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It was 1529, some 12 years after the Reformation had begun.  So much work had gone into this movement, and at great risk to the life of Martin Luther in particular.  Now, with basic changes already in place, Luther visited the villages, expecting to find greater faith and knowledge of Scriptures.  He was hopeful.
But his hopes were soon dashed.  Here, in Luther’s own words, written in the Preface of the Small Catechism, is what he discovered:
[bookmark: _GoBack]The deplorable, miserable condition which I discovered lately when I, too, was a visitor, has forced and urged me to prepare this Catechism…. Mercy! Good God! what manifold misery I beheld! The common people, especially in the villages, have no knowledge whatever of Christian doctrine, and, alas! many pastors are altogether incapable and incompetent to teach [so much so, that one is ashamed to speak of it]. Nevertheless, all maintain that they are Christians, have been baptized and receive the holy Sacraments. Yet they do not understand and cannot even recite either the Lord's Prayer, or the Creed, or the Ten Commandments; they live like dumb brutes and irrational hogs; and yet, now that the Gospel has come, they have nicely learned to abuse all liberty like experts.
You might say Luther was disgusted. His experience was just like Jeremiah’s, centuries earlier, after King Josiah instituted reforms after his re-discovery of the Law. Jeremiah, like Luther, visited the villages and found only lip service, rather than changed hearts.  As we have discussed earlier, he found only religion, not a relationship with God.
Today we wrap up our series on Jeremiah, and it is fitting that we do so on Reformation Sunday.  Because Jeremiah, like Luther (some 2000 years later), discovered more than the Law.  In the midst of the gloomy and chaotic days that marked that time, Jeremiah received a new word from God: that the days were coming when God would begin something new. Something that Luther also rediscovered in the midst of the dark days before the Reformation: that we are made right with God through grace, not by law.  Like diamonds that dazzle against a backdrop of black velvet, this discovery brought light and hope.  And that is as true for us today as it was for Jeremiah and for Luther.  It’s a game-changer.
The book of Jeremiah opens with a warning.  Dark days are coming.  God has given them a Covenant – a treaty or agreement, you might say – under Moses.  At that time, God made himself known to a people who had not heard from God in 400 years, and were now suffering under cruel slavery in Egypt.  God heard the cries of his people, and brought them out of Egypt and out of slavery, into a new land, where they could prosper.  Early in that process God gave them his law, the 10 Commandments, along with detailed instructions on how to worship and follow God’s laws.  The treaty was a simple one: the people obey God’s law and God would protect them, and provide for them their own land.  If they should break this treaty, they would be cursed.  Now those days were upon them, as Jeremiah began his ministry.  The people had broken the treaty time and again, and God was about to destroy the Temple and the city of Jerusalem, and send them out of the beautiful and fertile land he had given them.  And so it happened.  The people were taken to Babylon and spent 70 years there, once more as slaves to a foreign king.
In the midst of those dark days, God came again to Jeremiah, this time with a new message, a shaft light and promise that pierced their despair.  The days were coming, God declared, when he would reverse their fortunes, restoring them to their own land.  Their captivity would be over.
If you read chapters 30-33, you will find this phrase repeated over and over: “The days are coming,” declares the Lord.  The days are coming! And you will also find God’s purpose repeated over and over: “So that you will be my people, and I will be your God.”  The curse of the broken covenant, in which God’s anger was displayed, and the blessing of return and restoration – both had only one purpose in mind: the relationship between God and his people.  The days are coming, God is saying, when we will be together again and sin will not separate us. And days of joy and gladness, days of song and celebration, will once more become the norm. This is God’s heart.  
But the old covenant had been broken, and it was not reparable. So God was not going there again, although the Law would continue to be operative in his plan.  Instead, as Paul tells us, as Luther discovered centuries later, the Law would be our teacher, our guide only.  It shows us how God wants us to live, but it is no longer the means by which we gain that life.  The Law demands what it cannot do.  Something new is required.
You see, human hearts are deeply engraved with a tendency to rebel against God’s law.  Jeremiah puts it this way: "the sin of Judah is written with a pen of iron, with a point of diamond it is engraved on the tablet of the heart" (Jeremiah 17:1). Deeply and permanently engraved.  So God needs to do more than to engrave tablets of stone, which can be broken.  He needs to write on something more lasting than on scrolls of parchment, which can be lost.  If God wants to accomplish his purposes, he needs to change human hearts.
So, God declares: The days are coming when I will make a new covenant… not like the old covenant, which they broke.  This is the covenant I will make with [them]: I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.” God will replace our old, stubborn and rebellious hearts with hearts newly engraved with God’s law, written by his own hand.  
This is something new.  The plan is that people will naturally follow God’s law.  We will desire it and take delight in putting it into practice. We would love God and serve our neighbor, not because we should, but because this is our joy.  It would be so second-nature that we wouldn’t even notice it.  At Jesus’ coming we would wonder, “Lord, when did we see you hungry or naked or unsheltered?” 
The days are coming, declares God, when this will be the new reality.  And no one will even need to be taught.  Catechisms will not be needed.  From the poorest to the richest, from those with only 5th grade education to the Ph.D’s, all will know God and happily do his will.
Well, you say, that sounds great but… that day doesn’t seem to have arrived yet!  I’m just not seeing that kind of heart – not in my neighborhood, not in me and to be honest, not really in my church, either.  Not like that.
And you would be right.  You see, that day has not fully come.  Jeremiah was getting a glimpse above the horizon, of a day to come that would be brighter than our own.  As a prophet, he was seeing the dawning of a brand new day, which has never been seen before.  Even as he prophesied this new reality, he still could only understand it in terms of law.  A law engraved on our hearts.  But not yet, new hearts.  
You see, what God is proposing is nothing short of heart surgery.  Changing hearts is no joke.  It is nothing that you or I can do.  It would be like asking the patient to be his own surgeon.  It just doesn’t work.
That’s what Luther discovered as he read through Paul’s letter to the Romans.  We read some of that this morning.  The bad news is that “no one will be declared righteous in God’s sight by the works of the law.”  It’s just not going to happen.  It doesn’t work that way, as both Jeremiah and Luther discovered.  No matter how well the Law is taught, no matter how much we go through the religious motions, it doesn’t finally get through to our hearts.  They remained unchanged and frankly, we are lost.  We just can’t climb the ladder to God.  It can’t be done.
My friends, that’s bad news! Life without God is unthinkable.  No one to go to in time of need.  No greater power on which to lean when we’ve come to the end of our own rope.  No one to forgive us when we do wrong.  No one to wipe away the guilt and blame.  No one to comfort us in times of sorrow and loss.  No hope… at all.  A grim picture, indeed.
But here’s the good news: God himself is the surgeon.  He can do the heart surgery, giving us new hearts altogether.  Not a transplant; a new heart. And his scalpel takes the shape of a cross.
What Jeremiah didn’t know and couldn’t imagine was the incredibly good news that God himself would one day take on human flesh – and his name was Jesus.  Jesus, who never sinned, took on the sin of all humankind and died in our place, so that justice was finally and completely done.  And because of that, you and I – sinners that we are! – have been declared righteous.  That means we have been made right with God – that we can be his people, as God has wanted all along.
A new covenant!  The days are coming, declared God!  Not only did he restore his people back to their own land, but gave Jeremiah that glimpse of the far-distant future when Jesus would complete God’s plan of salvation on a cross, right there in Jerusalem.  On a dark day when the sun temporarily lost its light, a ray of hope began to shine, which continues to shine brightly today.  God has made a new covenant with his people, and it starts with Jesus.  It is this covenant that we celebrate every time we take the bread and the wine – for the forgiveness of sin – at Communion.  What a gift!
The days are coming, declares the Lord.  A day of forgiveness and mercy, because of Jesus.  A day when sin and sorrow will be no more.  A day when, like Adam and Eve, we will walk in the Garden with God, joy taking the place of guilt and shame.  A day when the songs of joy and gladness will be sung continually, when as God’s people, we will live in his presence.  That day is surely coming, my friends.  Already we can see the light of that new day.
God’s promises are sure.  The people of Israel did return to Jerusalem; a new Temple was built.  Jesus lived, died on the cross, and was raised to new life.  The Holy Spirit, whom he had promised, has been poured out on all believers and begins to transform us from the inside out, changing our hearts as we cannot.  But God is not done yet.  Although we still live in a broken and sinful world; although we ourselves continue to sin, we yet know the joy of forgiveness.  And one day, Jesus will come again, and our hearts will be made completely new.  And oh my friends, what a day that will be!  The days are surely coming, says the Lord.  The days are surely coming.
Let us pray.
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