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God’s Covenant with Abram

1After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: "Fear not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." 2But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue[a] childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" 3And Abram said, "Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my household will be my heir." 4And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: "This man shall not be your heir; your very own son[b] shall be your heir." 5And he brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven, and number the stars, if you are able to number them." Then he said to him, "So shall your offspring be." 6And he believed the LORD, and he counted it to him as righteousness.

7And he said to him, "I am the LORD who brought you out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess." 8But he said, "O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?" 9He said to him, "Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon." 10And he brought him all these, cut them in half, and laid each half over against the other. But he did not cut the birds in half. 11And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away.

12As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great darkness fell upon him. 13Then the LORD said to Abram, "Know for certain that your offspring will be sojourners in a land that is not theirs and will be servants there, and they will be afflicted for four hundred years. 14But I will bring judgment on the nation that they serve, and afterward they shall come out with great possessions. 15As for yourself, you shall go to your fathers in peace; you shall be buried in a good old age. 16And they shall come back here in the fourth generation, for the iniquity of the Amorites is not yet complete."

17When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. 18On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, "To your offspring I give[c] this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates, 19the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, 20the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, 21the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites and the Jebusites."

All throughout the Old Testament, and indeed throughout the entire Bible itself, we see a God who is adamant about having a certain kind of relationship with His people.  In the stories of Abraham in the Book of Genesis, which we have been looking at over the past few Sundays, that relationship is one that seems to come out of nowhere.  Without any warning, the God who will one day reveal Himself to Moses as “the one who is,” the “I AM WHO I AM,” suddenly breaks into the life of a 75-year old man dwelling in the region of ancient Mesopotamia and tells him to get up and leave his ancestral home and travel to a far-off place that is not even named, but is “the land which I will show you.”
As we hear these accounts, it seems hard to know exactly what kind of relationship God wants with this man called Abram, but whatever it is seems to revolve around the notion of a future blessing.  “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.”  So says God to Abraham in their very first encounter with one another, recounted in Genesis chapter 12.

Later on, in chapter 15, God will seal this promise by means of what seems to us to be a very strange ceremony.  At God’s direction, Abraham brings a young cow, a goat, and a ram, as well as a turtledove and a pigeon, and cuts them in half (except for the birds) and lays them beside each other.  Abraham then falls into a deep sleep, and God appears to him and promises that Abraham’s descendents will become enslaved and oppressed for 400 years in a land that is not theirs.  God will then judge this nation whom they will serve and then they will come out and one day return to the very land of Canaan in which Abraham is now abiding.
Then, after the sun had gone down and it had become very dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these halves of the animals and God makes a covenant with Abraham, in which He promises to give Abraham’s descendents essentially the land that several hundred years later becomes the nation of Israel.
In the Bible a covenant is a solemn agreement of a binding relationship between two parties.  It is “a relationship based on commitment, which includes both promises and obligations, and which has the quality of reliability and durability.”
  This relationship is usually sealed by some kind of ritual, such as an oath, a sacred meal, blood sacrifice, or an invocation of blessings and curses, which makes it binding.
  This is exactly what we see in the ceremony that God performs with Abraham, with the smoking fire pot and flaming torch passing between the two halves of the animals.
In the New Testament (and “testament,” by the way, is just another translation of the word “covenant”), at His Last Supper with His disciples, Jesus instituted the ceremony of the New Covenant.  He took bread, blessed it, broke it, and gave it to His disciples, saying, “Take, it, this is my body which is given for you.  Do this for a continual remembrance of Me.”  Then He took a cup of wine, gave thanks, and passed it around to His disciples with the words, “Drink this, every one of you.  For this is my blood, the blood of the new and everlasting covenant, which is shed for you.  Do this in remembrance of Me.”

Every Sunday and other time we gather as the body of Christ and celebrate the Holy Communion, or Eucharist, we are participating in a solemn renewal and re-remembrance of our covenant with God made for us by Jesus’ life of perfect obedience (a lamb indeed without blemish!) and His sacrifice and shedding of blood on the cross at Calvary.

At this solemn renewal of our covenant with God—the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost—we pray some prayers, read from the Scriptures, profess our basic Christian beliefs, confess our sins, and promise to lead a new life of obedience to God’s commandments and of following in the ways taught by Christ our Master.  We pray some prayers of blessing and thanksgiving in which we recall that first Lord’s Supper as well as the mighty acts of Jesus Christ for our salvation: “his blessed passion and precious death, his mighty resurrection and glorious ascension.”
I said at the beginning of this that the Bible shows us a God who is adamant about having a certain kind of relationship with His people.  There are many aspects to this relationship, but the fundamental aspect is love.  God wants our love; God give us His love.  But this is not some kind of mishy-mushy, sentimental, on-again off-again puppy love.  Rather, it is a fierce and powerful and all-consuming love.  The Bible describes God as a jealous God who will not stand for any competition.  That’s why He hates idols—whether they be the Old Testament kind of gods made out of wood or stone or clay, or the kind we are more familiar with today: money, pleasure, success, living “the good life,” and so on: whatever it is other than God Himself that we put at the center of our life.
The kind of relationship God wants is a monogamous one.  He does not want to share us with anyone or anything else.  And that seems also to be a fundamental principle of how we human beings are constructed.  We can have a relationship with God through Jesus Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit.  But we cannot expect to have a good relationship with God if we’re also in a relationship of love and devotion with things that compete with God.  This is part of what Jesus is getting at in today’s Gospel reading, when He says that we cannot serve two masters.
Because God is infinite and we are finite, and because God is all-holy and perfect and we are miserable sinners, the only way we can have a relationship with God is through some kind of special method and intervention that He Himself sets up.  The term for this special method is “covenant.”  God promises to be in relationship with us through Jesus and in return, He asks certain things of us.
May we use this service of Holy Communion as an occasion of recommitment to our covenant relationship with God through Jesus Christ.
In the words of the Declaration of Absolution at Morning Prayer, “Wherefore let us beseech him to grant us true repentance, and his Holy Spirit, that those things may please him which we do at this present; and that the rest of our life hereafter may be pure and holy; so that at the last we may come to his eternal joy; through Jesus Christ our Lord.”
� The Oxford Companion to the Bible, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Michael D. Coogan (New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993), 138.
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