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1 Corinthians 11 verses 23 through 26.  Let us hear the Word of God. 
 

For I received from the Lord what I also delivered to you, that the Lord 
Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took bread, and when he had 
given thanks, he broke it, and said, “This is my body which is for you. Do 
this in remembrance of me.”  In the same way also he took the cup, after 
supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as 
often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.”  For as often as you eat this 
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.1 

 
May God add is blessing to the reading and our understanding of his Word. 
 
Theologian Sinclair Ferguson talks about how in what would be the equivalent of his 
final year of high school his English literature class was studying Shakespeare’s King 
Lear.  And you get the idea that the teacher was doing something that teachers sometimes 
do at the end of the school year and that is kind of running out the clock. So they spent a 
lot of time. They read the play over a couple of weeks with a lot of time given for 
discussion and thought.  Ferguson writes that he felt then that he had, quote, “A good 
appreciation of the meaning of the play.” 
 
Well, that changed a few months later when he started studies at university and a 
professor who was a leading Shakespearean scholar gave a series of lectures on King 
Lear.  Ferguson says of that very first lecture, quote, “I learned more about the meaning 
of King Lear in one hour than in all my previous combined hours of study.  
 
And I think we understand why. It is because the professor led him to the central ideas of 
that play.   
 
I would suggest that the Bible has some central ideas. {?} what many people have read 
the Bible, can quote the Bible, but they have missed the central ideas.  Now we have been 
looking together over this season of Lent at certain terms that are used by the New 
Testament writers when they are explaining Christ’s saving work on the cross. I have 

                                                
1 1 Corinthians 11:23-26. 
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referred to this as the vocabulary of the cross. We have looked at terms such as 
redemption of sacrifice. 
 
Well, this morning we are going to look at a term that not only the New Testament 
writers use, but that Jesus himself used when he was speaking about his upcoming cross 
sand that is the word covenant.   
 
It was the last night of Jesus’ life.  He was in the upper room with his disciples 
celebrating the Passover. And we considered this last week how during the Passover meal 
he took bread and gave it to the disciples saying, “This is my body.”  
  
A little later he took a cup and he said, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood.” 
 
So Jesus connected the shedding of his blood that would take place on the cross with the 
concept of covenant. This is my blood of the new covenant.   
 
So we begin with this question. What is a covenant?   We understand that this word can 
be used apart from religious connotations. One modern dictionary defines covenant as, 
quote, “An agreement between two or more persons to do or refrain from doing certain 
act,” unquote. That is very simple. A covenant is simply an agreement that involves 
certain duties, certain obligations. 
 
Now the word covenant is used hundreds of times in the Bible, clearly there with 
religious connotations.  O. Palmer Robertson in his book Covenants defines a covenant 
as, quote, “A bond in blood sovereignly administered.” And he goes on to speak of God’s 
dealing with his people throughout the Scriptures by way of covenants.  
 
What we see is that God binds himself to his people and his people to him in terms of a 
covenant.   
 
Sinclair Ferguson put it this way. God’s covenant is his marriage bond with his people. 
He commits himself to us in unconditional love. The message of the covenant is one of 
God’s totally free grace to his people.   
 
I think here of that great text in Deuteronomy seven where God says:  
 
“It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set 
his love on you and chose you, for you were the fewest of all peoples, but it is because 
the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers...”2 
 
Verse nine goes on to say: 
 
“Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant 
and steadfast love.”3 
                                                
2 Deuteronomy 7:7-8. 
3 Deuteronomy 7:9. 
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Some translations have, “The faithful God who keeps his covenant of love.” 
 
But God’s love is described there in the context of a covenant, an oath that he swore in 
keeping a covenant.  That is the language of covenant. 
 
Now the people of Old Testament Israel clearly understood what a covenant was all 
about.  And we have many documents from the ancient Near East that talk about 
covenants and how covenants were made. A covenant was a common agreement used by 
merchants or rulers or others. And these covenants contain certain elements such as the 
following. There would be the discussion of terms, the terms of the covenant, what the 
parties in the covenant would do for one another. And then there would be the swearing 
of an oath. A covenant was not to be entered into lightly. Each part was to take his 
obligation seriously. 
 
And then as the oath was sworn there would be the witnessing of a covenant. There 
would often be a witness who would be expected to remind the parties of within a 
covenant of their covenant responsibilities.  But a normal part of a covenant in ancient 
time was a ceremony that involved some form of cutting. An animal was taken and slain, 
often cut in two. And then the parts would be placed on the ground so the two parties in 
the covenant could pass between them, could walk between them.  This was done so 
commonly that, in fact, the phrase that we find in the Old Testament to make a covenant 
literally is to cut a covenant. This cutting, the ripping apart of the animal was to 
emphasize the vows that were exchanged in the commitment that would be involved in 
keeping these vows.  The cutting of the animals, the walking between the pieces of that 
animal, very symbolic, a very graphic way of someone saying, “May this happen to me if 
I fail to fulfill my promises, my covenant obligations.” 
 
Now archaeology has provided us with examples of such an ancient covenant ceremony 
from ancient Babylon. We have a document that talks about the head of a goat being cut 
off and it, not the goat, but the document says, “This head is not the head of the goat. It is 
the head of {?},” not a former baseball player, but {?} is one of the people entering into a 
covenant here.  And it goes no to say, “If {?} breaks this oath as the head of this goat is 
cut off, so will his head be cut off.” 
 
When we were little kids we used to have an expression, cross my heart and hope to die. 
Well, this is taking it up a couple of different levels, not hope to die, we promise to die if 
we fail to do what we say in the covenant.  
 
This cutting ceremony was always done to convey that someone was taking his oath 
seriously and was guaranteeing what was promised. 
 
Now we see numerous examples in the Old Testament of God communicating his love to 
his people and using the language and they symbolism of covenant. 2 Samuel 23:5, for 
example. David near the end of his life reviews his life of blessing. He celebrates that 
God has made with me an everlasting covenant.   
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Now turn with me, please to Genesis chapter 15 where we have a marvelous example of a 
covenant being made. We read here of God’s covenant with Abram.  Let’s read from 
Genesis 15:1-5. 
 

After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: “Fear 
not, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great.”   
 
But Abram said, “O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue 
childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?”  And Abram 
said, “Behold, you have given me no offspring, and a member of my 
household will be my heir.”   
 
And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: “This man shall not be 
your heir; your very own son shall be your heir.”   
 
And he brought him outside and said, “Look toward heaven, and number 
the stars, if you are able to number them.” Then he said to him, “So shall 
your offspring be.”4 

 
Now just think here of what has gone on in Abram’s life prior to this.  In Genesis chapter 
12 God had called Abram to leave his country and go to the land that I will show you. 
And God said to him, “I will make you a great nation.” 
 
Abram went.  He left.  Hebrews 11 talks about how he went to that land that God was 
revealing to him. But as he went in faith, he was always remembering God’s promise to 
make him a great nation.   
 
Now a nation is made up of citizens.  And when Abraham leaves Ur of the Chaldees, the 
great nation is population two, Sarah and Abram. And Sarah, therefore, reminds God in 
our text this morning that he is, verse two, childless. I continue childless. Verse three he 
says, “You have given me no offspring, or no children.”  In other words, if there is going 
to be a great nation, that means that Sarah is going to have children.   
 
Some of you were groaning over a pun I used a week or so ago, so I will get is one out of 
the way.  Essentially in these verses what Abram is saying to God is, “Show me the 
mommy.”    All right. That is out of the way, we can move on. 
 
But that is what he is saying.  “I continue childless. How can I be a great nation unless I 
have children?”  
 
And what does God do? He takes Abram out and shows him the stars of the sky and says, 
“So shall your offspring be.” 
 
But read ahead.  Abram has a question which he asks in verse eight. He says, “Oh, Lord 
God, how am I to know that I shall possess it?” 
                                                
4 Genesis 15:1-5. 
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In other words, how shall I know that your promises, oh God, will be fulfilled. How can I 
know? How can I be certain?   
 
Think about that word know. We can go through life having certain wishes, certain hopes 
that things will turn out such and such a way, but knowing it is something completely 
different.   
 
The month of March has just ended.  Is it too late for me to submit by brackets for the 
NCAA tournament?  Probably so, because I know some things now, not all of them, but I 
can give you some pretty good brackets at this point. 
 
See, what a lot of people do early in the month is they fill out their brackets making 
predictions. And very often, then the games get played and brackets get destroyed.  
Teams are referred to as bracket busters.  But occasionally you will hear of someone 
whose brackets are 100 percent on target.  Their picks have won all through the 
tournament, but even there the person didn’t know. They maybe made some educated 
guesses or some lucky guesses, but they did not know with 100 percent metaphysical 
certainty what was going to happen. 
 
Abram wants to know. So he asks that question in verse eight when God is making 
promise to him. 
 
“Oh, Lord God, how am I to know?” 
 
Understand. He is not talking here in Genesis 15 about a basketball tournament or what 
number for the mega millions power ball lottery or Oscar predictions or anything else.  
He is concerned about his life and the meaning of life.   Look, verse one tells us: 
 
“...the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision: Fear not, Abram, I am your shield: 
your reward shall be very great.”5 
 
Well, an inquiring mind like Abram’s wants to know whether or not he can believe that 
promise of God. Likewise verse four we read: 
 
“And behold, the word of the LORD came to him: ‘This man shall not be your heir; your 
very own son shall be your heir.’”6 
 
Can he believe that Word of the Lord?   
 
So what Abram is having here is what we might refer to as an existential moment.  Have 
I been wrong to follow God and am I wrong to trust God right now?  So he asks this 
question: How am I to know?   
 
                                                
5 Genesis 15:1. 
6 Genesis 15:4.  
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And how does god reply?  Well, you will note that God replies by using the language of 
covenant.  Look at verse eight.  Abram says: 
 
“O Lord GOD, how am I to know...”7 
 
And verse nine tells us he, God, said to him, “Bring me a heifer, a female goat, a ram, a 
turtle dove.” 
 
If you don’t understand what is going on here in the context of a covenant, verse nine is a 
complete non sequitor.  It makes no sense.  Abraham asks this question and God starts 
talking to him about animals, as though he is giving a show and tell in kindergarten or 
something and bringing in a hamster and different things like that.  That is not what God 
is saying. He is saying, “Bring in these animals,” because this was commonly done in the 
ancient Near East when covenants were made.  
 
What do we read about these animals?  Verse 10. We read that Abram brought them in, 
cut them in half and laid each half over against the other, which was done on the ancient 
world when covenants were made. 
 
Then we read in verse 12: 
 
“As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell on Abram. And behold, dreadful and great 
darkness fell upon him. Then the LORD said to Abram, ‘Know for certain that your 
offspring...’”8 
 
And he goes on to speak of what will happen with those offspring. They will be afflicted 
for 400 years, but then they shall be brought out.  Know for certain.   
 
You will note the reference in verse 12 to a dreadful and great darkness.  We read the 
same thing in verse 17 of our text. We read: 
 
“When the sun had gone down and it was dark, behold, a smoking fire pot and a flaming 
torch passed between these pieces.”9 
 
Now, again, we have to understand what is happening here. Everything is dark and light 
bursts through the darkness.  Behold a fire pot.  This fire pot, we believe, is a 
representation of God’s presence, just as in Exodus when the people are free. God goes 
before them in a pillar of fire.  And that representation of God’s presence, passed 
between the pieces, the pieces of the animal referred to in verses nine and 10.  
 
Again when in the ancient world when people were entering into a covenant they would 
walk between the divided parts of the animals to indicate that those vows would be kept, 
just as that Babylonian thing and the head of the goat. God essentially is saying to 

                                                
7 Genesis 15:8.  
8 Genesis 15:12-13. 
9 Genesis 15:17.  
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Abram, “If I do not keep my promises to you, may what has happened to these ripped up 
animals, may this happen to me.” 
 
And then what do we read in verse 18? 
 
“On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram.”10 
 
That is what God is doing here. He is speaking to Abram of promises, but he is swearing 
by himself. He is promising by covenant.   
 
I point this out.  It is significant that God appears to make a covenant with Abram when, 
as verse 17 tells us, it was dark. Or, behold, verse 12 tells us, a dreadful and great 
darkness occurred.   
 
Throughout Scripture darkness is a symbol for God’s judgment upon sin.   
 
Now let me ask you. Can you think of another time in the Bible when sin is being judged 
and it is dark?  I will give you a hint. Friday night, {?}, Latin for darkness.   
 
The gospels tells us that when Jesus the mediator of the new covenant hung on the cross, 
darkness covered the land. In those hours that Jesus was punished for our sins, he who 
knew no sin, as Paul puts it in 2 Corinthians 5:21, was made for us.  Darkness covers the 
land as judgment is poured out upon our sin.   
 
One other point I want to make about Abram here.  Chapter 15 we find God confirming 
his promise to Abram by using the language and the symbolism of covenant.  And as we 
have seen, animals were often used in covenants.   
 
Well, jump ahead a little bit. Chapter 21 we read of the birth of Isaac.  Imagine what 
Abram is thinking at this point.  He is rejoicing. God had made a promise that he would 
make him a great nation.  So he is on his way. The nation has grown from two to three.  It 
may not seem like much but if they took census back then, the government would reflect 
50 percent increase, right? They have gone up from two to three.  But you come to 
chapter 22 and God says to Abraham: 
 
“Take your son, your only son Isaac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and 
offer him there as a burnt offering.”11 
 
Can we possibly conceive of what was going through Abraham’s mind at this point? You 
are going to make me a great nation.   I have waited all these years. Now I have a son and 
you want me to sacrifice that son. And yet you have made the promise that I will be a 
great nation. A great nation out of zero population growth, it doesn't compute. What is 
God thinking?   
 
                                                
10 Genesis 15:18.  
11 Genesis 22:1. 
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The late Edmund Clowney put it this way. “God asked Abraham to do something utterly 
irrational.”  
 
But we read that in obedience, verse six of Genesis 22: 
 
“And Abraham took the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son.”12 
 
Now we read in verse seven that Isaac said to his Father: 
 
“Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”13 
 
That is an amazing text.  Isaac understands that a sacrifice is going to be made. They are 
going. They are taking the wood that would be used in the burnt offering. But he says: 
 
“Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”14 
 
Whenever I read this text, I always remember a moment at seminary when one of my 
professors, the late Dr. Roger McCole commented on this. I had never thought of it 
before, but he said, “That question of Isaacs is not answered for 1000 years and it was 
answered by John the Baptist who says, ‘Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the 
sin of the world.’” 
 
Where is the lamb? There is the Lamb.  
 
Well, the question may not be answered for 1000 years, but we do have an answer here to 
a certain extent in verse eight. We read Abraham said: 
 
“God will provide for himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”15 
 
The Hebrew here is actually the Lord will see, meaning the Lord will see to this matter.  
And what does God do? He does see to it.  
 
Verse 13 tells us: 
 
“And Abraham lifted up his eyes and looked, and behold, behind him was a ram, caught 
in a thicket by his horns. And Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt 
offering instead of his son.”16 
 
Or we might say as a substitute for his son, right? God provides for the sacrifice. He 
provides an atonement.  

                                                
12 Genesis 22:6.  
13 Genesis 22:7.  
14 Ibid.  
15 Genesis 22:8.  
16 Genesis 22:13.  
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Now Genesis 22:2 tells us that all of this took place in the land or in the region of Moriah. 
So we see our covenant making God giving Abraham a glimpse of Jesus, that mediator of 
the new covenant, because later the temple would be built in this area. So for 1000 years 
sacrifices are offered in the land of Moriah.  And years after Abraham sacrifices a 
substitute which God provided for his son, his son Isaac, whom you love, your only son, 
years later Christ is sacrificed as our substitute on Calvary, what had once been Mount 
Moriah. There God provides a substitute. God provides the Lamb for the sacrifice. 
 
So in the gospels we read during the Passover feast when Jesus institutes the Lord’s 
supper he refers to the cup as the new covenant in my blood. Now we have seen many 
references to blood as we have looked at other terms that are used in the New Testament 
for the cross.  Blood figures prominently in the sacrifices that God made for his people. 
We keep coming back to that verse in Leviticus 17:11. 
 
“For the life of the flesh is in the blood, and I have given it for you on the altar to make 
atonement for your souls, for it is the blood that makes atonement by the life.”17 
 
Blood, the shedding of blood meant that a punishment for sin has occurred, but it has 
fallen upon the substitute.   
 
The author of Hebrews picks up on the idea of the covenant and uses it frequently.  
Thirty-three times in the New Testament the word covenant is used. Seventeen of them 
are in the book of Hebrews, which is not surprising.  For example, we read in Hebrews 
9:18 and following: 
 

Therefore not even the first covenant was inaugurated without blood. For 
when every commandment of the law had been declared by Moses to all 
the people, he took the blood of calves and goats, with water and scarlet 
wool and hyssop, and sprinkled both the book itself and all the people,   
saying, “This is the blood of the covenant that God commanded for  
you.”18 

 
The author of Hebrews is referring here to something that is recorded in Exodus chapter 
24. We looked at before just to recap quickly.  God is confirming his covenant with the 
people of Israel. An altar is built.  Young bulls are sacrificed and we read of Moses 
taking the blood, half of it thrown against the altar. The book of the covenant is read and 
then the other half is thrown on the people. And so this is probably the beginning of the 
Presbyterian practice of nobody sitting in the front row. But the blood of the covenant is 
thrown upon the people and Moses said, “Behold the blood of the covenant that the Lord 
has made with you.”  
 
Do you think possibly Jesus was thinking of that when he institutes the Lord’s supper and 
says, “The blood... this is my blood of the new covenant”?  
                                                
17 Leviticus 17:11. 
18 Hebrews 9:18-20. 
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But you remember what Moses does with half of the blood.  After reading from the book 
of the covenant he springs it on the people and the people say, “All that the Lord has 
spoken, we will do and we will be obedient.” 
 
This is just a reminder that in God’s Word when God makes a covenant with his people, 
he wants his people not to be covenant breakers, but covenant keepers, those who keep 
his Word.   
 
Paul talks about this in 1 Corinthians 11 where he says we are not to partake of the Lord’s 
supper in an unworthy manner. Paul tells us elsewhere that we are to live a life worthy of 
the Lord. So if we are to celebrate our covenant relationship with God, particularly 
around this table, we need to remind ourselves of the need to strive for holiness and 
godliness and to be covenant keepers, those who live for the honor and the glory of God.   
 
Covenant is something that one is not to enter into lightly.  The 16th century German 
theologian Zacharias Ursinus was the primary author of the Heidelberg Catechism 
defines a covenant this way.  A covenant is a mutual contract or an agreement between 
two parties in which the one party binds itself to the other to accomplish something upon 
certain conditions, giving or receiving something which is accompanied by certain 
outward signs and symbols for the purpose of ratifying in the most solemn manner the 
contract entered into and for the sake of confirming it, that the engagement may be kept 
inviolate. 
 
Well, there is a lot there, but what he is getting at is that a covenant was to be entered into 
in a solemn manner. It was to be kept inviolate and each party was to bind itself to the 
other, which begs the question. Why would people enter into a covenant, particularly 
when you understand what is going on back in the Old Testament era, the cutting off the 
head of the goat and saying, “I promise to do these things or may this happen to me.” But 
why would people enter into a covenant?  The obvious answer would be it would be to 
their advantage. They would get some benefit from being in a covenant which begs this 
question.  Why would God enter into a covenant?  Or, to be blunt, what is in it for him? 
What benefit does God derive from being in covenant with us?  
 
We read in Exodus 24 that when God confirmed his covenant with Israel that Moses read 
the book of the covenant. The people said, “All that the Lord has spoken we will do and 
we will be obedient.” There is no record in Exodus 24 that laughter is heard from heaven 
when the people say that. Did they keep all that was in God’s Word?  No.  Read through 
Exodus. Read through the law. Read the historical books. Read the prophets. And we 
keep reading about covenant breaking. Why does God enter into covenant with us? Well, 
we go back to Deuteronomy chapter seven. It is because the Lord loves you and is 
keeping the oath that he swore.   
 
“Know therefore that the LORD your God is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant 
and steadfast love.”19 
                                                
19 Deuteronomy 7:9.  
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You got that? Know therefore.  Know.  
 
Abram asked God, “How am I to know?” 
 
And God answered by making a covenant.   
 
How are we to know God’s love? It is through the covenant and Jesus going to the cross 
and shedding his blood as the blood of the new covenant.  Know therefore. 
 
The apostle John loved to use the word know.  1 John 4:16 he tells us: 
 
“So we have come to know and to believe the love that God has for us.”20 
 
He says in 1 John 4:9-10: 
 

In this the love of God was made manifest among us, that God sent his 
only Son into the world, so that we might live through him. In this is love, 
not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the 
propitiation for our sins.21 

  
In this is love. Or that can also be translated, herein is love. 
 
You know, church historians will often talk about various revivals that have taken place 
and they try to analyze what it is that seems to have touched off those revivals.   When 
the young missionary David Brainerd began to preach to Indians in the Susquehanna area 
of Pennsylvania in the early 1700s, revival spread among those Indians and it appears 
that this revival began when he began preaching on 1 John 4:10, herein is love. 
 
It was reported that these men fell at Brainerd’s feet in anguish of soul, braves who could 
endure torture without flinching, but God’s arrow had pierced their heart and they would 
cry out in their distress, “Have mercy on me.” 
 
God has had mercy on us.  And he has expressed that mercy through his covenant.  
 
Charles Spurgeon made this statement. He said, “The man who can fully understand the 
word covenant is a theologian. That is the key to all theology.  Christ fulfilling the 
covenant for us as our representative, fulfilling it by the shedding of his blood.” 
 
Let us pray. 
 
 

                                                
20 1 John 4:16. 
21 1 John 4:9-10. 


