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Jeremiah 31:27-34
Of Blackboards, Whiteboards, Smartboards and Heartboards
God communicates with us directly — right to the heart.
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AT A GLANCE: 
From wet clay tablets to dry erase boards, humans have been writing and rewriting important information since the beginning of civilization. It’s a reminder that we make mistakes and need to start over again. Through the prophet Jeremiah, God introduces a new medium for the covenant between himself and Israel — one that allows for forgiveness and the constant erasing of our sins. 

“School days, school days, dear old Golden Rule days …”
If you remember that old song it means you’re, well, old; and that means you’re at least old enough to recall when the front of your school classroom featured a big blackboard on which all of your assignments for reading, writing and ʼrithmetic were carefully inscribed by your teacher with chalk. 
In fact, you might’ve been the good kid who got the special privilege of cleaning the erasers by banging them together, creating a cloud of chalk dust which had everyone coughing for five minutes. 
Or maybe you were the bad kid who got after-school detention and had to wipe down the whole board with a damp cloth. Whether you approached it for praise or punishment, or to work out that difficult math problem in front of the whole class, the blackboard was the nerve center of classroom life. 
It still is to some degree, although kids today will never know the smell of a cloud of chalk. Instead, they get the alcohol smell of the markers for the dry-erase board, which started to phase out the blackboard in the late 1980s. Actually, the blackboard’s demise started a little earlier than that with the advent of the green chalkboard, which was made from steel and porcelain and was less fragile than the older, heavy. slate boards. The green color was also supposed to be easier on the eyes, and the chalk powder didn’t show up as much, making it easier for the Bart Simpson-esque class clown to wipe it down after school. The evolution of the classroom board continues today as some schools have “smartboards” that allow what’s handwritten on them to be immediately photographed, digitized and downloaded — no need for copying down your homework. 

The law of Moses was written in stone
We might think of the blackboard as ancient technology, but the truth is that since civilization began in Mesopotamia, people have been scribbling on things, and then correcting their mistakes. The Akkadians and Babylonians used wet clay tablets and a stylus for writing, the marks of which were  easily erased unless you wanted to bake the clay and make them permanent. The Romans used wax tablets that could be warmed and reformed as a kind of early Etch A Sketch. In fact, Rome is where the term “clean slate” comes from. In Latin, tabula rasa means “clean slate.”  
Of course, if you want something to be permanently written, you “write it in stone.” The first real document we encounter in the Bible is written that way, the Ten Commandments being chiseled on stone tablets when Moses was in conference with God on Mount Sinai. The Israelites carried those tablets around in the Ark of the Covenant for generations until the Ark itself rested in Solomon’s Temple. It was the set-in-stone covenant that God had made with Israel, but that covenant itself had had its own evolution of media, from God’s first toddler-like instruction to Adam in Genesis 3 (“Don’t touch! Don’t eat!”) to Abraham’s bloody path of animal guts in Genesis 15. Stone tablets seemed more sophisticated by comparison, communicating God’s word to his people in a permanent medium.

Jeremiah and the lost tablets
In Jeremiah’s day, however, those stone tablets were gone. They disappeared sometime during the Babylonian invasion of Judah and the subsequent exile of God’s people to Babylon around 586 B.C. Whether they wound up in a forgotten hiding place, were destroyed or are languishing in a warehouse in New Jersey, nobody really knows. What we do know is that the exile was a major event in the history of God’s people, destroying the world as they knew it and leaving them with an uncertain future. How were they to move forward now that the covenant with God had been broken by their sin? What was to guide them when the tablets were no longer around to give them the rules? How would they now relate to God on the other side of exile? 

No longer written in stone
Through Jeremiah, God had promised the people they would return from exile and have their own land again. God promised to reunite the broken kingdoms of Israel and Judah and repopulate them with a multiplicity of people and animals (v. 27). God had watched over them and brought judgment upon their sin, and now God promised to watch over them as they began “to build and to plant” (v. 28). 
Many people thought that God’s judgment had been harsh and that they had suffered for the sins of their parents (v. 29). God, however, reminds them that from now on they will be responsible for their own sins and their “teeth will be set on edge” when they deal with those sins, like what happens in our bones when fingernails are scraped across a blackboard (v. 30). 
But God won’t leave the people to suffer endlessly for those sins. Whereas the old covenant was chiseled in stone and offered no practical means, other than endless animal sacrifices, to erase the sins they committed, God promised the returning exiles a new covenant that would be written in a medium that would make it easier to erase the sins written on their hardened hearts (v. 31). 
It wouldn’t be like the old Sinai covenant, which was brittle enough that they broke it repeatedly, like an adulterous wife cheating on her husband (v. 32). Instead, God would write this covenant on their hearts — a “heartboard” that could be repeatedly erased, cleaned and made new. 
“I will put my law within them,” said God through the prophet, “and I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall be my people” (v. 33). In an elementary school classroom, you might expect the rules to be framed and hung on the wall for all to see, and if you violated them, you might be required to write them 25 times on the chalkboard, whiteboard or smartboard as a punishment. Whether that punishment is effective, however, depends on the orientation of the child. No amount of scribal repetition will change the hard heart of a rebellious child. 
In a high school classroom, on the other hand, you’re less likely to see the rules scribbled out on the wall. Instead, those rules should already be internalized by people old enough to have the capacity to know what’s right. 

Written on our heartboards
The same is true for God’s people. Knowing the commandments and obeying them are two separate things. To obey freely, one must have an inward sense of what’s right and wrong, an inward orientation to please the one in authority, and a desire for repentance and forgiveness. 
God’s people had spent 70 years in exile. It was akin to a timeout — plenty of time to figure out what they had done wrong. Going forward, God now expected them to relate to him in a different way — not as coerced, chastised children, but as people on the way to maturity. Repentance and forgiveness were the means by which God would work in his people, forming them into a covenant community based not on external compulsion but on internal communion with God. 
“No longer shall they teach one another, or say to each other, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the LORD” (v. 34). No longer will they need those stone tablets or endless, repetitive instructions about who God is. Instead, they will know God by God’s grace, by God’s forgiveness, by what God does in their hearts. And what is God doing there? Erasing the brokenness. “For I will forgive their iniquity,” says the Lord, “and remember their sins no more” (v. 34). 
In other words, their “heartboards” could be cleaned and renewed. 
And in the ultimate reversal, they wouldn’t have to clean those boards on their own as a constant punishment. Instead, Someone was coming who would take their punishment on himself and enable their hearts to be washed clean of their sin forever. The writer of Hebrews describes this as the mission of Jesus, who “has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that degree he is the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted through better promises … In speaking of a new covenant, he has made the first one obsolete. And what is obsolete and growing old will soon disappear” (Hebrews 8:6, 13). As Jesus embodied the new covenant, we who are his people by his grace are made new, our sins erased and our lives given a tabula rasa.

What’s inscribed on your heartboard? Maybe it’s a problem from the past, a sin you can’t shake, a fear or shame that binds you and keeps you in exile from God. Hear again the good news: God is ready to wipe your life clean through the grace of his Son, Jesus Christ. 
No need to pound the erasers! 
Jimmy G. Cobb, Bob Kaylor, Harold Onwiler, Melanie Silva, Jerry Tanner and Carl Wilton contributed to this material.

Possible Preaching Themes:
· The evolution of God’s covenant
· Repentance and forgiveness
· How God’s forgiveness forms Christian community

Source:
“The history of the classroom blackboard.” The Room 241 Blog, Concordia University, Portland. November 8, 2017. education.cu-portland.edu. Retrieved April 6, 2019. 
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Psalm 119:97-104
What Does the Text Say? 
Psalm 119, the longest psalm (and, de facto, the longest chapter) in the Bible, from which today’s reading is taken, is an extended meditation on “the law of the Lord” (v. 1b). It is an alphabetic acrostic of 22 eight-line stanzas, each beginning with a letter of the Hebrew alphabet in sequence. Although something of a literary tour de force, the Psalm lacks a clear, logical sequence of ideas, making it, like most other alphabetic acrostic psalms, less than satisfactory in spots. Although unique in its scale, Psalm 119 shares the acrostic form (in various permutations) with Psalms 9-10 (one psalm in the Septuagint), 25, 34, 37, 111, 112 and 145. The psalmist describes God’s “word” as a lamp to his feet (v. 105), using a Hebrew word, davar. It’s a word that has an enormous range of meaning: word, speech, command, message, report, tidings, thing, matter, affair, intention, advice, counsel, complaint, etc. The word commonly refers to divine communication (some 394 times in the OT), which is expressed in such ways as prophetic utterances, oracular pronouncements and oral or written commandments. Modified by the possessive adjective “your,” referring to God, the word occurs only 24 times in the OT, 20 of those in Psalm 119, including this text (vv. 101, 103), making the expression a favorite of this writer. The phrase refers to the totality of divine instruction found not only (or perhaps even primarily) in written instruction, but also in oral instruction and commentary. And in this psalm, the writer reiterates that value of “word” observance in developing understanding (v. 104) and wisdom (v. 98).

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
My Word Is My Bond. This title is a variation of the dated, little-known and dubious assertion, “An Englishman’s word is his bond.” A bond in this context is a signed contractual agreement which outlines obligations as well as penalties if the contract is broken. “My word is my bond” is another way of saying, “No written contract is needed. If I make a verbal promise, it is as good as done. My spoken word constitutes and indeed is stronger than a written bond and provides even greater assurance and protection.” An interesting question is: How many people do we know whose word is their bond? Is our word our bond? Of course, in our times, promises are often affected by forces beyond one’s control. That’s why we enter into contracts and agreements, and it’s also why we carefully consider whether we can meet the obligations the contract describes — come what may. The psalmist says that God’s word is God’s bond. There is no conceivable circumstance in which God would act contrary to his word. 

2 Timothy 3:14−4:5
What Does the Text Say?
The question of biblical authority and interpretation is at the heart of many debates in the church today, and it is clear that people across the Christian spectrum read the Bible in different — and often conflicting — ways. Theologian John Burgess points out that for conservatives, Scripture is inspired and inerrant. For progressives, it supplies symbols, stories and illustrations that express the deepest longings of the human heart. And for others, it is an “identity story,” helping Christians to remember who they really are. It illustrates the character of the community to which they belong (John P. Burgess, “Scripture as sacramental word,” Interpretation, October 1998, 380-81). To see Scripture as an “identity story” is a fruitful approach to Paul’s powerful, highly personal second letter to Timothy, one which calls for his disciple’s enduring loyalty. A considerable portion of 2 Timothy is devoted to railing against the wickedness and deceitfulness of “impostors” — false teachers abusing Scripture and using it for selfish gain. After dealing with these deceivers, Paul turns his attention again to Timothy. To highlight the disparity between the unbecoming conduct of “impostors” and what Paul expects Timothy to embody, verses 10 and 14 of chapter 3 begin with the declaration, “Now you” or “But as for you.” The sacred writings, Paul asserts, are what “instruct you” or will “make you wise” (3:15, NIV). This use of Scripture probably reflects the Septuagint’s Psalm 19:7, which assures readers that Scripture is “making wise the simple.” Furthermore, this concept of wisdom contrasts pointedly with verses 9 and 13, which had testified to the “mindlessness” or “folly” of the “impostors”/“false teachers.” In verse 16, Paul declares that all Scripture is “inspired” — or in older but somehow more invigorating language — “God-breathed.” But besides its divine pedigree, Scripture also serves a specific purpose. It is “useful” in quite particular ways: “teaching,” “reproof,” “correction” and “training in righteousness” — that is, all the tasks of ministry that create the character of the Christian community.

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
The Pastor’s Disclaimer. This text will not let preachers off the hook. They must face squarely their position on the Scriptures, or the “authority of the Scriptures,” as some are fond of putting it. Congregations appreciate knowing this stuff. How does their pastor interpret Scripture? The apostle Paul says that it is “useful” and “inspired.” Are the words of the Bible truly from the heart of God, or might they be read in the same way we might read Saint Augustine’s Confessions or Elizabeth Gilbert’s Eat, Pray, Love? Is the Bible a manual on sexual ethics, natural science and cultural mores, or is it more? The preacher could push back — gently, of course — by asking when congregants have actually sat down and read the Bible themselves; yea, verily, whether they even have a copy of the Bible, online or otherwise. The Bible, for many, is like a family heirloom packed in the attic for safekeeping. We’d defend it to within an inch of our lives, but it has nothing to do with how we live our lives, and were it to disappear — well, we might be outraged (our most popular cultural emotion these days), but our lives would not be altered by the loss. So it is with the Bible for many. We are outraged that it’s not read in public schools, but not outraged enough to read it at home. So, pastor, what is your view of Scripture? 
*Homiletics has treated this text six times. Select 2 Timothy in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Luke 18:1-8
What Does the Text Say? 
Today’s lesson begins with an uncharacteristically prosaic explanation of the purpose and meaning of the parable that follows: the need to remain steadfast in prayer. The parable, as the introductory verse states, is about persistence in our relationship with God. The judge is described by Jesus as neither fearing God nor having “respect for people.” The judge in this case is derelict, making the point of the parable even more forceful. Widows, being socially marginalized and economically precarious, were persons of special concern in the legal systems and social customs of the ancient Near East. By extension, widows became, along with orphans and the poor, symbols of the disadvantaged and vulnerable, and their protection became a particular duty of the powerful. That it is a widow who importunes the judge for justice places an additional burden on the judge to do right. No reason, aside from general moral turpitude, is given for the judge’s refusal to hear the widow’s case (v. 4), but his indifference is less the point of the parable than his eventual change of heart, a theme of towering importance in Lucan theology. The message of the judge’s eventual granting of the woman’s request was intended to reassure the Christian community in which Luke’s gospel was circulating by contrasting the indifference of the judge to that of God, who is anything but indifferent to the plight of God’s people. 

What Is One Possible Approach to the Text? 
God and the Judge. The contrasts in this story are as follows: God is contrasted with the judge; and the widow is contrasted with the people of God, or believers. God is not like the irreligious judge who doesn’t even like human beings. God, rather, is the God who created human beings and cares for them deeply. This takes care of the first contrast. What unites the widow and the disciples is that they both offer a prayer. The widow makes hers to the impatient judge; believers make theirs to God. The widow makes a reasonable request to an unreasonable sovereign; whereas the disciples too often make unreasonable requests to a reasonable sovereign. Id est: the only thing the widow had going for her was that her request was one that should have been granted immediately. Only her persistence gave her the victory. Disciples, however, too often knock on heaven’s door asking the most unreasonable favors, and not all the persistence in the universe is going to alter the outcome. Uncle Joe is going to die of Stage 5 pancreatic cancer. But we pray anyway, and the result is that God comes off looking bad — worse than the unrighteous judge. How many believers last year alone and in the United States alone died of cancer, for example? And do you think that any of them prayed to be healed? And how many even went on social media to gather as many “prayer warriors” as possible, in the vain belief that when it comes to getting cancer cured, the more people knocking on the portals of heaven, the better? Truth is, we do not need to pound or gather a posse of believers to pound with us. A simple request will do, but it must be one that God can reasonably be expected to answer. Asking for a cure for Uncle Joe is probably not reasonable. Praying for a good end, praying that he will finish well, praying for peace of heart — those things God can handle. It’s possible that you may disagree with the foregoing. So explain your theology of prayer. This parable gives us the opportunity to do so. Do we have the courage? Go ahead and clarify the nature of intercessory prayer, for that’s the kind of prayer the widow was praying and the one with which we’re most familiar. Which is odd on the face of it because, of all the types of praying we can do, it’s the one prayer the outcome of which is likely to be the most disappointing.
*Homiletics has treated this text three times. Select Luke in the Scripture Index drop down menu and click GO.

Animating Illustrations
Slate and chalk came into vogue in the late 17th century, and by the 18th century, students were writing their lessons on individual pieces of slate. It wasn’t until the early 19th century that the classroom blackboard became a thing, due to the heavy and fragile nature of a large piece of slate. In 1801, Scottish geography teacher James Pillans hung the first wall-mounted blackboard in his Edinburgh high school, and America soon followed by hanging its first blackboard in a classroom at West Point. 
##
Too often we turn the heartboard into a hard board. We need a constant relationship with the author of the new covenant to avoid doing that.
—Rev. Harold Onwiler, First UMC, Refugio, Texas.
##
Of all the toys beloved of baby boomers, one of the most iconic is the Etch A Sketch. Making its debut in 1960, the glass screen with its two white knobs and distinctive red frame made a great deal of money for its American manufacturer, the Ohio Art Company.
The secret to the Etch A Sketch’s magic is aluminum dust. That, and tiny polystyrene beads that are mixed into the gray dust, keeping it from clumping. The dust adheres to the back of the screen until the stylus scrapes it off. The dark lines that appear, seemingly out of nowhere, are not really lines at all, but rather the absence of aluminum dust.
As any Etch A Sketch owner knows, drawing a picture using straight lines — square and rectangular shapes — is fairly easy. One knob moves the invisible stylus up and down, and the other moves it from side to side. It’s when other sorts of lines — diagonals and even curves — are desireed that two truly steady hands are needed.
An Etch A Sketch seems, at first, unforgiving of mistakes. Draw a line in the wrong place, and there’s no way to erase it, short of starting over. When it comes time to do that, though, an Etch A Sketch is sheer grace. Turn it over, give it a shake, and the screen returns to its pristine condition.
The prophet Jeremiah promises Israel a new covenant. “They shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more.” It’s as though God turned the Etch A Sketch over and shook it, erasing the ugly tangle of lines the people had produced. Everything has become fresh and new!
##
Anyone who’s worked with a whiteboard knows there’s one cardinal sin to be avoided: drawing on the thing with permanent marker. Cleaning off lines drawn with official whiteboard markers is a breeze. One swipe of the eraser takes care of it. Those permanent-marker lines, though, are another matter.
Manufacturers of whiteboards offer a proprietary cleaning fluid that takes care of those permanent-marker lines — not to mention the faint traces of the ghost-of-whiteboard-markers-past — but office workers have discovered a host of other substances that do the trick. These include:
1. Isopropyl alcohol
2. Peroxide
3. Hand sanitizer
4. WD-40
5. Hairspray
6. Toothpaste
7. Bengay (yes, really)
8. Comet cleanser
9. Coffee grounds (Who knew?)
10. And, last but not least, the old-time homemaker’s go-to household chemical: vinegar.
One has to wonder what sort of weird, trial-and-error process led to some of these discoveries — especially the Bengay and the coffee grounds — but there’s some comfort in knowing there’s a way to remove even the most permanent signs of a careless presenter’s sin.
—For more, visit: office-ink.ontimesupplies.com. Retrieved April 3, 2019.
##
Where did the golfing term “Mulligan” — as in “taking a Mulligan” — come from? According to Wikipedia:
“There are many theories about the origin of the term. The United States Golf Association (USGA) cites three stories explaining that the term derived from the name of a Canadian golfer, David Mulligan, one-time manager of the Waldorf Astoria Hotel in New York City, who played at the Country Club of Montreal golf course, in Saint-Lambert near Montreal during the 1920s. One version has it that one day after hitting a poor tee shot, Mulligan re-teed and shot again. He called it a ‘correction shot,’ but his friends thought it more fitting to name the practice after him. David Mulligan then brought the concept from Canada to the famous U.S. golf club Winged Foot.”
It’s against the rules of golf to redo a bad shot — to “take a Mulligan” — but it’s a common practice in some informal games among friends.
When it comes to expunging human sin, God does seem to allow the truly penitent to take a Mulligan — which, for all of us, is a very good thing.
—“Mulligan (games),” wikipedia.org. Retrieved April 3, 2019.
##
What blocks forgiveness is not God’s reticence … but ours. God’s arms are always extended; we are the ones who turn away.
—Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace? (Zondervan, 1997), 52.
##
Don’t get me wrong, I think it is a fairly common occurrence for people to receive more than they deserve. In the midst of all the hatefulness, there are plenty of examples of people being really kind. But grace, as Reformed theology teaches it, is not in the business of being exceptionally kind; God is not simply kinder, let’s say, than the kindest among us on our very kindest day. Grace is something utterly disassociated from merit, something that cannot be conceptualized in terms of contracts, transactions or incredible deals. Following Scripture, Reformed theology teaches not that God gives us more than we deserve or something we don’t deserve at all, but that God has claimed us as God’s own entirely apart from our worthiness or unworthiness.
—Cynthia Rigby, “Grace, mystery, beauty and freedom: Four takeaways of Reformed theology,” Presbyterian Outlook, January 7, 2019. pres-outlook.org. Retrieved April 3, 2019.
##
The elevator was going. It ONLY goes down; until you finally get off. As a clean, sober junkie told me weeks later, “At the end, I was deteriorating faster than I could lower my standards.”
And against all odds, I picked up the 200-pound phone, and called the same sober alkie that my older brother had called two years earlier, when he had hit his coked-out bottom. The man, a Jack Lemmon type, said, “I will come get you at 11:30. Take a shower, and try not to drink till then. The shower is optional.”
I didn’t; when all else fails, follow Instructions. I couldn’t imagine there was a way out of all that sickness and self-will, all those lies and secrets, but God always makes a way out of No Way.
So I showed up. Before I turned on Woody Allen, he said that 80 percent of life is just showing up. And I did. There were all these other women who had what I had, who’d thought what I’d thought, who’d done what I’d done, who had betrayed their families and deepest values, who sat with me that day, and said, “Guess what? Me, too! I have that too. Let me get you a glass of water.” Those are the words of salvation: “Guess what? Me, too.”
Then I blinked, and today is my 29th recovery birthday. I hope someday it will be yours, too, or at least your 1st. Don’t give up on yourself. In recovery, we never EVER give up on anyone, no matter what it looks like, no matter how long it takes.
Because Grace bats last. That spiritual WD-40, those water wings, that second wind — it bats last. That is my promise to you.
—Anne Lamott, Facebook post of July 7, 2015. facebook.com/AnneLamott. Retrieved April 3, 2019.
##
Bookkeeping is the only punishable offense in the kingdom of heaven. For in that happy state, the books are ignored forever, and there is only the Book of life. And in that book, nothing stands against you. There are no debit entries that can keep you out of the clutches of the love that will not let you go. There is no minimum balance below which the grace that finagles all accounts will cancel your credit. And there is, of course, no need for you to show large amounts of black ink, because the only Auditor before whom you must finally stand is the Lamb — and he has gone deaf, dumb and blind on the cross.
—Robert Farrar Capon, The Parables of Judgment (Eerdmans, 1989), 55.

Commentary
Jeremiah 31:27-34
Today’s reading from Jeremiah is part of the collection of miscellaneous writings and oracles attributed to the prophet that scholars commonly call The Book of Consolation (chapters 30-33). The dominant theme of these chapters is the future, eschatological restoration of the kingdoms of Israel (in the north) and Judah (in the south, centered around Jerusalem), following their destruction by the Assyrians (who destroyed Israel in 722 B.C.) and the Babylonians (who destroyed Judah in 587 B.C.). Today’s reading is an example of the type of oracle of salvation that gave The Book of Consolation its name.
The passage opens with a Jeremianic formula, “The days are surely coming” (vv. 27 and 31; found also at 7:32; 9:25; 16:14; 19:6; 23:5; 23:7; 30:3; 31:38; 33:14; the expression is found nowhere in the OT other than Jeremiah; it is quoted in the NT
at Hebrews 8:8). The original Hebrew consistently introduces the expression with the particle hinneh (traditionally translated “behold,” translated by NRSV as “surely”), followed by “days are coming” or “days come” or “days will come when,” and the full form of the expression always concludes with the extremely common prophetic formula, “says the LORD/Yahweh” (found more than 1,000 times in the prophetic corpus). In Jeremiah, the phrase is used to validate the prophet’s utterances both as predictors of the future as well as trustworthy expressions of divine revelation (i.e., foresight as well as insight, the classic combination of prophecy). Those utterances, as is well-known, were often negative; Jeremiah abounds with oracles of judgment against Israel and Judah (e.g., 7:32 predicts — “The days are surely coming, says the LORD” — that the traditional place of burial in the Valley of Hinnom outside Jerusalem will be so filled with the casualties of Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of Jerusalem that it will be called the Valley of Slaughter). In today’s reading, the expression predicts, with divine authority, the repopulation of devastated Israel and Judah.
The image used to express that divine action — “I will sow the house of Israel and the house of Judah with the seed of humans and the seed of animals” — is unique to this verse. Nowhere else in the Old or New Testaments is the language of sowing used to describe building up population and livestock. Isaiah 40:24 uses the imagery of sowing and planting to describe the brevity of human existence sub specie aeternitatis (“Scarcely are they planted, scarcely sown / scarcely has their stem taken root in the earth / when he blows upon them, and they wither / and the tempest carries them off like stubble”). Ezekiel also uses language of tilling and sowing to describe the eschatological restoration of Israel (36:8-11), but in a less figurative way. (For other figurative uses of the verb “sow” see, among others, Hosea 10:12; Ecclesiasticus 7:3; and 2 Esdras 8:41). The figurative use of the image appears to be drawn from Israel’s wisdom tradition.
The prediction of future abundance and prosperity is grounded in the belief in the absolute sovereignty of Yahweh, from whom Israel receives both blessing and curse (Deuteronomy 30:19; Joshua 8:34). As Israel moved away from its polytheistic ancient Near Eastern context and gradually embraced monotheism, the problem of the source of misfortune became acute. In a polytheistic culture, misfortune could always be attributed to evil deities; in a monotheistic culture, misfortune must come from the same deity as good fortune, forcing the question of “Why?”  For Israel’s prophetic tradition (rooted in Deuteronomistic theology), the answer was as punishment for sin; in today’s words of consolation, the punishment has been meted out, and the time for healing is at hand: “And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the LORD” (v. 28). The description of the punishment echoes the language of Jeremiah’s call to prophesy (1:10): “See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms / to pluck up and to pull down / to destroy and to overthrow / to build and to plant.”
“In those days” (v. 29) continues the theme of eschatological restoration with which the passage opens (“The days are surely coming,” v. 27). The idea of future activity by Yahweh is endemic to biblical prophecy, and some variation of the expression found here occurs fairly frequently elsewhere in prophetic literature (e.g., Isaiah 39:6, quoted in 2 Kings 20:17 as “days are coming”; Amos 8:11, 9:13, as “the time is surely coming”). It refers to an unspecified future period of terrestrial existence. Prophetic eschatology is thoroughly this-worldly. The notion of the restoration of Israel “in heaven” is completely foreign to biblical prophecy (including the book of Revelation, whose ultimate vision of redemption is of “a new heaven and a new earth,” 21:1), as well as Jesus’ preaching of the kingdom of God/heaven (“on earth as it is in heaven,” Matthew 6:10, paralleled in some ancient versions of Luke 11:2). The eschaton, for biblical prophets, was not somewhere other than earth; it was this earth transformed by the decisive action of Yahweh on “the day of the LORD” (Isaiah 2:12; Amos 5:18-20; Joel 2:31; etc.).
After Yahweh has acted decisively, “they [the Israelites] shall no longer say: ‘The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge’” (31:29). Jeremiah quotes what appears to be a well-known aphorism about devolved collective punishment, i.e., that the consequences of the sinful actions of one generation fall on subsequent generations. The source of the aphorism is unknown, although it may have originated in an interpretation of passages such as Exodus 20:5, “I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents to the third and fourth generation of those who reject me,” although this interpretation was challenged already by the time of Deuteronomy (“Parents shall not be put to death for their children, nor shall children be put to death for their parents; only for their own crimes may persons be put to death,” 24:16). Ezekiel would take up this issue shortly after Jeremiah confronted it (see Ezekiel 18:2; in contrast, compare the story of Achan in Joshua 7). The theological problem is by no means moot: The tension between individual and collective responsibility, across time, remains ongoing (in, for example, the question of reparations to Native and African Americans). Jeremiah’s confrontation of the problem is meant to both challenge and encourage his hearers: challenge them to take responsibility for their own circumstances, and encourage them, in the words that follow, to trust that their divine patron has provided all they need to meet that challenge. Jeremiah concludes his challenge to the sour-grapes aphorism by insisting on individual accountability (31:30): Individuals are responsible for their own doings, both good and bad.
The “new covenant” that Jeremiah says the Lord will make with the house of Israel and the house of Judah (31:31) is new only in the sense that it is individualized, internalized and democratized, not that it is new in content: “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 … for they shall all know me … from the least of them to the greatest” (vv. 33-34). The idea continues the thought of the entire passage, which is individual responsibility. The individual Israelite of the redeemed future (“The days are surely coming,” again at v. 31) will no longer be able to claim ignorance of the law or a deficient priesthood teaching a corrupt version of the law as an excuse for the disobedience first manifest in the wilderness generation and persistent in subsequent generations of the chosen people. Every Israelite will know the law and every Israelite will bear the responsibility of obeying it. The Mosaic covenant (“my law,” v. 33) remains unchanged in content; what is new is its internalized, individualized, democratized form.
That new locus for the law is the result of a restored relationship that comes from forgiveness: “for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more” (v. 34). One of Jeremiah’s singular contributions to the theology of the OT is the psychological and emotional insight that forgiveness is key to a right relationship between the human and the divine, and the foundation for appropriate covenantal behavior by both parties. It is incumbent upon the divine to forgive fallen human covenant partners, and it is incumbent upon the human party to accept that forgiveness with sincerity of heart (i.e., with firm resolve not to sin again) in order to re-enter the restored relationship. Forgiveness is the divine initiation of restoration and, ultimately, redemption.
*Go to Scripture Index for additional commentaries on this text.

Conversation with the Children:	Jeremiah 31:27-34
Everyone has bad days now and then. Share with the children what a bad day looks like for you. Examples might be: your toast burned, there was a long line at the gas station and you were late for your morning meeting, your computer was acting up and by mistake you disconnected someone who called to seek your advice. And all of this happened before lunch! Then ask them, “What does your day look like when you have a bad day?” After you have heard from a few kids, remind them that everyone has bad days. It doesn’t matter how old we are. The question is: How can we turn a bad day into a good day? Possible answers here might be talking to a friend, drawing a picture or playing with a pet. Tell the children what you do to change a bad day into a good day. Perhaps you have learned that bad days don’t last, and they don’t come very often. This gives us patience to endure the bad stuff while the good stuff is on the way! Dismiss the children by having them stand and turn around in a circle as a reminder that we have the means to turn our days around. Days and people deserve a second chance.

Worship Resources
Calls to Worship — General
Leader: How beautiful is the word of the Lord!
People: How wise are God’s commandments!
Leader: Through the Lord’s precepts, we gain understanding.
People: Through God’s wisdom, we find truth.
Leader: The Lord is our God; we are God’s people.
People: God’s word lives within us, for it is written on our hearts.
Leader: Living Word, Great Teacher, lead us and guide us!
People: Amen!
—Based on Psalm 119 and Jeremiah 31, readings for today from the Psalms and the Old Testament. Posted on Ministry Matters website, ministrymatters.com.

Invocations — General
Lord, your words are sweet to the taste, sweeter than honey; let them be our daily meditation and our study. Give us ears to hear, for we marvel at your instruction. Train us in righteousness, grant us patience and persistence, and equip us for every good work. Inspire our faith, and give us voices to proclaim your message. Guide our feet, keep us from every false way, for you alone speak the words of life. Amen.
—Based on Psalm 119 and 2 Timothy 3-4, readings for today from the Psalms and the epistle. Posted on Ministry Matters website, ministrymatters.com.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Prayers of Confession — General
Call to Confession
If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he who is faithful and just will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness (1 John 1:8-9). In humility and faith, let us confess our sin to God.

Prayer
Gracious God, our sins are too heavy to carry, too real to hide and too deep to undo. Forgive what our lips tremble to name, what our hearts can no longer bear, and what has become for us a consuming fire of judgment. Set us free from a past that we cannot change; open to us a future in which we can be changed; and grant us grace to grow more and more in your likeness and image, through Jesus Christ, the Light of the World. Amen.
—PCUSA Book of Common Worship (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993), 88.  

Assurance of Pardon
The LORD is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. He will not always accuse, nor will he keep his anger forever. He does not deal with us according to our sins, nor repay us according to our iniquities. For as the heavens are high above the earth, so great is his steadfast love toward those who fear him; as far as the east is from the west, so far he removes our transgressions from us.
—Psalm 103:8-12. 

Hymns
Come, Thou Fount of Every Blessing
To God Be the Glory
At the Cross

Worship and Praise 
When the Tears Fall (Hughes)
Even When It Hurts (Hillsong UNITED)
10,000 Reasons (Redman)
For licensing and permission to reprint or display these songs on screen, go to ccli.com. The worship and praise songs suggested by Homiletics can be found in most cases on Google by using the title as the search term.

Lectionary Texts
Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost, Cycle C
Jeremiah 31:27-34*
Psalm 119:97-104 
2 Timothy 3:14−4:5*
Luke 18:1-8*
*Additional sermonic treatments of these texts are available online at HomileticsOnline.com.






