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New Covenant  |  Jeremiah 31:31-34  |  17 & 20 January 2019 

Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with 

the house of Israel and the house of Judah.  Jeremiah 31:31 

Covenant expresses the fundamental nature of being human – at our core we live and breathe in 

relationship.  Living in covenant relationships impacts all of life including how we come to know, learn 

and grow.  A good example of this is how everyone learns a language.  This dynamic of life has a difficult 

side; life together can be stretched and strained due to each person’s limitations and incompleteness 

(both in thought and action).  To illustrate, the covenant of marriage can break-down due to these 

shared realities.  For all intense and purposes this is why a “new” covenant is needed.  God’s desire has 

always been to have children that freely glory in their covenant relationship with Him.  Due to our 

narcissistic culture we need to spend time with this area of our lives and cultivate healthy relationships 

as we walk together.  Thankfully, God provides a lasting and real covenant that once again is new every 

day! 

 

Michael Williams, Far As the Curse Is Found, (P&R Publishing, 2005).  

As we look back to earlier chapters in the Biblical story, we must see that the coming of the Messiah 

fulfills the covenant promise to Adam that God will crush the power of the evil one (Gen 3:15).  The 

coming of the Messiah forms the foundation for God’s covenant promise to Noah that creation will be 

sustained for all time (Gen 8:22).  The coming of the Messiah energizes God’s covenant promise to 

Abraham that he and his posterity will be a blessing to all nations (Gen 12:3).  And the coming of the 

Messiah burns in the covenant promise to the prophets that God will write his law on the hearts of his 

people and will give them the gift of the Holy Spirit (Jer 31:31-34).  In the resurrection of Christ God has 

begun to make good on his promise.  The primary difference between the Testaments is that the Old 

looks toward Christ and the New moves out from him and toward the consummation, a new heaven and 

new earth, heaven on earth, God dwelling with his people.  Thus Scripture is not a series of isolated 

divine acts but an integrally unified narrative.  14 

Covenant = Greek – diatheke; Hebrew – berit  

NIDNTT, Vol. 1 

The Bible describes the relationship between God and man established by the covenant.  365 

In Classical Greek it denotes an irrevocable decision, which cannot be cancelled by anyone.  A 

prerequisite of its effectiveness before the law is the death of the disposer.  Hence diatheke must be 

clearly distinguished from syntheke, an agreement.  Diatheke always means a one-sided action.  365 

In the Old Testament, LXX diatheke is the commonest rendering (270 times) for Hebrew berit, covenant.  

This is the common OT word for a wide variety of agreements…  Since a variety of concepts were 

expressed by the one term berit, the Jews must have felt some unity behind them.  Though neither the 
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relationship of the covenant partners nor the contents of the covenant agreement provided this, it has 

been shown that there was a common pattern in the making of a covenant.  There were 6 vital elements 

in such a ceremony (see Baltzer): (i) the preamble mentioning the names of the partners; (ii) a 

preliminary history of the relationship of those entering the covenant; (iii) a basic declaration about the 

future relationship of the partners; (iv) details of the new relationship; (v) an invocation of the 

respective gods worshipped by both sides to act as witnesses; (vi) a pronouncement of curse and 

blessing.  Baltzer traced this outline down to the Qumran documents, and even into and beyond the NT.  

365-367 

The preamble is suggestive of the way in which Yahweh introduces himself (Ex 20:2, which, as in the 

covenant formula, is followed by a survey of past events).  This seems to be the source of Israel’s unique 

interest in its history, which is seen to be Yahweh’s history with it, and hence covenant history and so 

salvation history.  The third section reflects the thought which found its clearest expression in Isaiah as 

proclamation of salvation, the promise of divine faithfulness and peace (Isa 54:10; 55:3).  Since this 

promise cannot be revoked because of the disobedience of the people, God has proclaimed himself 

bound and has not renounced all arbitrariness.  “The basis is thus laid for the Gospel” (TDNT II, 123).  

When we compare these covenant promises and those in Jeremiah 31 with the formula of the Sinai 

covenant we realize that the details mentioned in (iv) above are not to be understood as a condition to 

be first fulfilled which would be followed by a reward for achievement.  This impression might be given 

by passages like Lev 26:15 f. and Deut 31:20.  They are rather the regulations for the new life that is 

made possible by God’s covenant (cf. Gen 9:9 [Noah]; 15:13-16 [Abram]; Jer 31:31).  367 

The relationship of the partners in the covenant is expressed by hesed, God’s covenant loyalty (RSV 

steadfast love; NEB love, loyalty, constancy).  1 Sam 20:8 understands it as protective action.  Man’s 

remembrance of the covenant expresses itself in action (Ps 103:17 f.).  Both partners – Yahweh and the 

covenant people, represented only by an individual – face one another in the berit.  They are thus in an 

active and real partnership, and so they both share in the covenant meal (Gen 31:54; Ex 24:9 ff).  It goes 

without saying that this strengthens the fellowship of those involved.  367 

Jeremiah stressed his expectation of a completely new covenant in the place of the one that had been 

broken (31:31-34).  Whatever continuity there may be is created solely by Yahweh.  It is completely 

other in that the direct working of God on human hearts through the Spirit takes the place of the 

demand for obedience.  This shows how deep the break is, and prepares the way for the NT.  368 

There is, however, an essential continuity, for Jeremiah does not speak of the abolition of the law.  

Rather, he declares: “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those, says 

the Lord: I will put my law within them, and I will write it upon their hearts; and I will be their God, and 

they shall be my people” (Jer 31:33).  There is here the same divine upholding of the covenant that is 

found elsewhere in the OT.  The covenant relationship is summed up in the promise, “I will be your God, 

and you shall be my people” (cf. Ex 6:7; Lev 26:12; Jer 7:23; 11:4; 30:22; 32:38; 2 Cor 6:16; Heb 8:10; Rev 

21:3).  For Jeremiah, this relationship is to be realized not by setting aside the law but by a more 

personal application of it.  368 


