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“The Day God Signed a Contract”
Sermon © Lisa C. Farrell

An extremely creative person by the name of Marcel Strigberger has given us an example of what a covenant with God would look like if WE made it. Strigberger records that on a recent archaeological dig in the Sinai Desert, a scroll containing the following contract of employment was found. The scroll was under seal. It goes as follows:
Whereas the Lord created the world in six days and rested on the seventh day; And Whereas the Hebrew people have been slaves in the land of Egypt for four hundred years; And Whereas the Lord has heard the cries and lamentations of the Hebrews; And Whereas Moses, a shepherd, formerly of the Land of Egypt is prepared to act as the Lord's agent in taking the Hebrews out of bondage; Now Therefore This Agreement Witnesseth: 
1. Moses (hereinafter referred to as “the Agent”) shall act as the exclusive agent for the Lord in liberating the Hebrews from bondage and in bringing them to the Promised Land. 

2. The Agent will be available for work at all times, including holidays, especially Passover. 

3. The Agent shall not engage in any similar or competitive endeavors for any other deity. 

4. The Lord shall provide the Agent with all the tools and equipment for the performance of the task, including a walking staff which, when dropped at the feet of unsuspecting Pharaohs, turns into a ferocious serpent. 

5. The Lord, when called upon to do so by the Agent, shall bring a series of plagues upon the Egyptians, as set out in Schedule "A". 

6. If the Agent is put to the expense of importing frogs, lice or other plagues, the Lord shall indemnify him upon presentation of a statement of account by the Agent. 

7. The Lord shall assist the Agent in bringing the Hebrews out of Egypt to safety. In the event that it becomes necessary for the Hebrews to cross the Red Sea or some other body of water, the Lord shall supply them with a sufficient number of boats or build an appropriate bridge, or make such other suitable provisions to make such crossing in safety. 

8. The Agent hereby covenants that he will, under no circumstances, divulge to any party any miracle or trade secret acquired by him during the course of his employment. If he does, he shall surely die. This clause represents liquidated damages, and is not to be construed as a penalty.

9. The Agent shall not absent himself from the people provided that the Agent may make such trips up to the top of Mount Sinai for further instructions from the Lord. 

10. The Agent may hire Joshua or such other sub-agent as he in his discretion deems necessary to assist him in fulfilling his obligations hereunder. 

11. The Agent shall, from time to time, as requested by the Lord, take from him and bring to the people stone tablets bearing the laws of conduct. For the convenience of the Agent, the said tablets shall contain 75% Styrofoam. 

12. The Lord shall make further communication with the Agent through burning bushes, or through such other manner as he deems appropriate. The Agent may call upon the Lord by looking up to the sky, holding both hands in front of him, and waiting a couple of minutes. 

13. The Agent acknowledges that should the events surrounding the departure of the Hebrews from Egypt be recorded, all publication rights of any nature whatsoever shall remain with the Lord. 

This Agreement shall ensure to the benefit of and be binding upon the heirs, executors, and administrators of the Agent. The Agent acknowledges that the Lord has no successors. 

A covenant is a contract under any other name. It is a binding agreement between two parties. In the Bible God made five covenants with the people. First came the covenant with Noah, when God promised not to destroy the earth again. Second, the covenant with Abraham, when God promised to make of Abraham and Sarah a great nation. Third, the covenant we read about today, the covenant with Moses involving the giving of the law. Fourth, the covenant with David that his heir shall sit on the throne forever. And finally, fifth, the new covenant of grace through Jesus Christ. Today we focus on the third and the fifth covenants, law and grace. 

Now let’s be honest. If we were to travel back in time and witness an event of the kind we’ve just read about this morning in the Old Testament, after we stopped shaking all over, we’d probably be found off in the bushes somewhere throwing up. All this business involving sacrifice and blood is just plain disgusting to us. The only ones likely to not be phased are those who butcher cattle today. For the average citizen for whom meat comes wrapped in plastic in a supermarket, that is not the case. Furthermore, being sprinkled with blood is not our idea of being clean. 

When we want to make a contract we hire a lawyer who draws up a document that is written in a way that very few people in the world can actually understand. When they wanted to make a contract, however, they sacrificed a bull and then had a meal together. That’s the way it was done. God’s covenant with Moses and the people followed the conventions of the day, conventions that are totally foreign to us.
The process began with the sacrifice of young bulls. Now, why bulls, you ask? (Well maybe you didn’t, but I’m asking it for you.) Bulls were chosen for a reason. Bulls had great cultural and religious significance in the ancient world. The bull fights and bull runs in Spain today are actually remnants of ancient pagan religion. The bull was the ultimate symbol of masculine power. He was the father of the herd. In almost every culture throughout the Near East, North Africa and the Mediterranean the bull was made into a deity. In Egypt, the land where the Israelites had spent centuries, a bull named Apis was worshipped. The Canaanite Baal and his wife Astarte were worshipped in the form of bulls. At other times Baal rode on the back of a bull while standing up. The worst form of bull worship was that of the followers of Molech, who made huge hollow bronze statues of bulls that were then filled with infants who were roasted alive. Despite these horrors and misuses, however, the bull was not a negative symbol within Israel. God is sometimes referred to as “the Bull of Israel” or “the Bull of heaven.” The bull was clearly the strongest domesticated creature. It was a noble sacrifice. 
After the sacrifice of the bulls, Moses sprinkled some of the blood on the altar, and put the remaining in bowls. Then Moses read the Book of the Covenant to the people. The Book of the Covenant includes the rules and principles we’ve been looking at for the past few weeks AND the Ten Commandments. That’s right, unlike on TV and movies, the people were given the Ten Commandments before Moses brought down the stone table tablets. The giving of the stone tablets represented the ratification of the covenant, but before that happened, the people had to know what it was they were getting themselves into. They heard the laws read out loud by Moses. The people responded to the reading of the Book of the Covenant in the affirmative, saying, “We will do everything the LORD has said; we will obey.” At that point Moses took the blood in the bowls and sprinkled it on the people, saying, “This is the blood of the covenant that the LORD has made with you in accordance with all these words.”

Why blood? Blood is neither negative nor positive in the Old Testament. It all depends on context. It can either be “clean” or “unclean” depending upon what type of blood it is, and where it is. Just like dirt is negative if it’s in our house but not in our garden, and weeds are really just plants in the wrong place, blood is the same. In Israel, blood could either make you dirty, or make you clean. Every society has an inbuilt sense of clean and unclean. We tend to justify ours by saying that it’s a medical model based on bacteria, but some of our ideas are just as disconnected from physical reality as theirs were. I don’t know anyone here who is going to sit down to a nice dinner of roast rat, dog or cat, although there would be no biological harm to us if we did so. It is our gut reaction that screams against it. What I’m getting at is this. We classify being sprinkled with blood in any or all circumstances as being gross beyond measure. They didn’t. When it came to making a covenant, blood represented life, and it was good.
The next stage in the making of the covenant was the fellowship meal. In this case it was only the leadership who were invited. What is most striking is that despite the fact that we are told that no one can see the face of God and live, God presented Godself in some way that Moses and Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, and the seventy elders of Israel saw the God of Israel and did not die. We don’t know how God accommodated Godself to their understanding, we’re just told that God did. Jesus taught us that God is Spirit, and clearly no one can actually “see” Spirit. The fellowship meal completed the making of the covenant, which then only had to be ratified by God in the giving of the law on tablets of stone. We’ll hear more about that next week.

The Mosaic covenant between the people and God was not one sided. God made promises, but the people also made promises. They were expected to live to a high standard. Israel was to be an example to all for how God wants the human race to live.
In the New Testament Jesus gave his disciples, and by extension us, a new covenant. As the leadership of the new people of God, the disciples shared a fellowship meal. Like the elders of Israel, they sat at table with God. But unlike the covenant of law, the sacrifice had not yet been made. While still on this earth Jesus took the cup, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you.” Again comes the image of blood. Once more it means life and cleansing, not death and defilement.
Moses gave us the covenant of law. Jesus gave us the covenant of grace. Both demand a response. We are not passive in our relationship with God. Next week we will have a unique opportunity to respond. We are doing a new thing. We’ve done away with Stewardship Sunday with its sole emphasis on money, and replaced it with Consecration Sunday. We are not all able to give to the same extent financially. Some of us are just making it, living on the borders of survival. But all of us can re-consecrate ourselves to the Lord. God has a purpose and a calling for each one of us. If you’re a regular attendee or member at Penn Wynne, you may have already received a letter in the mail along with a pledge card. As you pray this week about what you believe God is calling you to give financially, I want you to pray also and ask God what God wants you to give of yourself. Next Sunday morning there will be another slip of paper in your bulletin, and an opportunity will be given for you to pray and re-consecrate your life and your gifts to God. We’ll write down our private commitment to God and put these slips of paper in the offering plate folded up. No one will know what it is inside, not even me. It is between you and the Lord. 
A covenant involves two parties not one. We know what Jesus has done for us. Now is the time for discernment. What does it mean for us to say, “yes, Lord?” What does Jesus want us to do for the kingdom of God? Amen. 
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