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It has become very hard to define just what brings people together as a church.  It is confusing because we don't always express the reasons that we came together and we accept anyone whether they know and accept these unspoken reasons.

It is not always clear that local churches like ours come into being and get their meaning from a covenant that believers make with each other, and that this covenant with each other is rooted in the new covenant that God made with his people through the death of Jesus. God says in this covenant: "I will be their God and they will be my people" (Hebrews 8:10). What this means is that the divine covenant creates a human community. The commitment God makes to us in the new covenant creates and shapes the commitment we make to each other in the church covenant.

But for just a moment now I want to relate the church covenant to American culture. I don't know if you feel this or if you are aware of it in any way, but what I  focusing 􀁙􀁄􀁑􀁆􀁌􀁑􀁊􀀃􀁄􀁑􀁇􀀃􀀶􀁘􀁖􀁗􀁄􀁌􀁑􀁌􀁑􀁊􀀃􀁗􀁋􀁈􀀃􀀦􀁒􀁙􀁈􀁑􀁄􀁑􀁗􀀃􀀦􀁒􀁐􀁐􀁘􀁑􀁌􀁗􀁜􀀃􀁟􀀃􀀧􀁈􀁖􀁌􀁕􀁌􀁑􀁋􀁕􀁒􀁐􀁈􀀐􀁈􀁛􀁗􀁈􀁑􀁖􀁌􀁒􀁑􀀝􀀒􀀒􀁌􀁒􀁒􀁌􀁆􀁒􀁇􀁎􀁌􀁌􀁋􀁋􀁓􀁒􀁍􀁐􀁐􀁈􀁊􀁋􀁍􀁆􀁏􀁊􀁌􀁋􀁉􀁍􀁇􀁍􀁋􀁍􀀒􀁉􀁕􀁒􀁑􀁗􀀒􀁌􀁑􀁂􀁌􀁖􀁒􀁏􀁄􀁗􀁌􀁒􀁑􀀒􀁕on in calling each other to serious, practical reaffirmation of life together in covenant is very counter-cultural. But we are not unique in recognizing this.
Habits of the Heart
In 1985 Robert Bellah, Professor of Sociology at the University of California at Berkeley, published with several others a very popular book called Habits of the Heart. It was a study in American individualism and a warning that the loss of ideals like commitment, community, and covenant will be the undoing of America.

Bellah thinks this development of utilitarian and expressive individualism in America is tragic and dangerous. It's not surprising that his earlier book in 1975 was called The Broken Covenant, because he thinks that the concept of covenant and community and commitment to the wider common good is essential if America and its "institutions of liberty" are going to survive. And he is not the only one who is saying such things.

Now my point in connecting our focus on the church covenant with the peril of American individualism is not to justify our focus as part of America's salvation. Our church covenant is justified by God in Jesus Christ and will be valid whether America stands or falls. America is not God's main commitment. The glory of God is God's main commitment. If America sinks into individualistic anarchy where everybody does what's right in his own eyes, God will still be Lord of the nations; his purposes will be on track; and his people, who live for his glory and not for any finite, narrow nationalistic cause, will endure to all generations.

My point in making the connections with American individualism is to wake us up to the fact that the whole idea of covenant and mutual commitment is counter-cultural and, to the degree that we have all been influenced by our culture, it might feel strange or un- American, and for many, therefore, exhilarating and liberating and strengthening and stabilizing in a world turned upside down and falling apart. And secondly the aim is to show that this need for covenant relationships and stable community commitments is so deep in the human heart that even outside the church in America there is a rising tide of urgency and hope that we may as a people discover this before it is too late.  In other words, the church doesn't need America, but America needs something at least approximating the church.

But why is that so?  And how do churches live out this needed function?  Paul is telling us here quite plainly that the essential thing this community brings is love, a self-giving love, a love that asks nothing in return and will love even when hurt or marginalized in return.

The centrality of love in our covenant with God and the way in which this impossible love is possible and where it comes from are the major lessons of Paul as he speaks God's truth into the church.

The central requirement of love in the new covenant community is both a gift and a command. Notice in 3:12 Paul prays (in the form of a benediction), "May the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love for one another and for all men." Our life together originates in the covenant love of God and so one essential mark of our covenant relationships in church is love. And this love is the work of God. "May the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love."

This is exactly the way we expect Paul to pray for new covenant blessings because the new covenant says, "I will write my law on their hearts . . . and I will circumcise their hearts to love me . . . and I will put my Spirit within them and cause them to walk in my statutes" (Jeremiah 31:33; Deuteronomy 30:6; Ezekiel 36:27). So here Paul says: you promised to do this in the new covenant; so I pray that you will now do it: "Cause them to increase and abound in love." So the covenant requirement of love is first and foremost a gift in the new covenant.

But it is also a command. Look at 4:1–2,
Finally then, brethren, we request and exhort you in the Lord Jesus [not merely pray for you], that, as you received from us instruction as to how you ought to walk and please God (just as you actually do walk [namely, to love each other]), that you may excel still more. For you know what commandments we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus [not just what gifts God gave you by divine enabling].
So the requirements of the new covenant are both gift and command. And the command rests on the gift, as we know from the logic of Philippians 2:12–13, "Work out you salvation with fear and trembling [that's the command], for it is God who is at work in you to will and to do his good pleasure [that's the gift].

So the first point is that the pervasive adhesive of love that binds the our church together in covenant is a sovereign work of God so that he will get the glory and he brings this about through the engagement of the will of his people in commandments.  It's just as Peter tells us in 1 Peter 4: ”As each one has received a gift, minister it to one another, as good stewards of the manifold grace of God.  If anyone speaks, [let him] [speak] as the oracles of God. If anyone ministers, [let him do it] as with the ability which God supplies, that in all things God may be glorified through Jesus Christ, to whom belong the glory and the dominion forever and ever. Amen.”

Behind all the engagements of our promising and our willing is the aid of the Holy Spirit — the working of God. The requirement of love is both gift and command.

The second point from the text is that this God-wrought love is the essence of holiness.

God's covenant people are called to be a holy people—"You shall be holy for I am holy" (1 Peter 1:15–16).  But this holiness is not something other than the working out of love.

Look at the connection between verses 12 and 13.
12) May the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love for one another, and for all men, just as we also do for you; 13) so that he may establish your hearts unblamable in holiness . . .
If God causes them to abound in love, they will have the holiness they need to meet the Lord. I infer from this that love is the essence of holiness. And that means, then, that the covenant requirement of holiness is also a gift as well as a command, because the love that is the heart of holiness is a gift and a command. Paul wants the church to be holy and so he prays: Lord cause them to abound in love so that they will be holy. You have promised in the new covenant to write your holy law on our hearts. You have promised in the new covenant to give us the Spirit and cause us to walk in your holy statutes. So, Lord, do it now, and do it by making love increase and abound.

Which leads to the final point from the text, namely, that the new covenant community in this fallen world is not a perfect community, not a completed community, but a community growing and advancing toward perfection. Look again at 3:12, "May the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love." If our love were perfect or complete, there would be no room for increase. But Paul prays for increase.

This means that the new covenant community is a pilgrim community. We have been saved from condemnation and transferred from death to life and from darkness to light and from the dominion of darkness to the kingdom of God's Son, but in this new relation to God we are not yet perfected or completed, but are on the way to becoming what we ought to be.

The first commitment of the covenant is love. In a sense all else is an unfolding of that. And the commitment of love and holiness is not a static one, as though any of us had arrived, but a commitment to strive forward and advance􀀓􀀔􀀘 and promote and sustain.

Will you pray with me in these days the way Paul prayed in 1 Thessalonians 3:12 — that God himself will cause us to love like that? Then not only will we be faithful in our covenant commitments to God and to each other. But we will in a radically countercultural way bear witness to the kind of communal, committed, covenant life that America needs to see so badly.  It might just be the legacy of Beachland Church.
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