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Grace to you and peace from God our Father and from our Lord and 
Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 

 

Hear St. Paul’s words to the Galatians again: “This is what I 
mean: the law, which came 430 years afterward, does not 
annul a covenant previously ratified by God, so as to make the 
promise void. For if the inheritance comes by the law, it no 
longer comes by promise; but God gave it to Abraham by a 
promise.” 
 
Dear brothers and sisters in Christ, 
 

Last week, we began our in-depth meditation about 

God’s “Language of Hope” by considering the reliability of the 

testament. The term “testament” is perhaps the most 

foundational, fullest, weightiest, most complete term of them 

all because a testament requires the death of a testator, which 

requires both a body to die and a life to give up. Perhaps this 

explains why God’s original testament to Abraham was more 

often called “covenant” (though, admittedly, in the Greek, the 

word  is interchangeable)… nevertheless the English 

word “covenant” perhaps implies in our ears a slightly less-

permanent weight – an agreement between two parties, an 

agreement that is binding as if two signatures on paper, but not 
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binding as if sealed with blood! – not as permanent, final, and 

everlasting as the testament that is sealed with the death of 

the testator. Thus, wrapped into that one word “testament” is 

the entire plan of God toward and for His people: the Chosen 

One will be given a body, and that incarnate Christ will come 

and give up his life to seal the testament. Without any 

individual element of that, the testament is never enacted. But, 

inclusive of every element mentioned, the testament is ratified 

and is set in stone forever. 

 Tonight, we ask a follow-up question: “But what type of 

testament is this? Is this a testament of Law or is it a testament 

of Promise?" 

 We just assume that testaments are testaments of 

promise, in our selfish, greedy mentalities – “ooh, gimme, 

gimme, let’s see what my loved one left me”, the heirs rush to 

judgment. But would it not be equally a final will and testament 

if the testator had left words of Law: “I leave to my children 

that they must mow my lawn and care for the property and 

never benefit from it… or that they must liquidate my estate 

and give the funds to the poor.” Or, could it not be a testament 

of conditional, works-related promise?: “I leave to my children 

that they must walk from the west coast to the east coast, 
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careful to reach every mountain peak and leave no valley 

untrod; then, and only then, will they receive their 

inheritance.”  

But this is not the testament of Christ, who gives 

everything freely: “for you” –  , meaning “on your 

behalf, for your sake, for your benefit.” Yes, by definition this is 

a testament of promise.  

And when we realize that the word “promise” is not just 

a random noun, but is an adjective of the type of testament, 

then we also are reassured of the strength and certainty of the 

word “promise.” What do I mean by that?  

The word “promise” is so overused among us that we 

grow comfortable with its uncertainty. We know how often 

promises are made and broken: politicians are constantly 

making promises they don’t intend to or don’t have the ability 

to keep. Children promise their parents they did their very best 

job making their bed, and parents promise their children a day 

at the park tomorrow, and then it rains. There are also those 

who make promises, but keep them only with evil intent and 

for sinister purposes – a bait and switch, if you will – that we 

often see in sales and the fine print of warranties. We also 

grow comfortable that the word “promise” could simply be one 
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of many random statements… that I can make any number of 

promises, any number of commands, any number of neutral, 

but factual declarations… and any and all of these could fill a 

testament ‘promised’ to the heirs.  

But none of this is how we should hear the word 

“promise” in the Scriptures. In the Scriptures, this term gets to 

the very nature and heart of God’s relationship with man: is it 

fundamentally one of promise, or is it one of law? That’s what’s 

at stake in Paul’s explanation to the Galatians, as we read 

moments ago: 

 
“This is what I mean: the law, which came 430 years 
afterward, does not annul a covenant previously ratified by 
God, so as to make the promise void. For if the inheritance 
comes by the law, it no longer comes by promise; but God 
gave it to Abraham by a promise.” 

 
Now, notice Paul appeals to the old covenant, which we said 

perhaps could be understood as less permanent than the new 

testament. And yet, both New and Old covenants/testaments 

show the very nature of God’s disposition toward sinners: His 

original covenant, and his final, everlasting, blood-bought 

testament are by nature not of law, but of promise. Notice, it’s 

not called a testament of promises (plural declarations), but a 

testament of promise … God’s disposition toward sinners. 
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 This fundamental truth of the nature of God’s testament 

to man shines a brilliant light of clarity upon the heterodoxies 

that bear the name Christian – whether Roman Catholicism, 

Eastern Orthodoxy, Calvinism, Protestantism, or American 

Evangelicalism – all which speak of random or conditional 

promises, but they are promises made by a god who (they 

teach) fundamentally has a disposition of law or conditionally-

achieved mercy toward man. But such is not the God of the 

Scriptures. For our Lord’s very core disposition toward sinners, 

thus His resulting testament to us sinners, is one of promise. 

And from that overarching nature of God’s testament 

being one of promise versus one of law, then the hearer can 

begin to hear the many individual statements of promise, the 

many promises… some we might weigh lesser (like when Jesus 

rhetorically asks, “will the Lord not provide for you, O you of 

little faith?”) and some we might say are greater (like when 

Jesus promises, “I will not leave you as orphans”). But the 

greatest single promise of all (or, as Luther says it, “the most 

complete promise of the new testament”) – the one that most 

captures the very nature of God’s testament of promise is this 

one: the promise of the forgiveness of sins and life everlasting. 

That promise, forever defining the very nature of God’s 
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testament that was sealed by the blood of Christ, that promise 

of forgiveness and life everlasting is the heart of them all, for it 

reveals God’s heart of promise, his heart of mercy, his heart of 

reconciliatory love toward sinners. Without that fundamental 

promise of God’s disposition, all other promises seem in doubt 

or in jeopardy, for one must wonder whether God’s disposition 

toward man is a testament of law or of promise. 

 But, from that overarching promise of the forgiveness of 

sins flows all the other promises. Individual promises that they 

may be, they are all tied together by the one overarching 

promise and heart of the testament –the salvation that is ours 

in Christ. How does Paul say it to the Corinthians? –  

Do I make my plans according to the flesh, ready to say 

“Yes, yes” and “No, no” at the same time? 18 As surely 

as God is faithful, our word to you has not been Yes 

and No. 19 For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, whom we 

proclaimed among you, was not Yes and No, but in 

him it is always Yes. 20 For all the promises of God find 

their Yes in him. 

 

All the promises of God find their Yes in Christ Jesus. And as 

that it is so, then it easy to diagnose our underlying problem 

when we’re struggling with all the problems of life and begin to 

doubt God’s promises. There’s where we begin to recognize 
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that we are forgetting the anchor… when the trials of life buffet 

us and hit hard against us, we begin to doubt and despair, 

asking where God is, because we begin to see Him and His 

promises apart from everything being located in and finding 

their Yes in Christ. And, where we forget that everything is 

funneled through and found in Christ, then – without that 

singular funnel that narrows everything down to One – we 

begin to see God’s promises as too abundant and too generous 

to be seriously true, trustworthy to be true. So many and so 

abundant are God’s promises that we begin to look at them all 

individually and randomly and almost chaotically as fairytale 

wishful thinkings or as individual promises He has forgotten or 

as promisorry notes He never intended to keep. Meditating 

upon the individual promises by themselves, they seem like all 

the random promises we hear and make throughout life and 

are constantly disappointed by their emptiness. And we begin 

to consider God’s promises in the same vein as all those other 

promises we hear from sinners all around us, or that we make 

to other sinners, knowing in our heart of hearts ‘I might not 

have the ability or will-power to remember and keep them.’   

And, because we begin to compare God’s promises to 

the unreliability of our own… then, as there seems to be a 
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delay in His promises, when His promises don’t come to 

fulfillment in the ways and timing we would like, we begin to 

doubt them. Doesn’t St Peter recognize this about our 

increasing doubt when he says, 

 

The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some 

count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing 

that any should perish, but that all should reach 

repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a 

thief.”  

 

And when that day comes, that day so long promised to 

be the fulfillment of all, who will be the heart and center 

and focus of that day? Who will everything find its ‘yes’ in, 

but Christ Jesus who will come to be our judge. 

But, increasingly skeptical, because we’ve heard this 

promise for so long, and all the many and various promises of 

deliverance that are wrapped up in this returning Christ, we 

respond to Peter, “Well, yeah, it’s easy to make promises 

regarding the future when it can’t be disproven in the present! 

It’s easy to make promises regarding the next life when they 

can’t be disproven in this life.” But don’t forget that their 

source, the source of all these promises – the testament, the 

testament of promise – don’t forget that was sealed in this life 
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– “It is finished, accomplished, brought to completion,” he 

cried…  and the first evidence of its veracity was just three days 

later in this life and this history and this historical timeline! The 

testament of promise, and the individual promises that flow 

from that testament, and all that promissory language 

regarding all that is to come… it’s all sealed and proven true by 

what has already happened. The future has already been 

sealed by the past, that – in the present – we may live in 

certain hope. Our God is a God of promise; His testament is a 

testament of promise; all that promise finds its Yes in the 

Christ, and the Christ has come in the flesh, sealed it all, and – 

as He has promised – will come again in glory. 

 
 
 

In the Name of the Father 
And of the Son 

And of the Holy Spirit. 
+ AMEN + 

 
 
Rev. Mark C. Bestul 
Calvary Lutheran Church 
March 9, 2022 


