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Today we begin a series called “Renewal.” I feel like that’s something we all look for in some respect or
another: renewal. It’s a word that almost always sounds good, right? In fact, ’'m trying to think of an instance in
which “renewal” would be a bad thing. I don’t know, maybe that email or text you get about how that subscription
you forgot about was “renewed” automatically for the next year, and you’re like “Ugh! I don’t need Norton Anti-
Virus. Please stop.” Those instances aside, for the most part “renewal” is something that sounds pretty nice.
Sounds especially nice when we think about ourselves, if we’re feeling worn down, in a rut, weary, or maybe just
bored.

Pretty nice to think about, maybe enticing, but what does it entail?

As we consider what it could mean to be “renewed,” we’ll be going through a particular episode of renewal
in Scripture, dropping into, of all places, the Book of Deuteronomy, chapters 29-30, and the reason we’re looking
at these two chapters is because they contain some of the more powerful, concentrated foretastes of the covenant
of grace in Christ in all of the Old Testament, all within the framework of a covenant, a people, being renewed.

Let’s go to God’s Word together.
[Read passage.] The Word of the Lord. Thanks be to God. Will you pray with me?

Faithful God, your faithfulness to us both inspires and challenges. We hear these words of Scripture, and
we hear our own fickleness toward you and our inability to do anything other, and so we pray that by your Spirit
you would sow seeds of renewal within us by this Word we receive. And for the Word spoken and heard today,
may it not be mine but yours. Amen.

My sister and I were apparently a couple of little liars when we were kids, because it took a lot for us to
trust each other farther than we could throw each other.

Obviously, quoting the prophet St. Elvis, we couldn’t go on together with suspicious minds, so we had to
figure out something. Fortunately, for one reason or another, there was something that put the fear of holy
retribution into both of us: a covenant.

Apparently she and I had learned about covenants in Sunday School, and, to our kid brains, they were the
most unbreakable of promises, or at least if you made a covenant and then broke it, it was the deepest form of
betrayal. Break one of those, and we’re talking lightning bolts smiting you where you stand sort of thing.

And so, it came to pass that about the only way we would trust that the other was really telling the truth
was if we said the magic words, “I covenant promise.” Forget what somebody said about letting your “Yes” be
“yes,” and your “no” be “no”—I think that’s, uh, the Bible.



Forget even the sacred words of promises and vows. “I promise that....”

No, the only thing that actually compelled her and me to mutually trust each other’s word was if we uttered
the magic words. “I won’t spray you, dear sister, with the garden hose.” Get out of here. “I promise [ won’t spray
you, dear sister, with the garden hose.” ““You must think I was born yesterday.” “Okay, I covenant promise 1 won’t
spray you with the garden hose.” Then she would know that I wasn’t going to do it, and I knew that I wouldn’t
do it.

Probably not the healthiest of things between us as siblings, you know, that the only thing that would
compel us to tell the truth and to be trusted it was the truth was invoking something like the wrath of the Almighty
if we broke it.

But underneath it, not to get my sister and me off the hook, but underneath it was this understanding of a
covenant as, no kidding, about as solemn a pact one could make.

The language of covenant is obviously all over the passage we read and all over the rest of Deuteronomy
29-30, which we’ll go through over the next few weeks. Deuteronomy as a whole is for the most part a series of
long speeches by the prophet Moses to the people of Israel, right as they’re about to cross the Jordan River from
a land called Moab into the Promised Land. What’s happening in these two particular chapters is the renewal of
the covenant between God and the people, the original covenant being the one made at Mt. Sinai or Mt. Horeb
(as it’s called in this passage), where things like the ten commandments or the ark of the covenant came from.

And as we consider these opening verses of this covenant renewal, I’d invite you to consider one thing in
particular about it.

If a covenant is so solemn, so unbreakable, why renew it? Well for one, you could argue that Israel broke
the covenant any number of times (a certain incident with a golden calf being one of them). But there’s perhaps a
bigger piece of the puzzle too. Is it the same people?

Since this pact was made between God and the people of Israel at Mt. Sinai, forty years have since passed.
Early on, the people had come right to the cusp of the land of Canaan but then lost faith, fearful that God would
not deliver them into what he had promised them, and they rebelled. As a result, God left them to wander in the
wilderness for forty years until all the people who were over a certain age had passed on, except for Moses himself
and his successor Joshua.

Meaning, aside from those exceptions and any who were children forty years prior, the people gathered
here in Moab are not the people who were at Sinai.

It’s kind of like this. Have you heard this tidbit about how our cells are replaced? The cells in our bodies
are constantly being recycled and replaced: blood cells, muscles, organs, even bones, some more often than others.
But over a certain amount of time, every cell in our body (except apparently for our teeth and some things in our
eyeballs) is replaced every 7-10 years or so.

So, in a manner of speaking, every 7-10 years, you’re a whole new person, which then might make you
wonder, if I’'m a whole new person, am I still bound by commitments I made 7-10 years ago?

Think about that for a second. Imagine if you tried that out. If you have a mortgage and you go to the bank
and say, so I took out this loan twelve years ago, but I’'m a different person now, on a cellular level, so I’'m not

bound to pay it off anymore. Or if [ went to Frances and said, you know baby, [ know we were married nine years
2



ago, but all of my cells are different now, so those vows I made to you then, they don’t really apply to me anymore.
How well do you think that would go over?

No, it’s not like a covenant just expires. That was kind of the point of God’s commitment to Israel: that it
was a generational thing, a never-ending thing. But still, there’s something in the recognition that the people there
in Moab are not the same people from forty years earlier. Maybe somewhere in there is both the recognition that
through the original covenant hadn’t expired, there’s plenty different that might make it important to reaffirm this
pact between God and his people.

Maybe you’ve felt something similar. For some, faith, church, being a disciple of Christ have been things
that have been integral, powerful parts of your life steadily, and let us thank God for that. For others, maybe the
commitments and professions of faith you made at one point feel stale or at least so long ago that it feels distant.
For still others, maybe the notion of faith is an entirely new thing altogether to you.

In other words, though God hasn’t changed, though Christ hasn’t changed, though grace hasn’t changed,
maybe there’s an important place for renewal for all of us.

Maybe you’ve spent enough time in the wilderness to see that you can’t keep going on like that, and you’re
just now seeing it.

Moses says as much, paraphrasing: “You’ve seen all God has done for you, all these years in the
wilderness. Delivering us in battle. Providing for us.” But he also adds this note in v. 4: “But to this day the Lord
has not given you a mind to understand or eyes to see or ears to hear.” There are some elements of election and
where faith comes from in there, so let’s talk some more if you have questions about that, but main point for today
is, for one reason or another, over the past forty years, God had done all of these things demonstrating his
faithfulness to the people, and yet they could not recognize it.

Maybe you feel a bit like that today. So much that you couldn’t see or maybe just didn’t want to see when
it came to your life, to the Lord, to your need for the Lord. So much that you ignored or didn’t realize, so much
even that you just didn’t know, who knows? All you know is that today, you’ve had quite enough of that time in
the wilderness, and you’re ready to come out of it.

What would that mean? What would it mean to come out of the desert and into the life, the identity, the
place God has made for you?

Well for one, it’s not for the faint of heart or the halt-hearted. Look at how Moses describes the assembly
there. Goes out of his way to specify that it’s not just the leaders, the elders, the representatives. But every member
of every family, outsiders, servants, you name it. There was no corner or pocket of the people there that day that
hadn’t been gathered for this.

Then there’s one other note Moses adds, starting in v. 14: “I am making this covenant, sworn by an oath,
not only with you who stand here with us today before the Lord our God but also with those who are not here
with us today.” “Also with those who are not here.”

In this forging of a new/renewed covenant in the Lord, nothing is held back, no place where the people
could say, “We commit these parts of ourselves, but we kind of want to hang on to this, just for us.”

That’s often our instinct, isn’t it? To hold something back. To keep something for ourselves. To let some
aspect of our life, our character, our behavior go unexamined, not lifting it to the Lord. I know it is for me. [ know
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it has been especially this past summer while I was away on sabbatical. I mean one point of a sabbatical, as I went
into last week, is renewal: spiritually, emotionally, mentally, you name it. But if this text is any indication, renewal
isn’t always such an easy thing. What parts of myself, what parts of my life have I been inclined to hold back?
Renew me, O God, I find myself saying and praying. Just don’t touch this over here.

And we’re of course free to hold on to those things all we want. But you know something about the parts
of ourselves that we’d be the most resistant for God to change? They tend to be the things that most need changing,
and if left unchanged, unrenewed, they tend to be what keep us in the wilderness altogether.

What are those things for you?

As we continue this look at renewal and the people of Israel, there on the cusp of entering the life, the
identity, the place God had made for them, a word of encouragement too. It can be too easy to read all this
language about commitments and oaths and start thinking that it’s all on us, all of you to do this, to do that in
order to earn God’s favor. That ain’t it. That’s not grace, and it’s important we remember that.

There’s a Bible scholar named Patrick Miller who wrote the following on covenants: “Covenantal logic
says that the most fundamental relationship of human existence is initiated from outside ourselves and created by
the prior reality of loving-kindness. All the talk of demand and obedience, of sanctions and blessing and curse,
does not come into the conversation until the people have been grasped and held by the powerful and loving hand
of God.”

Did you catch some of that phrasing? “Initiated from outside ourselves.” This doesn’t start with you or me
or any effort we can bring to the table. We’re called to step up, but ours isn’t the first move. “All the talk of
demand and obedience, of sanctions and blessing and curse, does not come into the conversation until the people
have been grasped and held by the powerful and loving hand of God.”

Friends, for every pull you might feel, every urge you might sense that renewal in the Lord is precisely
what you need, what you want, for every realization that you are tired of all the time you’ve spent in the wilderness
and that you’re ready to come out of it, and for every conviction you feel that, yes, there are parts of yourself that
you would be hesitant to give up to God to change, may we never forget that the first part of any covenant of
grace isn’t our step, but the declaration, the acceptance that you have been grasped and held by the powerful and
loving hand of God.

And it’s that hand that will lead you out of the desert and into who you’re meant to be.

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.



