
ADVENT LUTHERAN WYCKOFF 
 

777 Wyckoff Avenue Wyckoff, NJ 07481 
adventlutheranwyckoff.org • (201) 891-1031 

Fifth Sunday in Lent • March 18, 2018 
Jeremiah 31:31-34  •  Psalm 51:1-12 or Psalm 119:9-16  •  Hebrews 5:5-10  •  John 

12:20-33 
 

 There have been two streams of thought running through our liturgies in Lent this 
year. One of those streams is about repentance. Repentance is just another word for turning 
around. If you were here on Ash Wednesday, you heard the invitation to Lent, which reads 
in part, “We begin this holy season by acknowledging our need for repentance and for God’s 
mercy.” In the rite of confession and forgiveness in today’s service, we heard, “During this 
season of Lent, we are called to return to God’s grace with all of our heart.” In the season of 
Lent, we’re invited to a change of our orientation and the way in which we view the world. 

And the second stream of thought in our liturgies has been covenant. For past five 
weeks, we’ve been looking at the history of God and God’s people in the Old Testament. 
And the ways that history has been shaped over and over again by God’s promises. We 
started with the story of Noah and the flood, impossibly long ago in the biblical memory. 
And today we end our trip with the prophet Jeremiah, right around 587 B.C. Needless to say, 
we’ve been moving pretty quick. 

And right at the center of that story, in the center of the Israelites’ cultural memory, 
we heard about how God gave the Hebrews the Ten Commandments, the foundation of the 
covenant between God and God’s chosen people. A way of ordering their lives not 
according to the hubris of pharaoh or any other worldly leader, but according to the 
steadfast love of God. How they were to remember how God liberated them from slavery. 
To remember that everything they had, including their very lives, was a gift of God. To not 
steal from their neighbors or kill them or lie about them or covet what they owned. To be as 
gracious with one another as God had been with them.  

But it’s much easier to talk about that covenant than actually live it out. When we 
talked about the Ten Commandments in confirmation class this year, I asked the class to 
imagine what life would be like if everybody actually followed the Ten Commandments. And 
one of our students furrowed her brow in thought, looked at me quizzically, and said, “I 
think it would be really boring.” 

And many of the Israelites felt the same way. And it started out slow at first. Maybe 
you don’t steal from your neighbor, but you don’t give them a square deal either. You don’t 
kill anybody, but you don’t exactly look out for their best interests. You don’t spread a 
bunch of lies about people, but you trade gossip like everyone else. And the Israelites got 
further and further away from the covenant relationship that God had invited them into. 
God freed them from slavery, promised to be their God, promised them a land they could 
call home. And instead of being a beacon on a hill, instead of reflecting God’s mercy to the 
world, they became pretty much like everyone else. They oppressed the poor. They ignored 
the vulnerable. They created rampant inequality and called it “good.” The Israelites weren’t 
boring, but they weren’t faithful either. 

That was the scene when that group of prophets from the school of Jeremiah showed 
up. The prophets who called the Israelites to repentance. To change their ways. To lift up 
the lowly. To honor the poor. To acknowledge God as the one who had given them 
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everything. To return to the covenant that God had begun with them at Mt. Sinai. But 
people don’t really care for prophets. And so they were roundly mocked or, even worse, 
ignored. No one likes the people who take the punch bowl away right as the party’s getting 
good. 

And then something devastating happens. The Israelites’ homeland, the land that 
they believed God gave them, is sacked. Jerusalem is burned. The temple is leveled. The 
monarchy is gone. And many of the civic leaders are deported, shipped off to Babylon, a 
land they’ve never been to before. The covenant seems to be over. And in Jeremiah’s mind, 
this calamity fell on them because they didn’t keep up their end of the covenant. Jeremiah 
called the people to return to the covenant, but they didn’t listen. They lost the land. They 
lost the temple. And most important, they lost the covenant. 

And you could imagine Jeremiah taking a victory lap here. I told you that this would 
happen. I told you to repent and you didn’t. Now look at what you got yourself into. Jeremiah could just 
lord it over these exiled Israelites, basking in self-righteousness. And, more importantly, you 
could imagine God just leaving the covenant. The Israelites were special because they were 
chosen, they weren’t chosen because they were special. There are plenty of other groups that 
you could choose to be the chosen people: Hittites, Amarites, Canaanites. Take your pick. 
God could just find a new people, make a new covenant, and make a new start of it.  
 In today’s reading from Jeremiah, the prophet proclaims that that is not what he is 
going to do. And, more importantly, that’s not what God is going to do either. No, God is 
going to forgive these exiled Israelites for their indifference toward the covenant. Jeremiah 
says that God is going to make a new covenant with the Israelites who are living in exile. But 
here’s the thing. This new covenant is really just the old one. It's the same covenant that 
God made at Mt. Sinai, the promise to be their God and the promise that the Israelites 
would be God’s people.  

What is new isn’t the covenant. What is new is the way the covenant is going to come 
to them. We might say that the old covenant is renewed in a radically new way. Because 
instead of God’s commandments, being a thing that comes to you from on high, something 
that you can hold in your hands and have some sort of distance from and, let’s be honest, 
look for the loopholes in. Now it’s going to come much closer. It’s going to be so close to 
you, God says, it’s as if “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.” 
God decides to deal with their unfaithfulness not by punishing them but by being even more 
faithful to them. Not by abandoning them but by coming even closer to them. By choosing 
to forgive them and embossing this new relationship on their hearts.   

We might like to think that we’re much more advanced than those Israelites two and 
a half millennia ago, but we’re really just flattering ourselves. The Israelites built a society 
build around commodities, where you were defined by your debts and by what you owed. 
Just like we so often define ourselves and other people by our pasts instead of our potential. 
The Israelites cycled through scapegoats and false messiahs, hoping that getting rid of some 
people or putting someone else on a pedestal would solve all their problems. Just like we 
lock ourselves into systems and behaviors that are destructive to others and ultimately to 
ourselves. We repeat cycles of cruelty and injustice over and over again. We can’t even 
remember who started most of our conflicts, and sometimes we can’t even remember what 
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we’re even fighting over. It’s just what we do. The Israelites had grown so used to the 
inequality that they created and lived in, that they just assumed it was the natural order of 
things. Just like we so often assume that certain places or people are poor because they just 
are. It’s just the way things work. 

When God promises to forgive these exiled Israelites, it isn’t just to forget about how 
they’ve strayed from the covenant. It isn’t just to let bygones be bygones and give them a 
second chance. God doesn’t lower the demands of the covenant relationship. God changes 
their hearts so that they’ll be able to fully live into it. God’s forgiveness is not just choosing 
to forget about the past. It’s affirming God’s care about our present situation and God’s 
provision for our future.   

Part of that means changing our relationship with God. To use Luther’s phrase, it 
means giving them the ability to fear, love, and trust God above all things. To recognize 
God’s singular role in their history and in providing for them. But God doesn’t ignore the 
social problems that they’ve created for themselves either. God promises that this covenant 
will be written on their hearts “from the least to the greatest.” God doesn’t amend the 
covenant to make it work around the injustices that the Israelites have built. God enters right 
into the heart of the conflict so that it might be transformed. So that they will be able to 
truly love God and truly love their neighbors.  

And, even better, that their newly created love for God will express itself through 
their love of their neighbors, especially those who had previously been considered 
expendable. God promises that our entire lives can be signs of God’s graciousness to the 
people around us. That instead of viewing life with God as merits and demerits to keep track 
of, sins and good works to keep score with, we have the freedom to live as God created us 
to be. And that our ordinary lives can be conduits of the extraordinary mercy of God. 

Repentance is not turning ourselves around to draw ourselves closer to God. It is 
realizing that in Christ God has already come close to us. How close? As close as your own 
heart.  

Jeremiah’s call to repent is not an invitation to endlessly mourn our own sinfulness. 
And it isn’t a call to repent further into ourselves, for spiritualizing our navel-giving. It’s the 
call to repent, to return, to the everlasting mercy of God. Who is always forgiving, always 
gracious, and always merciful. Because the only sins that we can truly confess are the ones 
we know have been forgiven. The only injustices we can take responsibility for are the ones 
we know can be transformed. The only deaths we can truly grieve are the ones we know 
have been redeemed.   

  
Joseph Schattauer Paillé, Pastor 


