
 Sermon for the 5th Sunday of Lent (Sunday 22nd March 2015) - Mike Fox 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 A New Covenant 
Psalm 119:9-16 The Glories of God’s Law 
John 12:20-33  Some Greeks Wish to See Jesus; Jesus Speaks about His Death 

Today we come to the beginning of Passion-tide; we prepare ourselves for the last few days of the 
life of Jesus on earth.  We have to be a little careful if we are travelling through the church’s year 
Sunday by Sunday because we move so rapidly between the triumphant entry to Jerusalem on Palm 
Sunday and the joyful resurrection on Easter Day a week later – so much happens in between (it’s 
almost a case of “blink and you’ll miss it!”); I would commend to you all that you consider the 
services that we will hold here on Maundy Thursday, Good Friday, Easter Eve and finally Easter 
Day itself.  As we take on board the tragic events of Good Friday, we begin to realise the 
selflessness of Jesus, his overriding concern for all that he had come on earth to achieve and his 
supreme determination to see to through.  His example has become the foundation of our faith and 
of how we lead our lives today. 

I was offered a free Kindle book the other day.  I thought to myself: 
“this must be good – I’ll have one” and then I read the small print 
… this said that I could choose from one of the six books below, so 
not having much to lose except perhaps some time, I was drawn in 
and had a look.  I didn’t recognise any of the authors or titles, but I 
decided to go ahead anyway and chose “The state we’re in” by 
Adele Parks.  After having read it and been intrigued by the 
complexities of the plot and the deep relationships between the 
characters, I then read the reviews; they ranged from “superb 
triumph” to “mindless chick lit mush”.  Apart from a bit of 
introductory material and a closing epilogue, the plot follows the 
lives of several people over four frenetic days and how their past 
relationships affect how they interact with one another.  In amongst 
all the action, there are some quite illuminating insights into how 
our past can catch up with us and how we need to be honest about 
who we are and what we stand for.  That, to my mind, is the value of 

the book: that it includes a lot of issues worth pondering even though the plot is rather far-fetched.  
It occurs to me that Jesus had a similar dilemma as he came before Pilate – not from his past life, 
which was without fault, but for the present challenges of completing what he had come to do; how 
easy it would have been for him to give up! 

All through his life, Jesus had been inspired by the Jewish scriptures and had come to know them in 
a new way; he often quoted the Psalms, the Law and the Prophets as he taught his disciples.  One 
time, when the Pharisees were checking him out, they asked him: “Teacher, which commandment in 
the law is the greatest?” He said to him, “‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ [that’s from Deuteronomy 6:5] This is the greatest 
and first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbour as yourself.’ [that’s 
from Leviticus 19:18] On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” [Matthew 
22:36-40].  This is what we call the summary of the Law and we use it every week at the beginning 
of our early Book of Common Prayer communion service at 8am; Jesus is actually pulling out 
crucial verses from the Jewish scripture.  Jesus even quotes Psalm 22 at his darkest hour from the 
cross, from the opening verse: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” [Psalm 22:1] and at 



the point of death, he proclaims that his work is done: “It is 
finished” [Psalm 22:31], echoing the psalm’s final verse.  Charles 
Spurgeon, the well-known nineteenth century preacher, calls this “the 
psalm of the cross” for very good reason. 

As he begins the final day of his life, his passion, Jesus would doubtless 
have had the words of Jeremiah in his mind: “The days are surely coming 
when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and 
Judah.” [Jeremiah 31:31]  Jesus would know the importance of what he 
was doing, not just for the Jewish nation, but also for the whole world.  In 
the words of the prophet Jeremiah, it is addressed to the houses of Israel 
and Judah and the Lord declares that promise that occurs so often through the Old Testament 
writing: “I will be their God, and they shall be my people” [Jeremiah 31:33]; this is a kind of 
mantra that occurs right through the scriptures, and it’s such a strong statement that anyone who 
hears it would find it easy to latch on to.  The last words of Matthew’s gospel invite all of Christ’s 
disciples to: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, … teaching them to obey everything 
that I have commanded you.  And remember, I am with you always, to the end of the 
age.’” [Matthew 28:19-20]  That’s another expression of God being with us wherever we go; I 

think that this commission demands that we share 
our faith with all others, but to do it in a way that 
does not impose any particular rites or practices 
on others.  Jesus didn’t feel constrained by the 
Jewish scriptures; he re-interpreted them in a 
more general way.  There are several examples in 
the Acts of the Apostles and Paul’s letters about 
other Jewish traditions: the use of circumcision, 
for example, to mark you out as a believer – not a 

terribly practical one actually and it was largely left behind in the new regime, though Timothy was 
circumcised in order for his message to be stronger to those Jews that he met on his travels.  There’s 
also a famous vision of Peter where God invites him to eat from food that was not kosher, not 
prepared properly according to the Jewish practices … and, whilst we find our practices helpful to 
reinforce our faith, it is good to use them, but it is our faith that matters most, not the traditions that 
we build up around them. 

My main point is that our faith is much, much deeper than that – it’s much more to do with a deep 
relationship with our Lord.  So the Psalmist, in Psalm 119, speaks of us seeking our God with our 
whole heart and praying that we may not stray from his commandments.  The important things to 
hang on to are his promises to us; we will treasure them and invite God to instruct us in his ways so 
that we may come to a greater knowledge of spiritual things.  Things that are of this world may help 
us lead a comfortable life and their lack may lead to much suffering, but it is the things of God’s 
kingdom that have real worth; they cause us to desire to come and worship him who is beyond our 
understanding in wisdom, in power, in love, in truth, in all good things.  The psalmist is clear: “I 
will meditate on your commandments, and give attention to your ways.  My delight is in your 
statutes; I will not forget your word.” [Psalm 199:15-16] 

Our gospel reading for today gives us a very powerful and topical metaphor for all that Jesus came 
to do; Jesus says that his hour has come and compares his life with a grain of wheat.  I expect there 
are quite a few of you in the process of sowing seeds for flowers or crops later in the year.  It’s one 
of wonders of the natural world, I think, how something so small can contain all the instructions 



necessary to produce a plant that will flower, 
fruit and create more seeds to continue the 
process next year.  But Jesus is right, unless the 
grain goes into the soil and dies, nothing will 
come of it; the same is true of his life.  He spent 
three short years going around healing and 
teaching all those who gathered around him and 
they were captivated by his message and his 
miracles; but in the end, his legacy came not 
from all the good that he did in his short life, but 
from the great sacrifice that he made through his passion and crucifixion.  The fruits of his life were 
not just the transient ones that occurred during his lifetime, but the eternal ones that survive because 
of his being brought to new life at the resurrection.  It’s actually far more than a single grain of 
wheat can do. 

I don’t want to spoil it for you, but you’ve probably heard of the legend of the chessboard.  I’m sure 
it can be told in many ways, but the one I know relates to a wise Vizier at the court of the Sultan.  
When the Sultan died, his son took over and started spending quite rashly until he set a contest with 
a prize of whatever the winner wished; he thought that his new-found wealth could cope with 
anything anyone could ask.  When the Vizier won, he simply asked for a single grain and a 
chessboard, explaining that the grain was to be placed on the first square of the chessboard on day 
one, then double that on day two for the second square, doubling every day for each square until the 
board was full.  The prince thought the Vizier was a silly old fool, for the first few days at least, but 
after a while he began to think differently.  I expect you’ve worked out the numbers already – on 
the last square of the chessboard , you have to find over 9 quintillion grains (263 = 1

9,223,372,036,854,775,808) 
for day 64, enough grains to 
cover the whole earth in wheat 
grains several inches deep; the 
prince was bankrupt long 
before that, but even that is 
nowhere near infinity, or 
eternity if you want to change 
the metaphor to time and think 
of Jesus’ promise to us of life 
in all its fullness. 

I can hardly encourage you to enjoy the Passion of our Lord, which starts today, but perhaps I can 
invite you to go on your journey with him over the most important few days of his life and see 
where it leads you - you have a right to be surprized if you follow him all the way …  

... in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, AMEN 

 In technology strategy, “the second half of the chessboard” is a phrase, coined by Ray Kurzweil [from his 1

“the Age of Spiritual Machines”, Viking Adult, 1999] in reference to the point where an exponentially 
growing factor begins to have a significant economic impact on an organization's overall business strategy.  
You might also like to think of this in terms of climate change.


