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Ezekiel 36.24—28 / Acts 1.6-14 / John 17.1—11

A new heart I will give you, and a new spirit I will put within you.

FP In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit — Amen

NE OF THE MOST DIFFICULT LESSONS for many good Christians to

learn concerns applying the promises in the Hebrew Bible. To whom
are they addressed? Surely to us, to the faithful disciples of Jesus Christ;
even this morning’s lesson itself chastises the children of Jacob as unclean
and stone-hearted. Has the destruction of Temple in Jerusalem, the
dispossession of Jacob’s children among the peoples of Europe and Africa,
the Americas and Asia, underscored the claim that in Christ we have
received the benefits of promises anciently made to a people who rejected
Jesus and thereby forfeited their inheritance from God? To this I say, with
the backing of St Paul, ‘By no means’

We should acknowledge right away, though, that for much of the
church’s history, many of our saints and theologians and preachers have
taken it as read, that God has turned his back on a rebellious, resistant Israel
and the followers of Jesus have taken up the promises instead. That outlook
is so common that it neems obvious, natural, even necessary, and we read it
over and over in the treatises and sermons that our forebears have left as a
treasury of wisdom for our benefit.

But it’s the exact opposite of what St Paul says. In his Letter to the
Romans, he writes T ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means’”
and “They are Israelites, and to them belong the adoption, the glory, the

covenants, the giving of the law, the worship, and the promises; to them



belong the patriarchs, and from them, according to the flesh, comes the
Anointed One, who is over all, God, blessed forever, Whenever Paul writes
about Israel or the Torah, he rushes to remind his readers that ‘the Torah is
hon, and the commandment is holy and just and good’ and that ‘all Israel will
be saved’. St Paul takes it as an unshakeable principle that God has made
solemn, binding promises to his chosen people — so that all our faith and
teaching about Jesus must agree with the axiom that God bound himself by
covenant to the children of Abraham, and God keeps faith with Israel.

At the heart of the matter lies 2 human, all 00 human propensity to think
of God’s grace as if there were a limited supply, what economists call a
rivalrous good. If I buy a bag of crisps at the pub, and you eat some of them,
there’s fewer crisps left for me to eat. But if we go together down to St
Helen’s Wharf and gaze upstream at the Thames flowing gently beneath the
Bridge, your viewing pleasure doesn’t use up any pleasure I might have at the
sight. We may be rivals for crisps, but not for the beauty of our town’s
scenery. But for some reason — I suspect it involves the machinations of the
thief of souls — for some reason we tend to cast all good things as rivalrous.
If God forgives and embraces the heirs of Jacob, maybe we fear there might
not be enough left for the adopted children of Jesus. We take it as granted
that we stand first in line for God’s blessings, and Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
have to wait for scraps at the end of the line. We get the large, crunchy,
satisfying crisps right from the top of the bag, but they get only those
broken, fragmentary, crumbled crisps at the bottom (if they get any at all).

So when Christians read about God’s promises in lessons like this
morning’s passage from Ezekiel, a great many of us read it as though it said,
Twill sprinkle clean baptismal water upon you, and you shall be clean from
all your uncleannesses; from all your idols, you inconstant Israelites, I will
cleanse you. A new heart Iwill give you Christians, and a new spirit I will put
within you; and I will remove from your body the heart of stone by

excluding Israel from my love, and give you Christians a heart of flesh.... you



who love and follow Jesus shall be my people, and I will be your God’

But the very tenor of the promises here derive their power from God’s
love for Israel. ‘T will take you from the nations, the Gentiles (that’s us), and
gather you from all the countries, and bring you into your own land’, the land
that God promised to Abraham, to Moses, to David. ‘T will sprinkle clean
water upon you (just as the Torah says to cleanse yourself before you handle
anything holy), and you shall be clean from all your uncleannesses, and from
all the local customs of the faraway lands that you've allowed to distract you
from the Torah I will cleanse you. Through Ezekiel, God promises that the
people who had been taken into exile and forced to give up the ways of the
Law will be brought back to the Land of Promise, and there they will be free
to worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness, in accordance with the
instructions God taught Moses and Aaron, because God’s own indwelling
Spirit will guide Israel to desire only what is good, follow God’s statutes and
to be careful to observe God’s ordinances. God has given Ezekiel a very plain
and direct message to the exiles in Babylon that God will bring them home,
will relieve them from the burden of forced assimilation to Babylonian ways,
and allow them to keep the Torah, worship in a rebuilt Temple, and to
experience the joy of divine blessing.

But because God’s grace and God’s promises are not rivalrous goods,
because we aren’t rivals competing against God’s beloved children of Jacob,
we can share in these promises without fending off anybody else, without
fearing that our neighbours in the synagogue will eat our share of the bag of
kosher crisps. The very notion of needing to guard our share of God’s
blessings shows how far we are from the understanding of God’s limitless
power and abundant grace. Theirs are the promises, says St Paul, but they
redound to our benefit as well, because nothing can exhaust God’s grace.
Quite the opposite: the more grace reaches outward, the more grace there is
to go around.

If we want to claim the new heart, the heart of flesh that displaces our



hearts of stone, then we must be all for sharing that heart with our Jewish
neighbours. Our Palestinian neighbours, too, since God has given Jesus
authority over all people, to give eternal life to all whom he has given him.
Grace that isn’t shared isn’t grace. A new heart that doesn’t love strangers is
still too stony. A spirit that glorifies Jesus but vilifies Jews is not the Spirit of
the LorD that will be poured out upon all flesh: Parthians, Medes, Elamites,
Mesopotamians, Judeans, Cappadocians, Pontics and Asians, Phrygians,
Pamphylians, Egyptians and Cyreniacs, Romans, Cretans and Arabs. For
God is glorified in this, that all people who turn to him in love and trust will
be redeemed from captivity to the stony spirit of a world that is perishing,
and brought together in the resplendent company of forgiven sinners and

holy saints —

FP In the Name of the Father, and of the Son and of the I—Ioly Spirit —
Amen



