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Introducing …  March

THE NEW COVENANT IN JEREMIAH 31

It is one of the patterns of prophetic
scripture that God illuminates the
darkest days with His brightest
promises. So into the ‘sword and
famine and pestilence’ (Jer. 32:24
ESV) which spread throughout
Jerusalem under the Babylonian siege
came the glorious assurance of return,
a future day of restoration when
mourning would give way to joy and
the priests and people alike would be
satisfied with the abundance of God
(31:14).

The fullness of the prospect of
Jeremiah 31 was not fulfilled after 70
years when the remnant returned to
the city according to the decree of
Cyrus. The joy of their return was
tinged with sadness (Ezra 3:12-13),
and they came to reinstate the service
of God according to the Old
Covenant. The promise through
Jeremiah was of something altogether
new—a new covenant, by which the
houses of Israel and Judah would
unite in faithfulness as God’s people.
Markedly different from the covenant
given through Moses (31:32), this
new economy would be inscribed in
hearts and minds, intimately written
into the innermost parts of those
whose sins had been vanquished

forever.

The difference in this new covenant
was not in its source, for the Old
Covenant had also been written
down by God, His finger having
inscribed it into tablets of stone (Ex.
31:18). By reading and learning it,
the faithful Israelite would transpose
that word into his heart that he might
not sin against God. And yet as he
did so, the Old Covenant became his
accuser, ‘since through the law comes
knowledge of sin’ (Rom. 3:20). So it
became to him a ‘ministry of death …
of condemnation’ (2 Cor. 3:7,9).
How bright, then, the promise of a
new covenant fashioned upon grace!
No longer would the testimony of
God give rise to the knowledge of sin,
for, He said, ‘I will remember their
sin no more’ (Jer. 31:34). Instead, the
knowledge of sin would give way to
the knowledge of the Lord for
everyone ‘from the least of them to
the greatest’.

For Israel, this enjoyment of the
knowledge of God through the New
Covenant remains a promise, to be
fulfilled in the day they finally
recognise their Messiah. But for us
who now engage in service according
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to this covenant of grace (as the writer
to the Hebrews attests—Heb. 10:15-
17), we trace our portion to the one
who took up the cup of ‘the new
covenant in my blood’ (Luke 22:20);
a covenant ratified by the blood of
His atonement, and not of the letter
which kills, but of the Spirit who gives
life.

Drawing upon the words of
Jeremiah’s prophecy, Paul described
the Corinthians as ‘a letter from Christ
delivered by us, written not with ink
but with the Spirit of the living God,
not on tablets of stone but on tablets
of fleshly hearts’ (2 Cor. 3:1-3 ESV

mgn). Upon the heart and mind of
the spiritual man conceived in us at
the new birth, God has written the
terms of His new covenant. It is now
the work of the Spirit in us to inscribe
those words on our hearts of flesh, so
that what God has worked into us
might be worked out towards all
men. It is the Spirit’s purpose that, by
so doing, those around us may read
in the conduct of our lives private
correspondence from the Lord
Himself, and discover there the grace
of the New Covenant, recorded for
all to see in the human hearts of us
whose sins are forgiven.

 J.T.N.

From Study Groups . . .

THE FATHER OF ISRAEL AND GOD OF ALL FLESH 
(JEREMIAH 31-32)

From Aberdeen:  Jeremiah was imprisoned, but even so, God’s work was not
halted. The hand of God was shown when Jeremiah’s cousin Hanamel visited him
in the Jerusalem prison and thus enabled the Anathoth land purchase, which God
had directed Jeremiah to make (Jer. 32:8). This was a token of God’s word to
Jeremiah concerning a future day when the exiled seed of Israel would again take
possession of their land. The sealed and open title deeds were put inside a clay jar
in order to preserve the documents ‘for many days’. God’s message specified
‘many days’ (32:14), which surely points well beyond the seventy years of the
Babylonian exile and directs our minds to the coming reign of Christ on earth.
Perhaps this is an instance of a double fulfilment of Scripture [Comment 1].

Jeremiah endured the upheaval of his people being forced out of their own land.
Nevertheless in the midst of this disaster he called to mind the power of God:
‘there is nothing too hard for thee’ (Jer. 32:17 RV). God responds to Jeremiah’s



38

prayer in the form of a question: ‘Is there anything too hard for me?’ (32:27). We
can think of another instance of how God our Saviour is able to do exceedingly
above all that we ask or think, by recalling how Jesus challenged Philip with the
question: ‘Whence are we to buy bread, that these may eat? And this he said to
prove him: for he himself knew what he would do’ (John 5:6). Are there not
circumstances when we, as disciples, can be in seemingly uncertain predicaments
yet lay hold on the assurance that our Lord knows what He himself will do to
resolve our difficult situation?

James Johnson

From Aberkenfig:  Throughout the Old Testament God had made covenants with
man, only to be broken by man’s disobedience. God’s concern for man was
expressed in part by the divine covenants. The important characteristic, however,
was that they were not negotiated by equals, but were God-conceived and God-
imposed [Comment 2]. This is shown in the opening verses of chapter 31 where
God assures His people of five different aspects. He will: 
1) take them into a covenant relationship with Himself;
2) bring them out of Babylon as He had brought out their fathers from the slavery
of Egypt;
3) form them into a nation in their own land;
4) give them the desire and liberty to worship Him in Zion, and 
5) receive from them somewhat of the praise and glory that is due to Him.

God’s love will not diminish—rather it is an everlasting love with continuing
lovingkindness (Jer. 31:3; see also Deut. 7 and Hos. 11:4). On close examination
of verse 1, we find that verse 9 reveals the way that this restoration of Israel
(including Judah (30:4) and Ephraim (31:9) would take place. Every detail is
explicitly given as to God’s order in this restoration. God cannot change His
decrees, sovereignty or will (Num. 23:19; Mal. 3:6). What He has said will come
to pass; none can stay His hand.

The children of Israel were in captivity, but they were not forgotten by God, as
borne out in the later chapters of Isaiah, e.g. 44:21 and 45:3-7. So it is with us
today as individuals. ‘Who shall separate us from the love of Christ?’ (Rom. 8:31-
39), and as the hymn-writer expresses so well:

 ‘God’s love to us will never cease, unlimited it flows;
  As from an everlasting spring it faileth not, but grows’.

                                                                            (H.W. Waters)
The Field at Anathoth  Jeremiah was in prison, shut up in the court of the guard.
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Zedekiah, king of Judah, had taken offence at being told what was going to happen
both to Jerusalem and to himself. It may seem strange to us that Jeremiah was
instructed by God to purchase the field when God had said the whole land would
become waste at the hands of the Chaldeans (chapter 21). Jeremiah was reassured
that this indeed was the word of the Lord when Hanamel, his uncle’s son, came
and said, ‘Buy my field’, as the Lord had foretold (32:8). Why this field should be
purchased we are not told, apart from the fact that Jeremiah had the right of
redemption. We may also question the relatively small amount of money paid; but
we should be aware that money was said to be scarce at this time. The money was
weighed out and the transaction completed as required by the Law (one copy
sealed and one copy left open), left in the hands of Baruch (the scribe of Jeremiah)
before ‘all the Jews that sat in the court of the guard’, and to be kept in an earthen
vessel. Jeremiah was thus showing his trust in God, that although Jerusalem was
now under siege and the country was about to be laid waste, God would restore
the land in all aspects to its former state (v.15). Such was his reliance on the Lord
of Hosts, and his prayer (vv.17-25 RV) demonstrates this fully: ‘there is nothing too
hard for thee.’ As He had done in the past, by bringing forth His people from Egypt
with all signs and wonders, He would do so again: ‘make a new covenant with
them’, ‘be their God’, ‘forgive their iniquity, and their sin will I remember no more’
(31:33-34).

‘None can stay his hand, or say unto him, What doest thou?’ (Dan. 4:35). Such a
loving and forgiving God is ours, BUT, do we trust Him? We have been rescued
from eternal punishment, and are promised a home with Him in heaven through
the finished work of Calvary.’ ‘... the great, the mighty God, the LORD of hosts is his
name: great in counsel, and mighty in work ...’ (Jer. 32:18-19). ‘Behold, I am the
LORD, the God of all flesh: is there any thing too hard for me?’ (v.27).

Bill Patterson

From Belfast:  How did Jeremiah cope despite the siege?  In purchasing a field (Jer.
32:9) that was potentially already under the control of the Babylonians, you could
begin to think that Jeremiah had abandoned all hope in making such a reckless
decision. As Spurgeon says, ‘Now, this was a strange purchase for a rational man to
make. Prudence could not justify it; it was purchasing an estate which was utterly
valueless.’ Jeremiah bought the land when no one else would because he knew
that this was the word of the Lord (32:8). Jeremiah was to match his actions with
his words—if he really believed then he would have no hesitation in buying this
land. The preacher must believe what he preaches.
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The property purchase itself was strange, with the deal conducted from a prison.
The proper legal procedures were observed using deeds, copies of deeds, signed,
witnessed and stored in earthen vessels, as though the land were at peace. The
lesson of this property deal is that God will restore; and Jeremiah was at peace in
God’s word. Through revelation Jeremiah was sure that the Babylonians would
conquer Jerusalem and just as certain that God would restore.‘ To buy land
overrun by the world’s conqueror, and then to take elaborate care of the title
deeds was a striking affirmation, as solid as the silver that paid for it, that God
would bring His people back to their inheritance’ (F. D. Kidner).

‘By prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known
to God’ (Phil. 4:6 ESV). To be faithful in prayer one must not only pray in hard
times, but also maintain communion with God in prayer at all times. Jeremiah,
although acting in obedience to the word of God, still had his doubts (Jer. 32:25).
But he brought these to God in prayer rather than allowing them to swirl around in
his mind, trying to reason with himself. He prayed of the ‘sword, famine and
plague’ and of his doubts of buying the field. And see how our sovereign God
answered him directly, quoting the words that Jeremiah himself had used (Jer.
32:36,44). We note also verse 43: ‘Of which you are saying, “It is a desolation,
without man or beast...”’ and note that these words were not spoken in Jeremiah’s
prayer of 32:17-25, wondering if this was what was in his heart/mind [Comment
3]. 

Sean Johnston

From Buckhaven:  Differences between covenants  As with all God’s covenants
with men, the Sinai covenant was initiated by God, and all the terms of the
covenant were prescribed by Him. That covenant, however, was conditional upon
Israel’s strict observance of the moral and ceremonial laws given through Moses. It
was a covenant to which God intended them to pay far more than lip-service, but
which His people ultimately reduced to a set of rules; eventually, it appears that
only a few Old Covenant saints truly attempted to keep it in their hearts as God
intended. Time and again through His prophets, God contended with Israel and
Judah about their backsliding and their casual attitude to the keeping of His
covenant (Jer. 8:5; Hos. 4:6)—‘having a form of godliness, but having denied the
power thereof’ (2 Tim. 3:5 RV).

By contrast, this new covenant revealed to Jeremiah that “with that”—which God
promised to establish with Israel in a future day, would be written on their hearts
by God. He promised to forgive their iniquity and to remember their sins no more.
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These promises appear to be unconditional in the sense that there is no
requirement for an elaborate code of external law-keeping to be observed: the
emphasis is on what God is going to do to them and for them, not on what Israel
must do [Comment 4].

The New Covenant, which the Lord Jesus instituted on the night of the last
Passover which He kept with His disciples, was given to men who were all born-
again believers on Jesus Christ their Lord (Judas Iscariot having left the room).
Unlike the Old, this covenant was entirely conditional upon the perfection of their
Messiah, who had kept both the letter and the spirit of God’s law without falling
short in any way (as every saint or prophet prior to Him had done, no matter how
hard they tried). This is the one described by the angel Gabriel as: ‘holy, the Son of
God’ (Luke 1:35). He came to the cross as the Lamb of God’s providing, upon
whom God laid the iniquity of all Israel, and because of whose atoning death, their
sins could now and forever be put out of God’s remembrance. This is the basis of
the new covenant that God will make with Israel in a future day.

 After the rider on the white horse rescues Israel from the armies of ‘the beast
and the kings of the earth’ at Har-Magedon (Rev. 16:16; 19:11-21), ‘they shall
look unto him whom they have pierced’ (Zech. 12:10), and a nation will be born
again in a day (Is. 66:8). God will write His law on their hearts and ‘they shall all
know me, from the least of them unto the greatest of them’ (Jer. 31:34). This, we
believe, is how and when Jeremiah’s prophecy will be fulfilled. Israel will at last be
brought into New Covenant relationship with God, to enjoy all the blessings that
their Redeemer purchased for them and for us on Calvary’s cross.

Jo Johnson

From Cromer:   God loves His people Israel. They are His chosen people from the
time of Abraham. He loves them as a father loves a son, and no matter how they
failed over the years, they are more important to God than all the other nations of
the world. ‘I have loved you with an everlasting love. I have drawn you with loving-
kindness’ (Jer. 31:3 NIV).

Love and discipline  The Scripture says, ‘My son, do not despise the LORD’s
discipline and do not resent his rebuke, because the LORD disciplines those he
loves, as a father the son he delights in’ (Prov. 3:11-12). This was the pattern of
history with God’s people. Time and time again they rebelled as children can, and
then after the Lord’s discipline they would often repent and be restored.
Restoration of a son (or daughter) is a joyful experience, both for the one being
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restored and for the relieved and thankful parent. The prodigal son repented, and
his father received him back with joy because his father loved him and showed it. 

In church life, discipline may be necessary where there has been serious sin, but
it should always be with a view to repentance and restoration (2 Cor. 2:5-8). In
Jeremiah we see how the Lord is looking to the future restoration, not only of the
captives in Babylon, who returned after seventy years, but to a future time when all
the tribes of Israel—Judah, Benjamin and the ten tribes—will return to their
homeland. This is already happening in our time now, but will be true in the future
when the Lord Jesus Christ will reign over His people Israel and over the whole
earth.

John Parker

From Derby:  ‘And now, if ye really hearken to My voice, then ye have kept My
covenant, and been to Me a peculiar treasure more than all the peoples, for all the
earth is Mine; this was the people God had chosen for His inheritance’ (Ex. 19:5
Young’s Literal Translation). We notice the importance of obedience and
commitment. They were a people who would grow. Genesis 13:16 (RV) states, ‘I
will make thy seed as the dust of the earth: so that if a man can number the dust of
the earth, then shall thy seed also be numbered’; also Genesis 22:17: ‘in blessing I
will bless thee, and in multiplying I will multiply thy seed as the stars of the heaven,
and as the sand which is upon the sea shore’. In Genesis 15:5, the Lord confirmed
again that his seed would be thus, and the next verse is worthy of note: ‘and he
believed in the LORD; and he counted it to him for righteousness’.

In Exodus 1:12 we learn that, as the children of Israel multiplied, the Egyptians
were grieved (or ‘abhorred’, RVM). Strong’s Concordance (no. 6973) indicates that
the word means to feel a loathing, abhorrence or disgust. This was the effect the
Israelites had on their enemies. Had they loved and served Jehovah, victory would
have been theirs always [Comment 5]. God had taken them for His peculiar
treasure and we note that He will bring them through. ‘Behold, I will gather them
out of all the countries, whither I have driven them in mine anger, and in my fury,
and in great wrath; and I will bring them again unto this place, and I will cause
them to dwell safely’ (Jer. 32:37). The promise and the covenant made with
Abraham will be fulfilled; they are His elect people.

‘In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is
becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away’ (Heb. 8:13 ESV).
Many of the Jews in the early church knew the blessings and enjoyment of the
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New Covenant along with Gentiles. Surely this same covenant we are under today
will be the same for Jews in the future who accept Jesus is the Messiah. When the
Lord returns to the land of Israel and the unbelieving nation repents, Zechariah
12:10 confirms, ‘And I will pour upon the house of David, and upon the
inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace and of supplication; and they shall look
unto me whom they have pierced: and they shall mourn for him, as one mourneth
for his only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, as one that is in bitterness for his
firstborn.’ The New Covenant has been purchased by the Godhead. The Lord Jesus
is the Great High Priest who serves for all under the New Covenant and they are
His with His Father.

G.W. Conway

From Greenock:  Divine value in spite of failure?  God is love (1 John 4:8). This
unchanging truth we need to keep before us as we explore the relationship
between God and men. Despite Israel’s failings in their 40 years of wanderings in
the wilderness God still loves them (Deut. 23:5). God reiterates His constant love
to Jeremiah (Jer. 31:3).

Abraham believed God, and God counted that faith as righteousness (Gen. 15:6;
Rom. 4:9). This was before the rite of circumcision was given, and so was not
restricted to one nation but remains available to all. This is the basis of our standing
before God (Rom. 4:23-24). We believe in something unseen—the resurrection of
Jesus Christ—and so by faith are led into salvation.

A frequently heard piece of advice to the believer is to ‘keep short accounts with
God.’ Our failures occur every day, and we should confess them just as frequently
(Mat. 6:12). We have on record a few major failings of the new nation: we should
be thankful we cannot see our own record of failings! Those of us who have been
on the disciple pathway for many years have a longer catalogue of failures than the
newest convert, and should be more aware of them (John 8:9). When we do
review our failings, we are aware that we have not forgotten them. The bigger the
failure the more it remains in our mind and in the minds of others affected. We
can rejoice that God says, ‘Their sins and their iniquities will I remember no more’.
God is omniscient so He cannot forget, which is a very human failing, but He can
choose not to remember our faults (Heb. 10:17). He remembers that He loves us!

So we must not dwell on the negative events of our lives but focus, as instructed
by Philippians 4:8, on what meets the six criteria Paul gives us. That will help us to
see things from God’s perspective.          

          Steve Henderson
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From Halifax: Lamentation  As Rachel travailed and was in hard labour (Gen.
35:16-18), and as her soul was departing, she named her child Ben-oni, meaning
‘son of my sorrow’ (J. Strong). There, in the way to Ephrath, Jacob set a pillar upon
his dear Rachel’s grave (v.20). In Jeremiah we find the Lord, in a beautiful figure of
poetry, representing Rachel bitterly lamenting the loss of her children (Jer. 31:15).
Suitable to the occasion of the massacre of the children instigated by Herod,
Matthew applies Jeremiah’s poetical device to the slaughtered infants of Bethlehem
(Mat. 2:18). It is, however, heartbreaking to see that when Jerusalem fell,
Nebuzaradan collected the captives to Ramah, from where they were removed to
Babylon (Jer. 40:1). A time of sadness indeed; yet there was also hope. For the
Lord said: ‘Refrain thy voice from weeping, and thine eyes from tears: for thy work
shall be rewarded ... and they shall come again from the land of the enemy’ (31:16
KJV).

Redemption  It was on the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of
Zedekiah’s reign (2 Kin. 25:1; Jer. 39:1; 52:4; cp. Ezek. 24:1-2) that
Nebuchadnezzar and all his army came from Babylon, making a second expedition
against Jerusalem (see Josephus, Ant. X. vii. 4). During the siege, Pharaoh led his
army out of Egypt (Jer. 37:5) and hearing this, the Chaldeans left Jerusalem.
Meanwhile, Jeremiah left to go to the land of Benjamin (v.12), but was accused of
desertion to the enemy and subsequently imprisoned (v.16; 38:6). With victory
over the Egyptians, the Babylonian army returned to besieging Jerusalem. This,
according to Jeremiah 32:1-2, occurred in Zedekiah’s tenth year—the eighteenth
year of king Nebuchadnezzar—at which time Jeremiah ‘was shut up’. Jeremiah’s
message to Zedekiah was: ‘though ye fight with the Chaldeans, ye shall not
prosper’ (32:5). So, it seems strange that the Lord had instructed Jeremiah to
purchase land at Anathoth (v.7). Jeremiah’s cousin Hanamel asked him to buy the
field as kinsman, which he did for seventeen shekels of silver (v.9). The deeds were
placed in an enduring earthen vessel; the promise of the Lord of Hosts being:
‘Houses and fields and vineyards shall yet again be bought in this land’ (v.15 RV).
‘Observe’, C. I. Scofield says, ‘that Jeremiah was acting upon the principle of
Hebrews 11:1.’

Robert J. Butler

From Ibadan (Alawaye):  God doesn’t forget His promises and covenant with the
Israelites’ ancestors, namely Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. God is also merciful and
pitiful, as stated in Psalm 103:14-18. It is part of the nature of God to be merciful,
so God needs to protect His nature, image and name. Also, God’s gift and callings
are without repentance. God wants to use the Israelites as an example to the whole
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world, which equally explains the greatness of God’s love to us. God has sworn by
Himself and can never repent. God will never repay the evil deeds of man for evil,
though He will punish his misconducts. This is equally applicable to us as
Christians. It tells us about our eternal security. It is God who determines and
decides on that: the deeds of man have no effect. We are secured for life and so
were the Israelites (Jer. 33:25-26; John 10:27-30) [Comment 6].

 A difference between the Old Covenant and the New was that people could not
meet the requirements of the Old Covenant. The apostle James has said that
whoever keeps the whole law but violates one command, becomes guilty of all
(James 2:10-11). The Old Covenant is perfected in Christ Jesus and turns to a new
one. The New Covenant is the law of grace (Jer. 31:34). God said that He would
not remember the sin of His people any longer. Despite all the sins committed by
the Israelites, Balaam told Balak that God did not find sin in Jacob. This is a
statement of grace. Also, the first covenant led to death and was written on tablets
of stone, whereas the New Covenant is written on the tablets of our hearts: no man
shall tell another man to know God (Heb. 10:16). The Old Covenant can be called
a written constitution, whereas the new one is unwritten but perfect and a Spirit-
led constitution. The Old Covenant could not wash away the people’s sins, but
only covered them, while under the New we are washed from every guilt.

Samson Ogunleye

From Mount Forest:  The promise of a new covenant, made in Jeremiah 31 and
re-iterated in Hebrews 8, referred initially to ‘the house of Israel and the house of
Judah’. God will take up Israel again after the Rapture (e.g. Rev. 7:4), and there
will be millennial fulfilment of many promises to Israel, and these are eventually
subsumed within the New Covenant. Essentially, the New Covenant promised
initially to them was only made possible by the outworking of Christ’s sacrifice, and
Israel and Judah—although the first beneficiaries—are not its boundary lines, for
today it encompasses all the people of God (Rom. 11:25-32; Heb. 10:14-15; 1
Pet. 2:4-10).

To Israel, in Moses’ day, God made promises and imposed terms for their
fulfilment. It was not a ‘bilateral’ covenant in the sense that two parties made
demands of each other, nor even that Israel earned a divine obligation to bless
them by keeping God’s commands. God was sovereign in making the first
covenant, as He was in making the new (Ex. 33:19; Rom. 9:15-26).

The new one replaces the first, and since it is eternal (Heb. 13:20) it will not be
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replaced again. Hence, the initial distinction between the two covenants is
duration. God clarifies through Jeremiah (Jer. 31:31-34 and in Heb. 8:8-13) other
points of distinction:

1. His law is divinely put into the mind and heart, not on tablets of stone;
2. God will be their God and they will be His people (instead of casting them off

because of their failure to meet covenant obligations);
3. The people shall all know their God (by the Spirit: 2 Cor. 3:6), irrespective of

varying human standing;
4. By God’s mercy, forgiveness endures forever.

Jeremiah does not note them, but there are other vital distinctions between the
two covenants: (1) their inauguration and dedication, which is dramatically
highlighted in Hebrews 12:18-29. The contrast is between a physical setting for the
Old and a heavenly, spiritual one for the New. (2) For the New, there is no
gathering of the people on earth corresponding to Exodus 24:3 in which they
commit collectively to obedience; those receiving the promises of the New
Covenant now do so individually as they declare from the heart that Jesus is Lord
(Rom. 10:9-13) [see Comment 4].

All of these factors are changes for the better. Most occurrences of Greek kreitton
(‘better’) are in the book of Hebrews, and most of these are in relation to New
Covenant matters. But none mentions better obedience by the people! Indeed it
was human weakness that always constrained the old one (Rom. 8:2-3). He
required their obedience, which they pledged (Ex. 19:5-8; 24:3), and immediately
broke (Ex. 32:1) in a major way. From the outset, it was only by God’s mercy they
continued as His people, and the better covenant is obviously not simply a re-
imposition of conditions bound to result in failure.

It is impressive that Jeremiah was given the assurance of a new and better
covenant against the background of prolonged disobedience of the people,
reaching a climax necessitating their almost total destruction (e.g. Jer. 7:13-15).
Then again, in the days of the writing of Hebrews, the re-revealing of the better
covenant is laid against the backdrop of Christ crucified, the ultimate rejection of
God by His people (and vice versa), as Peter had so clearly and repeatedly stated
(Acts 2:36; 3:13-15; 4:10-12; 5:30-32), and Stephen likewise (Acts 7:51-53).

One clear lesson in all this is that the New Covenant is better only because of
amazing merciful divine initiative, justified by both love and the complete vicarious



47

fulfilment of all prior conditions by the covenant sacrifice, Christ (see e.g. Rom.
8:3,31-39). Hence the New Covenant promises are better (Heb. 8:6), like the hope
it provides (Heb. 7:19) in the drawing near to God by His New Covenant people;
and Christ is the mediator and guarantee—and really it is we who need a surety,
not the covenant promiser, God, who can never fail to meet His commitments
[Comment 7]!

Geoff Hydon

From Okorikpehre:  God’s first covenant with Israel and the one He will yet
establish with them  Exodus 24 takes us back to the beginning of the first covenant
that was written on tablets of stone. Israel entered a binding agreement with God
when they declared on that eventful day, ‘We will do everything the LORD has
said; we will obey’ (Ex. 24:8 NIV). It is doubtful from their actions afterward if
Israel understood the implications or gravity of their utterances. Some thought they
were sincere but attributed their backslidings to a failed human nature.

When asked what the greatest commandment was, the Lord Jesus summarized
the laws into two: one emphasized a vertical relationship with God, and the other
a horizontal relationship with neighbours. ‘“Love the Lord your God with all your
heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.” This is the first and greatest
commandment. And the second is like it: “Love your neighbour as yourself.”’ (Mat.
22:37-39). This was a very tall order for a fallen race. The Law demanded
perfection that was impossible for humanity to attain. No sooner had Israel pledged
loyalty and allegiance to keeping the covenant than they broke it (Deut. 9:7-29).

Jeremiah tells of a necessary second covenant with better promises that God
would make with Israel (Jer. 31:31; Heb. 8:8-13). We reckon this will find
fulfilment in the Millennium after the tribulation period (Jer. 30:7). The new, and
future covenant with Israel, will take the form of a national revival and repentance.
One important difference between the first and the second covenant is that the first
applies to Israel as a nation while the second, apart from Israel, has some bearing
on New Testament believers. Although the Jews were blind to recognizing the
coming of the Lord as the Messiah (Luke 19:41-44; Mat. 23:37), the Lord Jesus
paved the way for the new covenant in  the upper room when He stated, ‘This cup
is the new covenant in my blood, which is poured out for you’ (Luke 22:20).

Believers today are promised forgiveness of sins and transformation to Christ-
likeness through the Holy Spirit. While God’s standard of holiness is still high and
never diminished, the new covenant provides for ‘imputed righteousness’ that God
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recognizes. (Cp. Rom. 8:3).
Richard Owotorufa; Lawrence Onyokoko

From Podagatlapalli:  The Father of Israel and God of all flesh  Few portions of the
Old Testament express the love of God in a more moving way than these (Jer.
31:1-14). Here is unconditional love, expressed toward those who had nothing
lovable about them; its greatness shown by our distance! ‘The Lord has appeared
of old to me, saying: “Yes, I have loved you with an everlasting love; therefore with
loving kindness I have drawn you”’ (v.3 NKJV). Let us consider the road taken by
the Son of God to reach us. The love of the eternal God is an everlasting love. It is
His very nature (1 John 4:8,16), and every believer has been made personally the
object of this love from eternity.

To the touching cry of Jeremiah 3:4, the Lord responds: ‘They shall come with
weeping, and with supplications I will lead them. I will cause them to walk by the
rivers of waters, in a straight way in which they shall not stumble; for I am a Father
to Israel, and Ephraim is my firstborn’ (31:9). He will respond to the tears of His
people whom He had formerly ransomed ‘from the hand of one stronger than he’
(v.11), and He will gather them together as a shepherd would his flock.

These verses remind us of a blessed truth: God does not only love us, He also
showers us with visible blessings (as He will do for His people on the earth
according to the magnificent declarations of 31:7-14). In our darkest moments,
even when we, by our own failing, have lost the joy of communion with Him, He
never stops thinking of us [Comment 8].

The beautiful restoration of Israel announced in the first part of the chapter will
be preceded by bitter tears. The afflicted people can be seen in the picture of
Rachel, the wife of Jacob, weeping for her lost children. (As is often the case in
Scripture, verse 15 has already happened in part, when the little children were
massacred in Bethlehem: Mat. 2:18.) For this people it was a case of godly sorrow,
‘For godly sorrow produces repentance leading to salvation … but the sorrow of
the world produces death’ (2 Cor. 7:10). Jeremiah 31:18-20 show us that God
hears the expression of such sorrow. Listen to Ephraim telling his story. The divine
reproof was a good thing: it led to his conversion, together with true repentance.
His awareness of himself covered him with shame and confusion. He condemns his
bad and wild youth. Can each of us say the same thing? Let us listen equally then
to how God delights to call us ‘my dear son, a pleasant child’. Our confession
immediately meets with a personal and intimate witness of the eternal love, as well
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as the resources which go with it: ‘For I have satiated the weary soul, and I have
replenished every sorrowful soul’ (31:25).

Jeremiah announces not only sad events, but he also has good news for the
people. The days are coming, he says, when the Lord will re-establish the house of
Israel and that of Judah by virtue of a new covenant. The previous one had been
broken by the people. They had shown themselves to be incapable of living up to
their obligations as laid down in the Law. Now, God is no longer going to give this
Law to His own on tables of stone: He will place it within them (so that they will be
like the picture of the obedient Servant—Psalm 40:8).

B.V. Prasada Rao

From Ravulapalem:  A difference between the first covenant and the one that God
will yet establish is that ‘If you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all
nations you will be my treasured possession’, as the Lord said in Exodus 19:5
(NIV).

This Covenant became their constitution. Details of the Law were given in three
main places: at Sinai (Exodus and Leviticus), during the wilderness wanderings (in
Numbers) and on the plains of Moab (Deuteronomy). Because of the covenant, the
Israelites knew exactly what God required. They had a basis for trust and security
as a nation. It established Israel’s birth as a nation. God needed a pure people kept
separate (Ex. 19:5-6).

Later the prophets Hosea, Jeremiah and Ezekiel compared the Old Covenant to
marriage. The laws listed in detail were the formal expression of a love relationship
between God and His people. The New Covenant, however, would improve
generously on the Old, Jeremiah had said. God would plant those rules in their
hearts to obey (Jer. 31:33).

The New Covenant is far better than the Old. Paul amplified the contrast in 2
Corinthians 3:12-18. The New came in Christ. In Hebrews the word ‘copy’ is used
to describe the images of the Old Testament: Passover, feasts, sacrifices and other
priestly duties. They were mere shadows expressing the reality to come in Christ
Jesus.

Which is better? As always Hebrews stresses the advantages of living now rather
than in Old Testament times. Because of Christ’s work, sacrifices are no longer
necessary (Heb. 10:11-12) and God’s laws are now written in the hearts and
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minds, rather than a formal code (8:10). ‘It is finished’ Jesus cried on the cross, and
the writer of Hebrews describes how. Copies do have some value, but who would
prefer a copy to the real thing?

S. J. M. Edward

From Surulere:  What Israel means to God  God’s unrelenting love and boundless
care for Israel transcended the nation and its people. God’s dealings with Abraham
and the divine assurances which He avowed to him, exemplify the depth and
strength of His love for His friend Abraham, which became the signpost of His love
for his descendants, Israel: ‘I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and
make your name great; and you shall be a blessing. I will bless those who bless
you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you all the families of the earth
shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:1-3 NKJV).

God never relented in His love for Israel, their grievous and deliberate
transgressions notwithstanding; for He remembered His oath to Abraham and by
extension to the promised seed of Abraham, the Messiah, Christ Jesus: ‘For when
God made a promise to Abraham, because He could swear by no one greater, He
swore by Himself, saying, “Surely blessing I will bless you, and multiplying I will
multiply you”’ (Heb. 6:13-14). And at regular times, such as during the exile in
Babylon and when ungodly nations were the instruments of God’s punishment of
Israel’s sins, it was all enveloped in His unfathomable love and not capricious
anger.

The love of God for His people Israel is equalled only by the love He has for His
children through the redemptive work of Christ. It is indeed much deeper and
richer as His love for His Son, Jesus, is incomparable: ‘Blessed be the God and
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in
the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of
the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love, having
predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the
good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He made
us accepted in the Beloved’ (Eph. 1:3-6). This indeed is stupendous love.

Frederick F. Ntido

COMMENTS

1. (Aberdeen): While the primary application would apply to the the time after
exile with the people back in the land and ‘normal service resumed’ in terms of
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daily living embracing commercial transactions, there can be no doubt that such
conditions of ‘normal life’ like buying and selling property could well take place in
the Millennium when Israel will be elevated to a place of pre-eminence as the
head of the nations (Deut. 28: 10-13).
 R.B.F.

2. (Aberkenfig):  The covenants which God instituted with men were by no means
made between equals, and yet we value His condescension in the way they were
brought about. The covenant with Abram, which first promised the nation with
whom God entered into the Old Covenant, was ratified by the Lord causing the
smoking furnace and flaming torch to pass between the pieces of the animals
Abram had divided for that purpose (Gen. 15:7-21). The practice of parties passing
between the parts of slain animals was an ancient means of attesting contracts, as
they  acknowledged the solemnity of the transaction surrounded by the tokens of a
devoted life (see Jer. 34:18-19). How gracious that God, in giving His promise to
Abram, should attest it in such a  way as He did, causing fire to pass between the
animals that night, for Abram had nothing he could give in return to the Lord of all
the earth. And though the word of God was surely enough to assure of the truth of
the promise, yet for the sake of His servant (and the seed he would later bear, the
‘heirs of the promise’ of Heb. 6:17) He confirmed it with an oath (Heb. 6:13-18).

J.T.N.

3. (Belfast): The substance of prayer  It may well be that Jeremiah prayed more
than once about this matter. It’s not always easy to be at peace even after one
answer, if the situation raises a serious question. 

We note also the striking structure of the prophet’s prayer, surely habitual, else it
would not appear at such a troubled time. First comes address by the titles of
lordship and the eternal, unchanging character of Jehovah—‘Lord GOD’. Next is
rehearsal of God’s goodness and sovereignty in past dealings and care for His
people. Then comes a summary of the present situation. Finally comes the
immediate problem! Thus there is a progression from which the anxious saint
would be greatly helped to govern the troubled heart and mind. Meditation on the
greatness of our God is an excellent start, and no waste of time. Describing the
circumstances can then bring the trouble down to truer size. Always, meditation
and communion prepare us to recognise God’s answer—which in Jeremiah’s case
came without fail. This pattern may be seen also in the prayer of the church in
Jerusalem in Acts 4.

M.A.
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4. (Buckhaven and others):  The terms of the New Covenant  A number of
contributions this month conflate the blessings of personal salvation with the extent
of the New Covenant, drawing from this that the New Covenant imposes no
regulations upon men, since they have all been met in the person and work of the
Lord Jesus at Calvary. Yet this is not the force of Jeremiah’s own prophecy in
chapter 31, where the purpose of the New Covenant remains associated with a
people for God (Jer. 31:33; Heb. 8:10). The redemption of Israel by the blood of
the lamb was the means by which they came to Sinai, but it was their constitution
there as the people of God, avowed to obey the commandments they had
received, that brought them into covenant relationship with Him (Ex. 24:3-8).

So it is with the New Covenant. Personal salvation is surely a necessary pre-
condition to anyone being brought into the blessings of the New Covenant, but like
that which it replaced, the New Covenant is a covenant between God and His
people. Their place in it is conditional, as it was for Israel, upon obedience to the
regulations which God prescribes (Ex. 19:5; Heb. 9:1). This is made clear in 1
Peter 2, worded to reflect so closely the narrative of Exodus 19, where the
declaration to those sprinkled by His blood for obedience that they are God’s
people is prefaced by a warning against disobedience (1 Pet. 1:2; 2:8-10). Similarly
in the letter to the Hebrews, the glorious exposition of the better covenant is
punctuated by warnings against falling away (Heb. 2:1-4; 4:11-13; 6:4-8; 10:26-
31). The purpose of the New Covenant is not answered in the saving of individual
souls, wonderful and essential though that is in the purposes of God. It is answered
in those redeemed souls being gathered together according to His will, for
obedience to God as His covenant people on earth, engaged in the service of His
house.

J.T.N.

5. (Derby):  We note, however, that Israel while in Egypt had not yet been given
the Law, and that the Egyptians were selfishly afraid of the increasing numbers of
these non-natives, so we should not readily deduce that Israel were failing to
honour God. 

M.A.

6. (Ibadan (Alawaye):  The eternal security of our salvation is personal to each one
of us and rests on the eternal value of the work of the cross. The words spoken of
Israel in Jeremiah 33:25-26 refer to God’s covenant with the nation, as the
offspring of Jacob, rather than to specific Israelites individually.
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7. (Mount Forest):  The role which the Lord Jesus fulfils as the surety of the better
covenant is linked to His office as high priest. The Old Covenant also had a surety,
as Aaron (and his successors) was required to ‘bear iniquity connected with the
sanctuary’ (Num. 18:1). This role as surety was expressed in the golden plate worn
upon the high priest’s headdress (Ex. 28:38) and graphically illustrated in the
disastrous sin offering of Leviticus 10 where the failings of Eleazar and Ithamar were
seen to fall upon Aaron himself (Lev. 10:16-20; ‘… such things as these have
happened to me!’) In the New Covenant, the surety on whom we rely in our
drawing near is far superior, of course, as the Lord Jesus Himself, as great Priest
over the house of God, is the guarantor of our acceptance as a people before God
(Heb. 7:22,25).      J.T.N.

It is grace that (provides imputed righteousness to all believers individually, in
Christ, (Rom 3:21-22) and this compares and contrasts with the imputed sin to all
in Adam ( 5:12-14). And thus grace reigns through righteousness rather than sin
reigning in death (5:21), laying a basis for individual sanctification. There is no
mention of these themes in the new-covenant teaching of Hebrews and 1 Peter 2:
2 which deals with the sanctification of  gathered-together people for service and
worship. 

P.D.

8. (Podagatlapalli):  God as Father of His people  In the phased unfolding of divine
revelation through Scripture, we see this theme first grasped by Isaiah 63:16— ‘For
you are our Father, though Abraham does not know us, and Israel does not
acknowledge us; you, O LORD, are our Father, our Redeemer from of old is your
name.’ Note the association with redemption: the Father cares enough for His sons
to spend heavily in buying them back from the enemy. Again, in Isaiah 64:8, the
Father has the right to form His creature: But now, O LORD, you are our Father; we
are the clay, and you are our potter; we are all the work of your hand.’ In both
passages is taught the unchanging character of Eternal God, which should be
reflected in our constancy. After Jeremiah’s mention, the theme recurs in Malachi
2:10—‘Have we not all one Father? Has not one God created us? Why then are
we faithless to one another, profaning the covenant of our fathers?’ Sons of such a
Father ought to reflect His good character. This theme is taken up again in
Galatians 3:24-27, a passage that primarily concerns behaviour as responsible sons
who should rise above human barriers of race, status or gender; and Galatians 4:6,
where spiritual sons of God are prompted by the Spirit to cry ‘Abba Father’—that is
to know the Father more intimately, and to remember dependence on Him. 

M.A.


