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<General Intro> 

Willow Pattern how many know of it? (“Blue Willow” to Americans or maybe “Willow Flow”) ¿ How many have seen it? What do you know about it? Is it Japanese? Chinese?  How many know what the story is?

This is an example of something we all know about but that we don’t know very much about it. I want to pick up on this to look at some terms that we all use but I wonder if we actually fully understand what they mean. 
The word I am going to look at this morning is “Covenant” – we use it very frequently – in baptism we talk about “a child of the covenant” In the Lords Supper we talk of the “blood of the new covenant” –¿ but what is a covenant? I suspect that for many of us we are as vague about what it means as we are about what the story is behind “willow pattern” china – by the way…(see
 endnote) 
I hope this will be the first of an occasional series on some of the terms that we use and I shall try to fill out our understanding of what they mean. I am completely open to discussing any of the terms we use, so just suggest one and I’ll have a go. I will look at these terms and ideas – hopefully, I won’t be too academic. 

 I do want to limit the area a bit.

I am talking about “theology” – “Theology” as a word means literally “words about God” - the study of God. But to a Christian “theology” means not so much words about God but studying what God has said. For a Christian theologian, man or woman, what is at issue is not their ideas about God but God's ideas about them. God's ideas we find in the Bible.
The Bible in all its parts is intended to communicate to the human race the necessity and realities of redemption. Over the centuries the Christian church has stumbled when it has forgotten this central purpose. 
· Often we have made the error of making the book less than it is, making it less than the inspired Word of God, less than the supernatural report of God’s work in history. 
· But just as often we have made the other mistake trying to make the Bible more than it is. We forget that it was not intended as a textbook of ancient world history or a guide to the biology of creation or even a handbook of social reform. – of course, it does speak truth when talking about such things, but that is not its purpose
· We forget that this book was given to us with one very specific completely essential and desperately necessary object - to tell the epic story of God's quest to ransom his creation. 
· And even more importantly it is given to humanity to give every generation the chance to know God and his amazing grace. 

“The Bible is the saga of Yahweh and Adam, the tale of the prodigal son and his ever gracious heavenly Father, the story of humanity in their rebellion and God in his grace. It starts with perfection in Eden and ends with perfection the New Jerusalem but the journey has many twists and turns and at all points God is in control.”
That quote suggested that there is a problem. The story started in perfection in Eden but due to two things there is a problem: 
1. the fact that we are created beings and God is the creator God; 
and 
2. the fact of sin; Adam’s sin, and our own sins, 
The result is that the distance between us and God is an immense gulf that we cannot cross by any effort that we can make. Let me read what the Westminster Confession says in 7:1
 It requires God to bridge this enormous chasm. And the bridge that God created to enable us to come back to Him is called in the Bible a “Covenant”
And it is important:

Firstly: Over and over again we read of God saying something like ‘I am doing this because of the covenant I made with your fathers.’ The whole Old Testament looks forward to Jesus, the fulfilment of the Covenant. The purpose of Jesus’ work on the cross was to institute the New Covenant that applies throughout the church age ‘until He comes again’. Covenant seems to be one of the ways God views history itself. 

Secondly: The Old Testament prophets frequently exhort the people and charge them with breaking the covenant. The people of God in the Old Testament frequently recognise their sin with statements like ‘we have broken the covenant God made with our fathers.’ Their repentance often finds expression in the renewing of the covenant. Again, in the New Testament, that ultimate sacrifice of Christ on the cross is of ‘the blood of the new covenant shed for the sins of many’. Paul talks of the coming of the gospel to the Gentiles as a change from being without a covenant and without hope in the world to being included in the covenant. Covenant seems to be one of the lenses through which we can focus on redemption.
As one might expect, there is a great deal written about the covenant, many books – heck I have written one myself, -- that is part of the problem – I have too much to say -- the subject is far to large to deal with fully in one sermon so I am going to hit just a few points
· What is a covenant: A  work of God

· What is The covenant: I will be your God, you will be my people, I will dwell among you 

· What can we do about it: (who are the people of God)

What is a covenant?  – what does the word mean?

In the Oxford English Dictionary we find that a covenant is “a mutual agreement between two or more persons to do or refrain from doing certain acts; a compact, contract, bargain”  There are other meanings but nearly all of them – even the legal ones – have that concept of mutuality – agreement between two people – and often with mutual obligations too. 

Greek is a very precise language and in Greek there is a perfectly good word – suntheke – that means a mutual contract (the sun part means ‘with’ or ‘together’ – we get words like “symphony” – to make music together, - and “sympathy” - to suffer with another person) so suntheke = make a contract together. When the Jews of Alexandria translated the OT into Greek about 250BC they did use suntheke – 4 times!  to talk about treaties between rulers:
In the Old Testament, the Hebrew word for 'covenant' is berith 
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. It occurs about 300 times: However, of the 300 or more times berith occurs it is in all cases but one translated by the Greek word diatheke . This is very surprising, as this word implies an inequity between the partners involved in the covenant, the dia part means through or by. Something is done through or by a treaty. diatheke does not imply a contract between equals. 
This immediately tells us that berith the Hebrew wor used in the bible has a particular meaning – these kind of contracts are not between equals. These kind of contracts do not involve any mutuality.  In the bible a covenant is the declaration of one person's will or decision, it is not the agreement between two parties like a compact or contract: A covenant is a statement made by the stronger person to the weaker of “This is the way it is” 

The clearest example of what I am trying to say is given by that beautiful OT reading we had. God covenants with his creation never again to destroy it by flood. As we read it we see that the covenant is with “every living creature” – yes, Noah and his family are included but that is because they too are living creatures: just let me read from it again
Genesis 9:14-17  Whenever I bring clouds over the earth and the rainbow becomes visible in the clouds,  I'll remember my covenant between me and you and every living creature, so that water will never again become a flood to destroy all living beings.  When the rainbow is in the clouds, I will observe it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and all living creatures on the earth." God also told Noah, "This is the sign of the covenant that I've established between me and everything that lives on the earth." 

Isn’t that a wonderful picture? – when you see a rainbow and look at it then God is there on the other side looking back at you - and he is remembering his promise .. He is remembering his covenant.
But the main point I want to make is that this is a berith covenant. It is not an agreement between God and the creation. This is a statement of “this is the way it is” The creation itself has no part in what will happen except that it receives it - and lives as a result of it
This provides a hint about all God’s covenants. They are His work, not an agreement between equals, not a pact between us and God. 

Another much larger example is the book of Deuteronomy. The whole book is the “Covenant Treaty of the Great King”. Many people have seen its parallels with other kingly treaties of the 14th Century BC – Basically “I am your king, you are my people and this is the way it is, as my subjects this is the way you will live”
That quote from Genesis mentioned that the rainbow is the sign of the covenant God established between himself and the rest of creation. The study of the signs, seals and symbols of the covenant is a fascinating study of its own. 
But I need to move on to my next point: what do we mean when we talk about The Covenant  

but as I do move on please hold on to that fact that biblically Covenants are not mutual agreements between equals but God saying “this is the way it is”
What is The Covenant?
Basically the statement is “I am your God; you are my people; I will dwell among you” You will not find that single statement anywhere in the bible but the elements of it are very common indeed. 

“I am your God”, “I am the Lord your God” are statements that begin all sorts of instructions and in particular the law. 

Implicit – and often explicit – in them is “you are my people” “I am the lord your God who brought you out of Egypt” The OT is the story about the people God chose to be his people.
The promise to dwell among the people – to dwell among His people – are frequent in the law. Moses even refuses to go on if God will not be with the people. The creation of the tabernacle, the tent of meeting is a picture of God’s presence – but more than a picture, it was an actuality. This is where the “glory of the Lord” dwelt, in the holy of holies – the holiest place. 
But not just in those books we call “the law” This holiest place where God dwelt among his people was a perfect cube about 3m on a side. In Solomon’s temple it was a perfect cube about 9m on a side) and when Jerusalem was abandoned at the exile and the temple destroyed, then the glory of the Lord departed from the holiest place – but the promise was given that God’s glory would return to the rebuilt temple

Coming forward into the New Testament we see that promise fulfilled. Jesus is the Lord of Glory Paul says, but more pertinent to the point about God dwelling with his people is Jesus himself: Matthew_1:23  "Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and they shall call his name Immanuel" (which means, God with us).

The very end of the story also is a fulfillment of the covenant 

Revelation 21:2-3  And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God.
And  continuing the idea that the holy of holies – where God dwells with his people - is a perfect cube, the book of Revelation also says that the New Jerusalem is a cube about 2,200km on edge – plenty of room for a lot of people!
So, this is the covenant that we are referring to when we talk about “the covenant”
I am your God, You are my people; I will dwell with you
So, 
· we know what a covenant is – a statement of what is, the way things are to be made by an all powerful God to his people; 
· and we know what the particular covenant is that we refer to as the covenant. God declares himself to be our God and that we are His people and that He will dwell with us.
But this isn’t just a statement: it is a fact

Another way of looking at the covenantal fact that God is saying that “this is the way it is” means that he does the work involved to make sure that is the case. If you want the theological term it is “monergic” which literally means one-person-work and as we look at covenants in the bible this is also a common way of seeing how they work. 
As Christians we know that this is how we are able to become the people of God = that Jesus did everything that is necessary for us become God’s people, to become the people of the Great King; to become Christians. 
God has enabled us to be His people, to be in a relationship with him; the work may be monergic – his work – but note: a relationship is two-way – Christians have been made into God’s people and that involves us relating with God
We are told in the New Testament that we may become Christians through the blood of the new covenant and this gives us another handle to the same truth about God doing all the work. The word “testament” as in “old” and “new” testament is also a word that gives us another hint from which we can learn about covenant. 
We know of this term in the legal meaning of a will – as in “last will and testament” 
I have written a will. When I die it tells my lawyer how to dispose of my goods. Who gets them – and who doesn’t get them. This is totally up to me. I could leave all my worldly goods to my wife. I could leave my worldly goods to my children or I could leave everything to the Battersea dog’s home. It is my choice.
It is no mistake that the bible has for centuries used the word “testament” not just as a word for covenant – as in Jesus saying at the Last Supper “this is the new Covenant in my blood” or more specifically “this is the New testament in my blood” (the word in the Greek of the new Testament is diathke but as Jesus was probably speaking Arimaic we can confidently expect that he said berith.
Paul says pretty much the same thing in the NT passage we read: Galatians 3:15  Brothers, let me use an example from everyday life. Once a person's will has been ratified, no one can cancel it or add conditions to it. 

¿ What ratifies a will? – the death of the person whose will it is. Neither my wife, nor my children, nor the Battersea dog’s home get anything from my estate until I die.

And this gives us a good hint as to how to understand the ‘old’ and ‘new’ covenant – the break between law and promise  - all sorts of breaks between the Old and the New Testaments. Christ has died. The will has been proved. What was promise is now fact. 
What was offered to us is now available for anyone to have
Paul says in Romans that in the past God ‘winked at’ the transgressions that his people  were committing but now we are all saved the same way: by the blood of Christ shed on the cross. 
What Paul says in Romans 3 is this “For there is no distinction among people, since all have sinned and continue to fall short of God's glory. By his grace they are justified freely through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus, whom God offered as an atonement to be received by faith in Christ’s blood. He did this to demonstrate his righteousness, because he had waited patiently to deal with sins committed in the past. He wanted to demonstrate at the present time both that he himself is righteous and that he justifies anyone who has faith in Jesus. 
· Even Noah of the flood, that preacher of righteousness, is saved by the blood of Christ

· Even Abraham the father of faith, is saved by the blood of Christ. 
· Even David that great singer of psalms and most beloved person in the Old Testament is saved because Christ has died
· Everyone who is saved is saved by the blood of Christ – there is no difference
Just as with a will, because the Christ has died what God declared on covenantal oath is now freely available to those who will believe.
This has been a brief taste of Theology - Covenantal Theology

The Covenant is, 'a voluntary action on the part of God to bridge the chasm between God and the creature', a chasm exacerbated by the Fall of humanity into sin, and the Bible is the history of God's work of reparation and redemption which 'He has been pleased to express by way of covenant'. Covenants therefore are a divine work and the work is only that of God 

There is a complete unity between the Covenants of the Old and New Testament, they have the same promise (I will be your God, You will be my people, I will dwell in the midst of you), the same initiator (God) and the same guarantor (God) whose promises are unbreakable. There are no conditions to men and women and their families other than accepting the gift of grace and there is no ‘work’ that can be done by us humans to earn the blessings involved.

There is one critical difference between the two testaments. The 'new' covenant is different from the old in that it is an enabling version. The older statements of the covenant = the promises = did not fail because God failed, but because man and women failed, often in trying to obey it 'as it were of works' - as though we could inherit by being good. 
· In the older covenants or statements of the covenant the law was written on tablets of stone and God dwelt in the Holy-of-Holies in the tabernacle or temple. 
· In the 'new' covenant mankind is assisted by the completed work of Christ and enabled to be the people of the Living God. In the ‘new’ covenant the law is written on the hearts of the believer, and God, in the person of the Holy Spirit, dwells in the believer. 
This is how this ‘new’ covenant is enabling.

There is a choice before us – Surely, accepting the promises of God is something worth having, especially as he has done all the work necessary for us to get what is there on offer. He has even died so that you can inherit it, its not just words. Jesus says that people were seizing the kingdom of heaven by force. If you haven’t taken that choice yet then go to it; go to it with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength. Seize the kingdom; it is there for you to have.
Clearly, Covenant is an idea that is like a lens; a lens through which we can look at very many aspects of Christianity, God’s view of history, God’s view of redemption and kingdom citizen-ship of Christians are only three of them.  

It is as though I have lighted a Catherine Wheel – pinwheel I think people in the USA call it – a firework that spins and throws out sparks – I have caught 3 sparks - there are a lot more! 
For instance;

· I have not looked at all at why Christ had to die – the chasm between God and humans is not just because we are created and he is the creator but is made far greater chasm because we sin.
· I haven’t commented on the fact that inheritance implies adoption, and that this adoption is into God’s family. 
· I haven’t mentioned what Christ is doing now and the work of a priest. 
· I have also been very one sided, I have been looking mostly at how God relates to us and have hardly said anything about the fact that relationships are two sided. 
· I haven’t talked about signs, seals and the duties of citizens.
· I haven’t said…well, the Catherine wheel is still fizzing, sparks are flying off it - read the book from cover to cover and you find what I haven’t talked about
Theology is not just hard and cold theory: it is glorious and it is real. It is a story of how a personal God has enabled us to have a relationship with him. WE all know that human relationships are often difficult and we have problems with each other. Things that we do are not perfect this side of heaven
One of my own personal mentors gives his testimony including the words. ‘That night I made a decision for the Lord, and I have never looked back. Of course, there have been many, many, other times when I have had to remake that decision, to turn back to Him on penitent knees, but I have never looked back.’ 

This surely is the story of all maturing Christians. This side of heaven we will continually fail, the ‘habits that hinder and the sin that entangles’ continually interfere with our race. But we are God’s covenant people, and the final victory is ours; the crown of life is within our grasp because God is our God; and because we are God’s people; and because God dwells among us. 
Hallelujah!













� From Sandra Richter “The Epic of Eden”


� The distance between God and any part of his creation is so great that even though we all owe obedience to him we would be utterly unsuccessful unless God himself made some effort to bridge the gap. He has made this gracious effort by using a covenant





� The Willow pattern, more commonly known as Blue Willow, is a distinctive and elaborate pattern used on ceramic kitchen/housewares. The pattern was designed by Thomas Minton around 1790 and has been in use for over 200 years. Other references give alternative origins, such as Thomas Turner of Caughley porcelain, with a design date of 1780. Willow refers to the pattern, a specific treatment, either applied transfer, or stamp, known as transferware. Background colour is always white, while foreground colour depends on the maker; blue the most common, followed by pink, green, and brown. Assortment, shape and dates of production vary.


In order to promote sales of Minton's Willow pattern, various stories were invented based on the elements of the design. The most famous story usually runs as described below. The story is English in origin, and has no links to China


The Romantic Fable: Once there was a wealthy Mandarin, who had a beautiful daughter (Koong-se). She had fallen in love with her father's humble accounting assistant (Chang), angering her father (it was inappropriate for them to marry due to their difference in social class). He dismissed the young man and built a high fence around his house to keep the lovers apart. The Mandarin was planning for his daughter to marry a powerful Duke. The Duke arrived by boat to claim his bride, bearing a box of jewels as a gift. The wedding was to take place on the day the blossom fell from the willow tree.


On the eve of the daughter's wedding to the Duke, the young accountant, disguised as a servant, slipped into the palace unnoticed. As the lovers escaped with the jewels, the alarm was raised. They ran over a bridge, chased by the Mandarin, whip in hand. They eventually escaped on the Duke's ship to the safety of a secluded island, where they lived happily for years. But one day, the Duke learned of their refuge. Hungry for revenge, he sent soldiers, who captured the lovers and put them to death. The Gods, moved by their plight, transformed the lovers into a pair of doves (possibly a later addition to the tale, since the birds do not appear on the earliest willow pattern plates).� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Willow_pattern" \l "cite_note-1" ��


The Secret Shaolin Message: The Shaolin Monastery is burned by the Imperial troops of the Manchu rulers, called invaders by Chinese nationalist and later communist factions. Souls of the dead monks take a boat to the isle of the Blest. On the bridge are three Buddha awaiting the dead souls: Sakyamuni, the Buddha of the Past; Maitreya, the Buddha of the Future; and, Amitabha, the Ruler of the Western Paradise. Beyond them is the City of Willows – Buddhist Heaven. The doves are the monks' souls on the journey from human to immortal life.
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