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Epiphany Sunday: Wesleyan Covenant Service

 Today we renew our covenant with God by way of the Wesleyan Covenant 

Service which we have shortened from its original. John Wesley urged that 

Methodists annually renew their “covenant” with God. The first formal 

covenant service was held in 1755 at the French Church (borrowed to accommodate 

large numbers), located in the Spitalfields area of east London. Covenant is one way 

that God reveals the divine to human beings, but clearly, God reveals truth in 

many ways, as Hebrews reminds us:
Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by the prophets, [2] but 
in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, 
through whom he also created the worlds. [3] He is the reflection of God’s glory and the 

exact imprint of God’s very being, and he sustains all things by his powerful word . . . 
(Hebrews 1:1-3a).

Thus, for Christians, Christ reveals more about God and us than any 

of God’s many other revelations. Indeed, God’s ultimate covenant with 

humankind is in Christ. It is God’s greatest gift to us! God’s covenants with 

people are usually accompanied by a sign of the covenant agreement. For 

example, when God makes a covenant with Noah the sign is, of course, a 

rainbow. Further, in yet another covenant sign Genesis tells its readers 

that “On that day the Lord made a covenant with Abram, saying, ‘To your 

descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river 

Euphrates’ ” (Genesis 15:18). God also said, “As for me, this is my covenant with 

you: You shall be the ancestor of a multitude of nations” (Genesis 17:4).

Finally, in the covenant sign about which Paul makes so much in 
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Romans and Galatians, Genesis tells us that “Every male among you shall be 

circumcised. You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be 

a sign of the covenant between me and you’ ” (Genesis 17:10b-11). There are other 

signs of other covenants, but it is important to note that the concrete covenant 

signs in Genesis include a rainbow, land, progeny, and circumcision. God in 

addition offers God’s people many other signs of covenant as well, but these 

here mentioned I hope make the point. What would you guess the sign of 

covenant that God makes with us in Christ?

 Naturally, there are many ways to get at this question. For the evangelist 

Matthew one sign of God’s covenant with human beings is Jesus Christ’s 

connection to his Jewish roots, thereby, Matthew begins his Gospel with a 

genealogy. For Mark, Jesus fulfills Isaiah’s prophecy and Mark launches his 

Gospel with these words:
The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 
    As it is written in the prophet Isaiah,
    “See, I am sending my messenger ahead of you, who will prepare your way; 
    the voice of one crying out in the wilderness:
    ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make his paths straight’ ” (Mark 1:1-3).

 Luke is perhaps more gentle on those of us who want to hear a good 

story. Luke begins his Gospel by telling us a story about a young girl and the 

odd sort of birth of which she and the Holy Spirit would be a part—and . . . 

much of it sung!

 The Gospel of John, however, steps far back from human affairs, and 

begins his more cosmic account with these words, our lesson for the day:
1 In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 2 
He was in the beginning with God. 3 All things came into being through him, and without 
him not one thing came into being. What has come into being 4 in him was life, and the 
life was the light of all people. 5 The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not 
overcome it. 6 There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. 7 He came as a 
witness to testify to the light, so that all might believe through him. 8 He himself was not 
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the light, but he came to testify to the light. 9 The true light, which enlightens everyone, 
was coming into the world. 10 He was in the world, and the world came into being through 
him; yet the world did not know him. 11 He came to what was his own, and his own people 
did not accept him. 

12 But to all who received him, who believed in his name, he gave power to become 
children of God, 13 who were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of 
man, but of God. 14 And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his 
glory, the glory as of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth. 15 (John testified to him 
and cried out, “This was he of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me ranks ahead of me 
because he was before me.’”) 16 From his fullness we have all received, grace upon grace. 
17 The law indeed was given through Moses; grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. 
18 No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is close to the Father’s heart, 
who has made him known (John 1:1-18).

The intent of John’s gospel is “that you may come to believe that Jesus is 

the Messiah [the Christ], the Son of God, and that through believing you may have 

life in his name” (20:31). John begins from God’s creative act: “In the beginning, 

when God created the heavens and the earth . . .” (Genesis 1:1) and moves to show 

how Jesus is the Word who became a human. Again this is another instance of 

the biblical witness revealing the doctrine of God’s incarnation in Christ.

 After all is said and done; after all the evangelists via their particular 

Gospel accounts, one thing stands out: The sign of God’s final covenant with 

God’s people in Jesus Christ is the cross. In the cross we human creatures see 

as much of God as we will ever see. In Jesus’ face on the cross we see God’s 

anguish over God’s creation. In the empty post-Easter cross we see God’s 

triumph over evil, sin, and death. We see God’s complete covenant with God’s 

people in the cross.

 It is interesting that we find the word “covenant” in all three Synoptic 

Gospels. And perhaps more interesting is that the word only occurs four times 

in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. What is even most interesting in the Synoptic 

Gospels is that with the exception of the Song of Simeon, (see Luke 1:72, where we find, 
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“He . . . has remembered his holy covenant”) these Synoptic Gospels use the word “covenant” 

in all three cases in conjunction with the Last Supper. Mathew writes that 

Jesus tells his disciples, “For this is my blood of the covenant (in Hebrew—“berith”), 

which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins” (Matthew 26:28; and parallels: 

Mark 14:24 and Luke 22:20). 

 Thus, when the Gospel writers get down to the essential matters that 

we Christians are obliged to ponder, these writers also make the explicit 

connection between covenant and Holy Communion. This is most noteworthy!

 Whether it is in baptism or in Holy Communion, we see God’s covenant 

and God’s sign of covenant when we participate in these sacraments. If you 

ever need a good reason to celebrate a sacrament, perhaps the best reason is 

that sacramental covenants are the places that we are most likely to see and 

experience God. This is the gift that God brings us! Amen.

David N. Mosser, FUMC. Arlington, Texas 76011
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