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| will dig into that passage in a minute, but first | want to back up a little bit and talk about this strange
word that we’ve been throwing about for the last three weeks: Covenant. Like many of you | grew up in the
church and as | grew up like you, | heard that word thrown around a lot and it always sounded strange to me.
Covenant was one of those words you only ever heard in church. It was a church word — words like ‘partake,” and
‘unto,” and ‘behold,” and ‘tidings,” and ‘reredos.” None of the teachers and my friends at my public high school
ever used the word ‘covenant;’ when | went to church | heard it all the time.

So, | want to begin by thinking about this word and what it means. | want to give you a richer sense of
what we are talking about. A covenant is an arrangement made between two parties: it’s an understanding
between two parties in a relationship. And perhaps the best way to understand a covenant relationship is to
compare it to another kind of relationship: a contract. A contract is also an understanding that governs a
relationship between two parties, but it’s different than a covenant.

So, for example, most of us here have probably signed a contract with our phone company. Probably a
two-year contract. In my case, that company is AT&T. For my part of the contract: | promise to pay AT&T a chunk
of money every month. They can count on me forking over a pretty decent sum. For their part in the contract:
they promise to provide me phone and internet service. | can make calls and get information. Contracts are
useful things. They help keep balance and predictability in business relationships. Contracts are a good and
necessary part of a market economy.

But covenants are very different than contracts. When you sign a contract, your goal is to protect
yourself. My contract with AT&T protects me. | don’t want AT&T to suddenly double my rates. | don’t want my
cell service to work half the time. The contract I've signed prevents those unhappy outcomes. From their
perspective, the contract also protects AT&T. AT&T wants to have predictable revenue flows. Signing contracts
with people like me guarantees them that money will come in, at least for the next two years.

Contracts are also impersonal. Whatever impression their commercials might give, AT&T doesn’t care
about me. They don’t dislike me, but they don’t care about me. All they care about is that | pay my bill every
month. And to be fair, | don’t care about AT&T. I’'m happy enough with my phone, so I’'m not planning to switch,
but if they mess up or another company is cheaper | will leave them. And that’s fine! That’s business. The goal of
a contract is to create a useful business relationship.

A covenant is different. A covenant is an agreement where the relationship is the point. A covenant isn’t
about self-protection, or business advantage; in a covenant the relationship is the point. The goal of the covenant
is creating love, connection, trust and joy between two parties. In a contract, you are always watching the other
party to make sure they’re doing their share. | regularly look at my AT&T bill to make sure they aren’t adding
extra charges that | didn’t ask for. In a covenant, you willingly overflow for the other party because you want the
relationship to grow. If your goal is to create and grow love, contracts won’t work. You need a covenant.

Bryan Chappel told a story about something he heard on an episode of This American Life. Ira Glass, the
host of the show, interviewed a young man, a foolish young man, who was planning to approach his marriage like
a contract. He said that he thought it would be best if he and his fiancé would have an opt out clause in their
marriage agreement. If they didn’t feel like their needs were being met, at 7 years either of them could walk
away, no questions asked. What a truly terrible idea! Those 7 years would be 7 years of uncertainty, comparison,
and performance anxiety. To his credit, Ira Glass, the host, also thought it was a bad idea. He said that, for him,
one of the best things about being married was knowing that the other party would always be there.

What do we say in marriage vows? “For better or worse for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health as
long as we both shall live.” That’s not contractual language. That’s covenant language. If those are the terms of



your relationship, you are not protecting your interests; you are putting yourself out there, you are pouring
yourself out for the sake of the other person.

Do you see what we are saying when we say that God is a covenantal God? It’s such good news.

The gods of the nations who surrounded Israel were not covenantal gods. They were contractual.

You had a business relationship with them. You gave these gods things: sacrifices and gifts and offerings, and in
exchange they gave you crops, victories in battle, sons. These gods didn’t love you. Your interaction with them
wasn’t personal; it was just business. But for the God of Israel, the God of this story it’s always personal.

It’s always about the relationship. He’s a covenant God.

That’s the picture in our passage. The God of Exodus 24 isn’t looking for a business deal. He doesn’t need
sacrifices and offerings. What does the God of our passage want? He wants to have you over for dinner.

That’s the most striking thing about this passage, isn’t it? God calls the 70 elders up the mountain and what
happens? Verse 11 says that they see God and “they saw God and they ate and drank.” They share a meal with
the covenantal God. That’s what God wants in this relationship: God wants what any loving parent wants for their
adult children at thanksgiving: he wants his children at his table, sharing dinner, full of joy, face to face, the love
and conversation flowing freely. He’s a covenantal God. He wants to have a personal, loving relationship with his
people.

But maybe you’re thinking, hold on a minute! You said God doesn’t want anything from the people, but
didn’t they have to sacrifice a sin offering before they came up the mountain? And didn’t they promise to follow
the law? Didn’t they say, “We will do everything the Lord commands.” Yes, but those things are in service of the
relationship. The relationship doesn’t depend on those things. The laws and commandments of the covenant
aren’t the foundation of the relationship; the relationship is already there. These laws and sacrifices help improve
the relationship. They are given so that the relationship can grow and be stronger, healthier and more intimate.

What is this like? Imagine a wise and kind person, let’s call her Mary, who wants to restore a broken
relationship with an old friend, let’s call the old friend Eve. Eve and Mary used to be really close, but Eve blew up
the friendship with her behavior. And since that time Eve has made choices that have left her broken and
traumatized. But Mary loves her friend, she loves Eve unconditionally, and she is determined to make this
relationship work. But Eve is complicated, so Mary says, ‘Look, | love you and | want to be friends, but here are
some ground rules for our friendship. If we're going to grow and keep this relationship, we need to see each
other once a week. And when you come over, don’t come over stoned. And when we’re hanging out, let’s not be
looking at phones. Instead, when we are together, let’s each talk about one thing that was great about our week,
and one thing that was crummy about our week.’ Those are rules, but they are rules in service of the relationship.
The rules aren’t random; they are for Eve’s own good! If Eve follows these rules, the relationship will improve and
she will be a healthier person.

So it is with our God. When he gives us his laws he already loves us. He wants us to have a deep, honest
and intimate relationship. These laws and sacrifices make the relationship honest, healthy, and real.

In the beginning, back in the garden of Eden, before we got so complicated, our relationship used to be healthy,
honest and real. We used to walk with him in the garden in the cool of the day. But we messed that up. We
chased easy pleasures. We spit in his face. Now, even though we are messy, he’s re-engaging with people. He
wants it to be like it was. Walking together in the cool of the day. Face to face in a relationship of love and trust
and joy.

This meal on the mountain comes at an important point in the history of God’s covenant relationship with
his people. In fact, you could say that in Exodus 24 God and his people get married. They have been in a
relationship for a while. God was the initiator; he started the relationship back in Genesis 12 with Abraham. It’s
been a complicated courtship. Sometimes God’s people moved towards him, sometimes they neglected the
relationship. But God was always there. They would go for long periods where they wouldn’t return God'’s calls
and texts, long periods when they ghosted him. But when they hit rock bottom and cried out, God would be
there for them, ready to start things up again.



Lately the relationship has been moving forward because they’ve been through something together. God
saved them from a mess in Egypt; he delivered them with signs and wonders. Now he’s brought them to the foot
of Mount Sinai and he’s proposed to them: | want you to be my people, he says. “Out of all the nations you will
be my treasured possession. (Exodus 19:5)” In chapters 20-23 God lays out the terms of the marriage. He gives
the ten commandments and the other laws. And then in our passage, Israel says, with one voice, “Everything the
Lord says we will do!” Will you take this man to be your husband? We do.

If you think I'm stretching things with this marriage analogy, consider this: when you read closely, the
whole ceremony on the mountain parallels a marriage ceremony. When | do a wedding | always have a section
called the meaning of marriage where | briefly say what a marriage is and what’s expected of each party. That’s
like when Moses reads all the words and laws of the covenant. When | do a marriage, after I've explained the
meaning of marriage, | say ‘now that you’ve heard God’s design for marriage do you declare your desire and
intention to enter into that covenant.” And the couple says, “l do”. That’s like when Israel says “All these things
we will do.” When | do a marriage, there’s always the solemn moment where the couple vows to support each
other no matter what. That’s like the spilling of blood on the altar, a moment of forgiveness and complete
commitment. And then what do we do after the wedding ceremony is over? We have dinner! We have a
reception! That’s just like what the Lord and 70 elders do on the mountain.

If this is the marriage, how does the relationship go? Not well. Moses goes to the top of the mountain.
He’s going there to make plans for the house where the newlyweds will live together. He’s getting plans for the
tabernacle. It takes a while. He’s up on the mountain 40 days. But before he’s even back, Israel has broken her
wedding vows. Israel meets a couple of golden calves, real good-looking types, real charmers who are eager to
show her a good time. They party together. A month after the wedding and already Israel has turned her back on
God. When Moses comes back it’s ugly. God is angry. Moses is angry. And yet God decides to stick with his fickle
bride.

It turns out to be a pattern that’s repeated in the relationship. Israel strays. She goes out partying with
other gods. Eventually she comes home filthy, smelling of cigarettes and stale beer, bruises on her cheek. And
God is furious, but in the end, he always takes her back. For some reason he just won’t give up on her. Because
you see, he’s a covenant God. He wants to be with his people.

Of course, you really see how much God wants fellowship with us hundreds of years later. We have
proven that we are unable to love God in the faithful way he loves us. And so God sends his son to be one of us.
In effect God secures both sides of the marriage. For his part he is faithful, and then he sends his son to become
one of us so that he can be faithful for us. Where we are faithless and fickle, Jesus is steadfast and obedient.
Where we choose the broad highway, Jesus walks the narrow path. We people kept promising that we’d change.
We kept making sacrifices, kept making promises to change, “it’ll be different this time we promise!” But it never
was. So God provides the sacrifice, God provides the lamb. Jesus sheds his blood. And Jesus’ blood isn’t just
sprinkled on us to clean us, like it is in this passage. Jesus’ forgiving and cleansing blood is given to us to drink — to
wash us and purify us deep down. To change us on the inside.

And so, someday, our covenant God will gather us to another wedding ceremony — the great wedding
supper of the lamb. Revelation 19. The great banquet for God’s people at the end of all things. It’s the banquet
where tears will be wiped away and joy will be complete. We'll be in line at the door of the banquet and we’ll
realize that our clothes are ragged and torn. We are not suitable for entry. We thought we were pretty good
people, but in the clear light of heaven, all our self-deceptions vanish and we can see the stains of our vanity, our
selfishness, our lust, our bitterness. How can someone like us ever be admitted? Will we be excluded from the
fellowship?

But just when we are about to enter, the rags will be lifted from our shoulders and we will be given white
and clean robes to wear. This robe is perfectly clean and perfectly white because it has been washed in the blood
of the lamb. We will be clothed in the righteousness of Jesus. And we will enter and we will sit down at the feast
with our covenant God. Everlasting joy will crown our heads. Sorrow and sighing will flee away. And it will be this
way, because we belong to a covenant God. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



