November 2, 2025

Jeremiah 31:31-34

The prophet Jeremiah is known as the “Weeping Prophet” for several reasons. He was a prophet
in Jerusalem during the most devastating era of the Old Testament- the cultural and religious rot
of Jerusalem, the Babylonian army coming and taking Jews into captivity and then eventually
destroying the city and temple in 587 BC, and then serving the people who were left behind in
the ruins of Jerusalem. Throughout Jeremiah’s ministry, he had the gut-wrenching task of calling
his government, his priests other prophets, his friends and family, to repent for their oppression
of the poor, their greed, their insistence on worshiping other gods and goddesses, their blatant
evil, and Jeremiah was almost always met with rejection. Yes, there were people who listened to
him, but most didn’t, and multiple attempts were made at his life. His preaching ministry, which
lasted about fifty years, was filled with bitter, bitter tears. And in the book of Jeremiah, we have
a collection of the sermons that he preached, and even some of the things that happened to him-
much of it violent. Up to this point in the book of Jeremiah, it’s all been bad. Very bad. All of his
warnings were ignored. The people are crushed and exiled and it’s all their fault. It didn’t have to
be this way! They could have stopped! They could have repented! What does God have to say to
a nation of people who have been humiliated, devastated, and exposed and punished for their
wickedness?

A Covenant.
31“The days are coming,” declares the LORD,
“when I will make a new covenant
with the people of Israel
and with the people of Judah.

What does that mean? A covenant is a binding promise, but more serious- breaking a covenant
results in severe punishment, even death. But it’s not a contract- contracts are impersonal and
businesslike. A covenant creates a personal relationship- a bond between two parties. In the
Ancient Near East, when a king conquered a smaller city or village, there would be a covenant
made between them saying, “I will be loyal to you and if I’'m not, let me be killed.” In fact,
whenever you see the phrase “make a covenant” in the Old Testament, it’s a bit of a
mistranslation. In Hebrew, the literal words are- “cut” a covenant. No one “makes” a covenant-
they cut a covenant. Why? Because in the time of the Old Testament, a covenant was made like
this- different animals were sliced in half, and they would make an aisle through the bloody
animals halves, and the people making the covenant would walk together in between these
bloody corpses- essentially saying, “If I don’t keep my end of the covenant, may I become like
these dead animals.” Gruesome, yes, but that’s what a covenant was in the Old Testament.
Interestingly enough, in Genesis 15 God approached Abraham and did that very thing- God
himself walked through dead animals and promised that he would be Abraham’s God, and his
descendents would be his people. That was the original covenant- and here God is doing



something similar centuries later with Abraham’s descendents- in a sense, he’s cutting the
animals and walking through them and saying, “may this happen to me if I don’t keep my
promise to you.” This is a new covenant- not like the old one. Wait- what’s the old one?

321t will not be like the covenant

I made with their ancestors
when I took them by the hand

to lead them out of Egypt,

Several centuries before this, when Israel hadn’t even been living in “Israel,” they were slaves in
Egypt. And God sent the Ten Plagues and delivered them out of Egypt and guided them to their
new home- but first he “cut” a covenant with them. It was two-sided. He would be their God, and
they would be his people. He would protect them, love them, take care of them, fight their
enemies, and make sure they were okay. Israel’s part of the covenant was this: obedience. They
were to follow God’s Laws. They were to worship no one but God alone, offer sacrifices, obey
all the Laws that we see in the Old Testament- if they obeyed God, things would go well. If they
disobeyed God, they would be punished- famine and war and other nations coming in to take
them over. Shocker- that’s exactly what happened! Israel failed. God’s people failed. Jeremiah’s
people were spiritual failures in every possible way- and really- they were evil. It’s not like they
were forgetting to go to church once in a while. They were openly sacrificing to other gods-
sacrificing their own children to Baal. They were engaging in temple prostitution. The priests
were misusing peoples’ sacrifices to get wealthy. The judges were taking bribes. The poor were
being abused. The morals of the culture were in terrible decline. The princes and kings cared
more about drinking wine and wearing purple than doing their jobs. There was no love for
neighbor, no love for God, everything that God hated in Sodom and Gomorrah, the Canaanite
nations that Israel had defeated centuries before, Israel was no better! God’s people were
spiritual failures, they broke God’s covenant, and they broke God’s heart- look how God speaks:
“I was a husband to them.” I protected them and I provided everything for them. I loved them.
And I still do.” Even though Israel had spat in God’s face, he still loved them. So he cut a
covenant. He made a binding promise that cannot be broken.

What’s he going to do?
“I will put my law in their minds
and write it on their hearts.
I will be their God,
and they will be my people.

He’s going to write his Laws not on stone like with Moses, but on the hearts of his people. The
problem wasn’t that God’s Laws weren’t good or understandable, it’s that people are corrupt and
don’t want to follow them, so God is going to change the hearts of his people. Before, people



obeyed God’s Law because they /ad to, and eventually they stopped. Now, God is going to make
it so people obey not because they have to, but because they want to. It will be a joy for them.
People are going to sacrifice their own desires for each other, and worship God, and learn about
him, and love him, and serve each other, and tell the truth, all because they want to, not because
they have to! How? Because God is going to attach himself to his people. And they’ll know him,
and won’t need anyone to tell them about God- that is a radical promise that we see in verse 34.
34No longer will they teach their neighbor,

or say to one another, ‘Know the LORD,’
because they will all know me,

from the least of them to the greatest,”
declares the LORD.

What is God saying here? I spent hours wrestling with that. Is he saying that in this New
Covenant, people won’t need pastors or teachers or parents to teach them about God- because
they’ll just know him, or that people won’t need to be taught God’s rules, because they’ll simply
want to follow them? All throughout the Scriptures, God is constantly giving instruction and he
sends out pastors and teachers to tell people about God. So, what does this mean, that no one will
have to say to another, “Know the Lord,” because they just will? Consider this- who was under
the Old Covenant? The nation of Israel. Were they God’s people? Kind of. They were a part of
his people that he redeemed, but many of them didn’t actually believe in him or trust in him- they
hated him! In the same way that the Old Covenant established God’s people Israel, this new
Covenant is going to establish a new people of God, not based on ethnicity or nationality, but on
Faith. 1t’s the Church- God’s true Israel- those who know and love and trust in Him. And those
who trust in God do so because God has revealed himself to them. We see this in other parts of
the Bible- Christians are “spirit-taught.” If you are a Christian, it is not because your pastor was
so awesome, or because you were “raised that way,” it is because God himself has called you and
revealed himself to you through his Word, through preaching, through parents. That’s an
important distinction! The New Covenant people are taught by God. In Baptism- God himself
comes to us and makes us his own. In preaching and teaching, God himself works in us. In the
Old Covenant, there were people who “knew God,” but not really. In the New Covenant, we
know him, love him, trust him, serve him, because he himself has revealed himself to us.

How can this be? How can God promise to be our God and that we are his people when we are
no better than the Israelites? We’re greedy too! We’re selfish too! Whatever evil lurked in the
hearts of Jeremiah’s people so that they devoured the poor, sacrificed human beings, lusted after
each other, that resides in our hearts too as we trust in money and success and slave over it, as we
lust after others, as we hate and despise fellow human beings. How can God promise to make us
his people?

“For I will forgive their wickedness



and will remember their sins no more.”

Think about that! You go to God, and you repent and say, “Lord, I’'m sorry for my sins. I’'m sorry
that I’ve broken your Law. Forgive my sin” and God says, “What sin? ” That’s what God is
promising! How? How can the God who is perfectly just and must punish the wicked, who
cannot forget evil, forgive the wicked and forget evil? How? On the night Jesus Christ was
betrayed, what did he say? “Take and drink, this is my blood of the New Covenant.” He was
referring to this passage. The New Covenant, the binding promise that God is making will be
established by Jesus, his Son, being torn apart and destroyed for our sins so we could be
forgiven. That’s God’s covenant. He will forgive, cherish, love, accept even the worst of sinners
because Jesus was punished instead- and he promised this more 500 years before it happened.

Why is this important? Because Satan has and continues to do everything in his power to trick
Christians into viewing God’s covenant like a contract. If he can do that, he wins. During the
Reformation- Christianity had turned into a contract- “God will bless you and let you into
Heaven if you buy this indulgence, if you confess enough, if you suffer enough either by going
into the monastery, or punishing yourself, and God used Luther and others like him to rediscover
this beautiful truth that he promised through Jeremiah- There is no “if.” The Gospel is that your
relationship with God is not based on a contract. God’s love for you, God’s saving you does not
depend on you. It doesn’t depend on how well you’ve loved him or how faithfully you’ve
listened to him. With almost everyone in life, there’s an “if.” If'you perform at your job, you’ll
get rewarded. “If” you are attractive enough, those people will want to be around you. “If”” you
offer something good, your boss, your followers, your professors, perhaps even your family
(hopefully not), will do good to you. That’s not how it is with God. Because Jesus was crucified
in our place, and has risen from the dead, there is no “if.” You are forgiven. You are chosen. You
are saved. That’s why we obey him! That’s how God writes his laws in our heart- the law of love
and sacrifice and patience and kindness and faithfulness, and covenant love for others. Because
God has made us his own. We are his, he is ours. No “if.”

“So when the devil throws your sins in your face and declares that you deserve death and hell,
tell him this: "I admit that I deserve death and hell, what of it? For I know One who suffered and
made satisfaction on my behalf. His name is Jesus Christ, Son of God, and where He is there |
shall be also!”” (Martin Luther)

That is God’s covenant to you. He cannot break it.

Amen.



