pleased’ was surely a covenant symbol that here was God making the most important covenant with his people.  
Our New Testament reading takes place after Peter has had his vision on the rooftop near Joppa whilst at prayer.  He sees all sorts of foods which were forbidden to Jews and is invited to eat them not just once, or twice, but 3 times.  Then he is told to go to the house of Cornelius – a Gentile; Jews just did not go into Gentile houses.  And yet Peter obeys and asks why Cornelius invited him.  He too had had a vision of a man telling him to send for Peter.  
Peter realises the significance of his vision and the invitation and so comes out this morning’s reading.  He summarises Christ’s life, death and resurrection – surely the new covenant – and says that Christ commanded the apostles to preach to the people.  Peter would remember that what Christ actually said was to ‘go and make disciples of all nations’ (Matt 28.19) – this is just what he was starting to do now by going outside the Jewish community to the Gentiles.  
This surely is the start of a new covenant relationship – God’s promises are not just for the Jews but the Gentiles as well.
This morning we are going to re-dedicate our lives to God in a covenant promise, just as our godparents and parents did for us at baptism, and which many of us have done again at our confirmations.  
I find that when we make a big covenant statement like this, it sounds too big and I don’t know where to start.  Obviously, Christ’s command to preach the gospel to all nations applied not just to his immediate followers but to all Christians down the ages.  In this context, preaching does not just mean someone like Cassa or I standing up and talking for 10 minutes or so, it means that it embraces the idea that we all have a responsibility to tell others about Jesus.
John Wesley did not talk about conversion but awaking people to the fact that God loved them (Songs of Praise, 5 January 2020) and that is something we might all like to focus as we renew our covenant with God this morning.  
In his new year message the Archbishop of Canterbury invited us all to concentrate this year on connecting with people.  This might be by doing charitable work – he was talking from Dover lifeboat station – or helping with homeless shelters and foodbanks, or perhaps just picking up the ‘phone and making contact with someone we hadn’t spoken to for a while.  (New Year message 1 January 2020).
This sort of approach makes it more achievable in human terms.  But, of course, the most important thing we must do, as we seek to keep our covenant with our loving God, is to listen to how he wants us to spread his love to others.  
After we have made our covenant, we will offer not just our money, but we will sing that lovely hymn of commitment I the Lord of sea and sky.  It talks of going to those who dwell in dark and sin; of people in pain; of people with hearts of stone; of the poor and lame; of those who need bread – God repeatedly asks who he can send to these people and the chorus response is Here I am Lord, is it I Lord?  I have heard you calling in the night.  I will go, Lord, if you lead me, I will hold your people in my hand.  This is the covenant God wants us to join in, dare we sing it?
But then we come to communion where Christ gives us the strength through his body and blood to join in that covenant with renewed strength.  During communion the choir will sing Lord Jesus Christ – a lovely hymn which reminds us of how he came as Mary’s Son to die for us; that as we obey his command to come to his table, his power breaks into our lives, and so, by the last verse, we are able to say 
Lord Jesus Christ, I would come to you, 
live my life for you, Son of God.
All your commands I know are true 
Your many gifts will make me new,
Into my life your power breaks through, 
Living Lord. 
May God bless us as we make this covenant this morning, and accept his power and love to help us keep it.
Amen.
(12 mins)
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