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Restoration 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 

 

 When we were first married Bill and I had a friend who restored furniture.  Now Bill was one 

of those people who liked everything new and shiny and he did not understand this idea of putting so 

much time and work into things that were so old.  As a matter of fact he thought most of it was junk! 

But our friend was passionate about it and loved to tell us about what he was working on.  What I 

remember about those conversations is that restoring furniture took a lot of time and a great deal of 

effort.  Not to mention an eye for what could lie beneath years of stain and varnish or paint and an 

appreciation of the past and the craftsmanship involved in making the original piece.  My friend was 

from North Carolina and had grown up around the furniture business so he had a good eye for well 

crafted furniture.  And yet he often did research to help him envision the end product. And it was that 

vision that propelled him to painstakingly restore the furniture to its original beauty.  And believe me 

when he finished a piece of furniture it was gorgeous!  And much more valuable than before.    

 Our passage today contains a promise of restoration for the people of Israel.  The prophet 

Jeremiah was speaking to the people as the divided kingdoms were crumbling just before the exile into 

Babylon in the sixth century. If you remember during King Josiah’s reign a scroll had been found in the 

Temple containing the book of Deuteronomy leading to many changes that sought to restore worship in 

Israel.  Worship was centralized in the Jerusalem temple and the temple was cleansed of all foreign 

elements.  But those changes alone did not restore the community.  Something more was required.  

And in our passage today God declared through the prophet Jeremiah what was needed.  And friends, 

what was needed then is also what is needed in the church in the twenty-first century.   
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 The Lord declares “the days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant with the house 

of Israel and the house of Judah.”  Friends, out of the three hundred and fourteen times the word 

covenant appears in the Old Testament this is the only time the adjective “new” modifies covenant.  

There are times when we hear about a new heart or a new spirit or new things God will do but never 

before or after does the Old Testament speak of a new covenant.  This is important.  For it is 

something new created from something old - a new covenant.  Not like the covenant that the people 

had broken - the covenant of the law.  This covenant was to have a new look, a new emphasis, but 

friends it still contained what the old covenant had.  Just like an old piece of furniture still has the 

same wood that created it when restored - this new covenant still included the law but it was to be 

embodied in a new way.  It would be written on their hearts.  And once it was the people would come 

to understand that it was about a new relationship built on an old promise- a restored relationship that 

promised that God was and is their God and they are God’s people.  This relationship involves a depth 

of knowledge that permeates their hearts and transforms their lives and a new creation will be formed.  

Friends, this is the restoration that is promised through the prophet Jeremiah and it becomes possible 

when three things happen.   

 First, restoration comes when we remember God’s faithfulness revealed through God’s 

covenant promises.  Throughout scripture we hear of the many covenants God made with God’s 

people.  Over and over again God recommitted to be present with the people of God.  In the book of 

Genesis alone there is the covenant with Noah and his descendants, the covenant with Abram, and 

Isaac and Jacob.  And in Exodus we hear of the covenant with Moses and the slaves from Egypt given 

on Mt. Siani.  And throughout the Old Testament God’s people were reminded of God’s covenant 

promises.  Promises that reminded God’s people in the worst of times that God will always be faithful 
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to God’s people.  Promises that we too need to hear after the week we have experienced as a nation.  

 And friends, that faithfulness is what we remember today through these tartans that fill our 

sanctuary and the sound of the bagpipes.  For when the people of God were oppressed and their faith 

was threatened they found a way to show their faithfulness to God - to stand firm in their faith even 

under persecution - by bringing their little pieces of tartan cloth before God to be blessed.  When we 

remember our history, when we remember the leaders of the Reformation what we are remembering is 

God’s faithfulness throughout the centuries. And the need for us to continue to be faithful to a God 

who is always faithful to us.  For we are God’s people and our faithfulness matters.   

 Secondly, restoration involves rediscovering what lies behind our traditions.  It is important to 

note that Martin Luther did not start out to reform the church.  He did not intend to start a new church. 

He did not want to throw away all tradition.  What he wanted to do was to restore the church to what 

he discovered scripture taught.  He wanted to help people to rediscover God’s abundant grace and in 

the process to restore the church to a right understanding of God’s steadfast love and faithfulness.  

And this process for him happened as he read scripture - as he rediscovered what originally lay beneath 

the teachings of the church - beneath the traditions that had become more sacred than scripture itself. 

The same can happen for us as we rediscover the covenant promises found throughout scripture. And 

when we take the time to rediscover the past we might be surprised at what it reveals to us about our 

current practices. 

 An old story circulating in the Netherlands tells of an ancient church, older than the 

Reformation. Its sanctuary, like so many others that had come through that turbulent period, was 

austere and simple, with plain, whitewashed walls. 

 The people of that church had a tradition, so old that no one remembered its origins. As 
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worshipers entered the church, they would stop and silently bow in the direction of one particular 

whitewashed wall. 

 No one knew why. They just did it. It was tradition. 

 In modern times, it was decided to renovate the church. The restorers began to strip the 

accumulated layers of whitewash off the interior walls. When they got to this particular wall, they 

discovered a fresco that had been hidden under successive layers of whitewash. It was a beautiful, 

centuries-old painting of Christ. 

 No one in the parish was old enough to have remembered it. Yet, everyone had been bowing to 

it, without recalling why. It was the restoration experts who had revealed the truth behind the tradition.  

They had rediscovered what was at the heart of their faith - the faith of their parents - the faith of the 

church.     

 And that my friends, is the final thing we must understand.  For the issue is the same today as 

it was in the time of Martin Luther.  In an article by Stanley Hauerwas in the Washington Post last 

year on the 500
th

 anniversary of the Protestant Reformation Hauerwas noted that “historians have 

helped us see that there was no one thing the Reformation was about, but that if there was a single 

characteristic at its heart, it was the recovery of the centrality of Christ...”  And that is what is needed 

in the church of Jesus Christ today.  We must reclaim the centrality of Jesus Christ in our lives.  We 

must open our hearts deeply and fully to a relationship with Jesus Christ.  For it was through Jesus 

Christ that the new covenant was revealed.  When Jesus took the cup at the Last Supper he proclaimed 

this is the new covenant sealed with my blood for the forgiveness of sins.  For friends, the final piece 

of the promise of the new covenant from Jeremiah was that God says I will forgive their iniquity and 

remember their sin no more.  That is why Christ did for us.  He came so that our sins might be 
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forgiven and we could begin again.  Over and over again. 

 But the way we come to know that promise - the way we come to understand the gift and the 

power behind that promise - is through a deep and abiding relationship with Jesus Christ.  It is not 

enough to just bow to a wall because it is tradition.  It is not enough to just attend worship weekly 

because our Mama’s taught us to.  What is required is that our hearts are changed through a 

relationship with Jesus to the point that our actions are changed.  That we understand in the depths of 

our soul what it means to be loved by God, to be given new life through Christ and to be empowered 

by the Holy Spirit to share God’s love with others.  And that we live as Christ taught loving one 

another.   

 Friends, our rhetoric has to change.  Our thoughts have to change.  Our actions and feelings 

must change.  We must rediscover the love and grace that Christ exhibited on the cross when he cried 

out Father forgive them for they know not what they do.  And we must make a commitment to live and 

witness to sharing that kind of love with others. 

 Friends, that is what compelled our ancestors to action.  It is why the faithful Scots brought 

their pieces of cloth to worship to be blessed.  It is why Martin Luther nailed the ninety-five theses to 

the church door.  It is why a group of people fifty four years ago gathered to form a church at the 

corner of Canton and Piedmont.  They all believed that their hope lay in the God of the covenant - a 

God who is merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love and mercy.  And 

they were committed to Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior and sought daily to have a deeper 

relationship with him.  And my friends, it is what we, as God’s people, are called to.  And that is the 

work of restoration.       And yet my friends, for restoration to happen in the twenty-first century 

we must be willing to peel back the layers of whitewash no matter how long it takes or what traditions 
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we must give up so that Christ’s face can be revealed anew to a new generation.  For this generation is 

not willing to just follow our traditions without understanding why they matter.  They must see our 

hearts and be compelled to follow the heart into a new and meaningful life. 

 The work of restoration is hard work, frustrating work and gut-wrenching for we have to strip 

bear all that has come before to start anew.  But what we know from history is that it is worth it for 

restoration reveals the beauty beneath the age old wear and tear.  In the process of peeling back the 

layers what really matters will be revealed.  We will come to understand what is at the heart of our 

faith.  And through the process hearts will be changed and we will come to know - really know the one 

who reveals a new life to us. And friends, that new life - the life of a disciple of Jesus Christ - calls us 

to give up the old and to live into the new.  What if the disciples of Jesus had not been willing to give 

up the old - to hear the new possibilities of Jesus’ teachings and had not developed a relationship with 

him that changed their ways of thinking.  For Jesus too was about restoration - restoring a life of faith 

in God - the God of love and mercy.  And what Jesus calls us to today is the same - a new life, a new 

way of being with all living creatures.  We are called to a life of love, grace and forgiveness. 

 God is calling us to be part of a restoration project to restore the centrality of Jesus Christ to the 

church in the 21
st
 century.  For when we follow Jesus our hearts are changed and our actions become 

Christlike.  Will we accept the challenge?   Are we willing to peel back the layers allowing God to 

change our hearts and lives so that the face of Christ will be revealed once again to all the world?  


