17th October 2010 SERMON  –  ‘I will write on their hearts’
Jeremiah 31:31-34

The days are surely coming...

The days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant.

I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts...

I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.

What a promise this is to us!

Through the prophet Jeremiah, God makes this astounding promise of relationship; close and intimate relationship.

This promise of intimacy is that God’s ways will be ours as much as God’s.

God’s good ways will not come at us from the outside, but rise up from within us.

God’s ways will not be a burdensome expectation placed upon us, but be part of our innermost being.

The truth of God’s ways will come bubbling up from the inside. Unlike the law given through Moses on the mountain, God’s ways will not be written on stone but in flesh, the beating flesh of our hearts.

This promise of God is one of intimacy and full awareness.

It is a similar anticipation of full relationship that the Apostle Paul had:

For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known. (1 Cor 13:12)

If this is an anticipated promise, when exactly can we expect this promise to be met?

The days are surely coming...

When Jeremiah wrote this down it was obviously a promise for the future, but when?

Are we still waiting to see this promise met? Has it already been met?

Like so many of God’s promises, we can get ourselves tied up in knots if we try to calculate them in a chronological timeframe.

While God’s promise is certainly for us, for genuine human history, it’s less about a set point in history than it is about fulfilment.

The days are surely coming...when God will complete God’s purposes. 
The church rightly recognises that all that must be done has been done for us in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

What we now anticipate is the fulfilment of Jesus’ mission and ministry. 
The Holy Spirit is completing the mission and ministry of Jesus, bringing God’s purposes to perfection. The work of God’s Holy Spirit includes writing God’s ways on our hearts. 
This is a promise for the future that we experience (very genuinely) in part now.

God’s Spirit is given to us, living in us, and among us.

The promise of God’s ways being written on our hearts is about availability.

Through God’s Holy Spirit, God is available to us; the risen Jesus lives in us, and among us.

And so, with that in mind, I want us to think about this particular image of God writing on our hearts, and the implications of this.
The first implication is that God is sharing with us something much greater than just information.

In the biblical story of God and God’s people we see that God engages human minds AND human hearts.

Over recent weeks I’ve had the privilege of exploring with some of our youth questions of the Christian faith as we’ve worked through a Youth Alpha programme. What has struck me as we’ve talked together is that information can only take our faith so far. What really ignites our faith is not just information. We could talk about the facts of the Christian faith literally for years and years, but all of us also need to come to know God; we need the intimacy promised by God. We cannot just learn Christianity; we must live it. And the only way we can live it is for God to live in us. Thankfully that’s precisely the promise of the Gospel.
The second implication of God writing on our hearts is how we read the Bible.

Again, the Bible cannot be just about information.

Of course it IS information (it’s history; it’s names of people and places; it’s groups wandering in the desert and wine being drunk at a wedding)
But it’s also the living word of God. 

The Bible is not merely information locked away in the past; it’s God’s truth confronting us right where we are.
When we open the Bible, it’s not just words printed on a page; it’s God’s truth being freshly written on our hearts.

When we come together in worship we open our hearts to the living word of God. We read parts of the Bible we’ve read before. Why? 
Because in doing so we trust that God will write something fresh on our hearts. Similarly, we cultivate the discipline of Bible study – not simply learn all the words of the Bible but to open ourselves to God moving within us.  
Our minds are engaged (we don’t neglect the intellect God gives us), but we engage our intellect with the purpose of shaping our hearts.

The final observation I want to make about God writing on our hearts is the problem of graffiti. One of my favourite authors, Adrian Plass, reflects that our hearts may not exactly be a blank page ready for writing.
He says:

“The problem, assuming your heart is anything like mine, is that negative graffiti has built up over the years leaving very little space for anything else. The devil gets busy with his infernal aerosol can! Things people have said, failures that have destroyed confidence, traumatic experiences, profound, unforgettable embarrassments – all sorts of things. 

Usually each one tells you a lie about yourself: 

you will never succeed, 

you are not lovable, 

God has cast you aside because of that sin, 

you’re boring, 

happiness is impossible, 

your life has no purpose. 

The almost invariable untruthfulness of these scrawling should be sufficient indication of their ultimate authorship. The father of lies is anxious that our hearts be covered with a confused mass of misinformation, some of it etched so deeply it comes close to breaking our hearts. 
(Far from being left in helpless desperation, this underscores all the more the good news: in Jesus Christ) we are washed as white as snow. This is our hope.”

God knows us, and knows what we need. 
“I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.” (v.34)

God cleanses us of the sin that blackens our hearts; our own sin and the sin of others, so that God can write truth afresh on our hearts.

And what is that truth? 
Well that’s what we spend our lives discovering, thanks to (as Paul says) “the grace of God that has been given us in Christ Jesus” 
(1 Cor 1:4)
But let me share this truth with you all this morning: God loves you.
You may have heard this before, I hope you have, but open your heart to these words God wants to write in your innermost being: 
God loves you.  God really, really loves you.
May God continue to fulfil this truth in us.

Amen.
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