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Jeremiah 31:27-40 “The New Covenant: from Weeping to Joy, Part 2” December 13, 2015 

 

Introduction: “Behold, the Days Are Coming, Declares the LORD”  
 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 is one of the most famous passages in the OT. 

 As such it requires us to slow down a bit and reflect on what it is doing  

 

What does it mean that God will make a “new covenant”? 

  

Hebrews 8 explains this – so I'd like you to turn over and hear how Hebrews says this. 

 [Read Hebrews 8] 

 

There was a problem with the first covenant. 

 It wasn't a problem of content. 

 It was a problem of the heart. 

 

God has promised that he will restore the fortunes of Israel - 

 he will bring the captives back  

  and unite Israel and Judah again under the throne of David. 

 

But there's a problem. 

 What guarantee do we have that next time it will be different? 

  So what if God restores Israel? 

  What will make next time different from last time? 

 

 The difference is that God will change our hearts! 

 

This is what the new covenant is all about! 

 Three times the LORD says “Behold, the days are coming”  

  (v27, v31, and v38). 

 And there is a pattern to these three statements that follows from part one (verses 1-26): 

  “First, I will build up and plant” (the first theme of 31:1-14), 

  “Second, I will make a new covenant” (using the theme of 31:15-22)  

  and “Third, the city shall be rebuilt”(using the theme of 31:23-26) 

 

In one sense, all of this “new covenant” language is simply drawing on and fulfilling 

 the first covenant - 

  because the difference between the new covenant and the old covenant 

   is not really a difference in content  

   but a difference in power and glory. 

 

1. First, I Will Build Up and Plant – the Promised Seed (v27-30) 

27 “Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when I will sow the house of Israel and the 

house of Judah with the seed of man and the seed of beast.   

 

First, God says that he will “sow the house of Israel and the house of Judah 
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 with the seed of man and the seed of beast.” (v27) 

 

We saw last time that the focus of the first part of Jeremiah 31  

 was on the northern kingdom of Israel: 

  the names of Ephraim, Samaria, Rachel, and Israel all have this focus. 

 And Jeremiah says that the northern kingdom will return to Zion to the LORD their God. 

 

In the same way, the opening chapters of the book of Jeremiah  

 had started with the destruction of the northern kingdom, 

  and then moved to the destruction of Judah, before focusing on Jerusalem. 

 Even so, now the book of consolation has the same movement. 

 

 Verse 27 is the hinge that draws together Israel and Judah 

  as God promises that he will once again so the seed of man and beast 

   in the house of Israel and in the house of Judah. 

 

And again, in verse 28, we see the language of Jeremiah 1 – God's call on the prophet - 

 

28 And it shall come to pass that as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to 

overthrow, destroy, and bring harm, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, declares the 

LORD. 

 

God now promises that “the days are coming” when he will build and plant. 

  

Back in chapter 1, after issuing his call to Jeremiah, 

 the LORD had asked Jeremiah “what do you see?” 

  And Jeremiah replied “an almond branch” - 

  and the LORD said, “You have seen well,  

   for I am watching over my word to perform it.” 

 (There is a play on words in Hebrew between “almond branch” and “watching over.”) 

 

Now that same verb comes back again, 

 as the LORD says that even as he watched over them to pluck up and break down, 

 to overthrow, destroy, and bring evil, 

  so also he will watch over them to build and to plant. 

 

Why does bad stuff happen? 

 Because the LORD watches over you to pluck up and to break down. 

Why does good stuff happen? 

 Because the LORD watches over you to build up and to plant. 

 

And don't just blame your parents for all the bad stuff! 

 

29 In those days they shall no longer say: 

“‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, 

    and the children's teeth are set on edge.’ 
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30 But everyone shall die for his own iniquity. Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be 

set on edge. 

 

“In those days” - in the days when the LORD restores the houses of Israel and Judah - 

 at that time this proverb will no longer be spoken. 

 

Don't blame your parents for the bad stuff that happens to you! 

 

Ezekiel probably heard this sermon as a boy in Jerusalem, 

 and later developed the theme in Ezekiel 18. 

Ezekiel takes a whole chapter to work out the implications of these two verses! 

 

The central point is that everyone will die for his own iniquity. 

 Don't blame your parents for your problems. 

 You will die for your own sin! 

 

But if everyone will die for his own sin,  

 then we are all dead! 

 

Because the history of God's covenant people has demonstrated  

 that God's people are covenant breakers! 

 

And that's why we have verses 31-37: 

 

2. Second, I Will Make a New Covenant (v31-37) 
 a. NOT Like the Broken Covenant of Sinai (v31-32) 

31 “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, 32 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on 

the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that 

they broke, though I was their husband, declares the LORD. 

 

This passage is quoted in Hebrews 8 

 as the conclusive evidence that the new covenant is better than the old covenant. 

 

But one of the central points of Jeremiah 31 

 is that the old covenant – the covenant at Sinai –  

  had failed. 

After all, 

 if God needs to make a new covenant, 

  then there must be something wrong with the old covenant. 

 Hebrews explains that the old covenant could not bring us near to God. 

  The old covenant had a high priest who entered on behalf of the people, 

   but he could only bring the people symbolically. 

 The new covenant, we are told, is "not like the covenant I made with their fathers." 

 

God made a covenant with Israel, 
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 and gave to Israel a law. 

But Israel "did not continue in my covenant." 

 Israel rebelled time after time. 

  The old covenant could not bring the people into their full inheritance. 

  The old covenant gave Israel a shadow of the inheritance- 

   the old covenant gave Israel an external statement of the law, 

    but it did not write the law on their hearts. 

 The old covenant also resulted in the covenant curse. 

  God had warned Israel that if they rebelled against him, 

   he would do to them all that he had done to Egypt (Dt. 27-30). 

 

 And that's precisely what the rest of Jeremiah has been telling us! 

 

But it is important for us to see that the new covenant is still a covenant with Israel and Judah. 

 It is not as though God sets aside Israel in order to make a covenant with the church. 

 After all, the new covenant is a covenant  

  “with the house of Israel and the house of Judah.” 

 

God never sets Israel aside! 

 Think of Paul's image in Romans 11 of the olive tree. 

  The olive tree is an Abrahamic olive tree. 

  The olive tree is Israel. 

 Gentiles are grafted in to Israel – the olive tree. 

 Jews who refuse to repent and believe in Jesus are cut off from the olive tree. 

 

 The modern state of Israel is not a renewal of the olive tree. 

 The modern state of Israel consists of a bunch of dead branches lying on the ground. 

 

But we can see this better when we look at the new covenant itself. 

 In verses 33-34, God says exactly what this new covenant is: 

 

 b. The New Covenant: Law and Forgiveness (v33-34) 

 33 For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares 

the LORD: I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their 

God, and they shall be my people. 34 And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each 

his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the 

greatest, declares the LORD. For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no 

more.” 

 

We have seen in the first half of chapter 31 

 that Ephraim needs for God to turn him, so that he might turn. 

 

And now God says that this is precisely what he will do. 

 The covenant at Sinai has been broken. 

 Israel has failed. 

 And there is no way for Israel to repair the broken covenant. 
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So God himself will do two things: 

 first, write the law on their hearts, so that they all know the LORD, 

 and second, forgive their iniquity and remember their sin no more. 

 

This is why we need to review Israel's covenant history! 

 

What happened? 

 Exodus 19-24 tells the story of God's covenant at Sinai. 

  Even while Israel was at Sinai they broke the covenant, 

   in the episode with the golden calf. 

   

But then, in Deuteronomy 29:1, we hear: 

 “These are the words of the covenant  

  that the LORD commanded Moses to make with the people of Israel  

   in the land of Moab,  

  besides the covenant that he had made with them at Horeb.” 

 

 In other words, there are two Mosaic Covenants. 

  There is the covenant at Mt Sinai (or Horeb) in Exodus, 

   and then there is the covenant on the plains of Moab in Deuteronomy. 

  The covenant at Moab is not exactly the same as the the covenant at Sinai. 

 

 So, on the plains of Moab, the LORD makes a covenant with Israel 

   

And on the plains of Moab, the LORD told Israel that they would break this covenant. 

 And if they broke this covenant, Moses warned that God would destroy them, 

  turn the land into another Sodom and Gomorrah, 

  and drive them all into exile. 

 

 But then, if they would repent and return to the LORD, 

  the LORD would circumcise their hearts – and the hearts of their children, 

   and renew the fruit of the womb,  

    and the fruit of the cattle, and of the ground. 

 

In other words, the promise of the New Covenant 

 is as old as the first covenant! 

 

Indeed, one could argue that the covenant on the plains of Moab  

 is already a revelation of the new covenant! 

 

Even in Moses's day, Israel needed to know that the way to glory is the way of the cross. 

 

 Because in Deuteronomy 30:11-14, Moses says, 

  “For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, 

   neither is it far off. 
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  It is not in heaven that you should say,  

   'who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it to us,  

    that we may hear it and do it?' 

  Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say,  

   'Who will go over the sea for us and bring it to us,  

    that we may hear it and do it?' 

  But the word is very near you. 

   It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.” 

 

In Deuteronomy 30, Moses said that the law “is in your mouth and in your heart, 

 so that you can do it” - 

  but then when you look at Israel's history, 

 that's not what happens! 

 

The problem with Israel is that the Law is not written on their hearts! 

 What is written on their hearts? 

 Jeremiah had spoken of this back in chapter 17, verse 1: 

  “The sin of Judah is written with a pen of iron;  

   with a point of diamond it is engraved on the tablet of their heart...” 

 

 As we've seen repeatedly, the kidneys are the seat of the affections in the OT. 

 The heart is the seat of thinking and willing. 

 

 When God writes his law upon the heart of Israel, 

  that will mean not just that they “know” intellectually what God requires, 

  but also that they are able to will and to do what God requires! 

 

Think of Augustine's fourfold state: 

 1) In the Garden, Adam was good, but he was “able to sin.” 

 2) After the fall, we are sinners – and we are “not able not to sin.” 

 3) In Christ, we are now holy – and we are “able not to sin” (though we still do sin). 

 4) In Glory, we will finally be “not able to sin.” 

 

The point of the New Covenant – the point of having the Law written on our hearts - 

 is that we are “able not to sin.” 

 

As our shorter catechism puts it so nicely, 

 “effectual calling is the work of God's Spirit,  

  whereby convincing us of our sin and misery, 

   enlightening our minds in the knowledge of Christ, 

   and renewing our wills, 

  he does persuade and enable us to embrace Jesus Christ, 

   freely offered to us in the gospel.” 

 

Enlightening the mind and renewing the will is really what “writing the law upon the heart” 

 is all about. 
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Was that true in the Old Testament? 

 Yes, sort of! 

 Yes, God did effectually call people to himself by his Spirit in the OT. 

 But until the Word became flesh - 

  until the word literally inscribed himself on humanity - 

  humanity remained largely under the dominion of sin and death. 

 

Now, as for content, 

 the content of the old covenant and the content of the new covenant is the same. 

 

After all, God says: 

 “I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.” 

  The Torah that was revealed at Sinai  

   will remain the law of the covenant. 

 Think about how Paul talks about the law in 1 Timothy 1:8-10, 

  “Now we know that the law is good, if one uses it lawfully, 

   understanding this,  

  that the law is not laid down for the just but for the lawless and disobedient”   

 

 [And then Paul follows the general order of the Ten Comamndments in his description:] 

  “for the ungodly and sinners [terms used to refer to idolaters], 

   for the unholy and profane [think of the 3
rd

 and 4
th

 commandments] 

   for those who strike their fathers and mothers, 

   for murderers, 

   the sexually immoral, men who practice homosexuality, 

   enslavers, 

   liars, perjurers, and whatever else is contrary to sound doctrine.” 

 

 When the Law of God is written on your heart, 

  you no longer need statutes and rules because the law itself  

   is written on your heart. 

 

 And the Law of God is not a statute-based law. 

  After all, Jesus taught us that all the Law and the Prophets can be summed up: 

   “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul,  

    with all your mind, and with all your strength. 

   This is the first and great commandment. 

   And the second is like it – love your neighbor as yourself.” 

 

  The one who loves has fulfilled the law – John tells us. 

 

 But the content of what love is must be defined by what God has said. 

  We don't get to decide what it means to love God and neighbor. 

  God tells us what it means to love him – and one another! 
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As the LORD says through Jeremiah: 

 

And I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  

 

 The substance of the covenant is the same. 

 This is what God promised to Abraham – and renewed in his covenant with Israel. 

   

 “I will be their God and they shall be my people.” 

 

 This is not only the promise to Abraham - 

  but it is also the fulfillment of all history – in Revelation 21:3 

   “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. 

    He will dwell with them, and they will be his people,  

     and God himself will be with them as their God.” 

  

And in this one people of God, there will be social diversity:  

 “from the least of them to the greatest” implies that there are “least”  

  and there are “greatest” in the people of God. 

 But when it comes to knowing the LORD there is no rank or grade. 

 

34 And no longer shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the 

LORD,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the LORD.  

 

Often we think of this in terms of the new covenant's universal access to God - 

 and there is a measure of truth in this 

  (certainly we all have direct access to God through Jesus Christ). 

 

But the point of verse 34 is the reversal of the problem in Israel. 

 

In chapter 6 and again in chapter 8, 

 Jeremiah had spoken of how all the people – from least to greatest - 

  were characterized by greed, deceit, and rebellion against God. 

 Now, from least to greatest – all will know God! 

 

And when you know God you cannot help but live according to that knowledge. 

 It is a knowledge that not only informs the mind, 

  but it also renews the will so that we choose and do that which is right. 

 

And all of this is rooted in the final clause of verse 34: 

 

For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.” 

 

All of the previous clauses were connected by “and.” 

 The final clause is connected by the word “kiy” - which means “for” or “because.” 

 

 And this truly is the “key” to the new covenant! 
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For I will forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 

 

God promises that he will not remember our sins. 

 What does that mean? 

 Obviously, it's not that God has a faulty memory! 

  

 When God says that he will not remember your sin 

  he is saying that he will not hold them against you any longer. 

  

And why will God not remember your sin? 

 Because God himself will do something about it. 

 Jeremiah doesn't know all the details yet, 

  but we know that Jesus has paid for all your sins with his precious blood. 

 It is the once-for-all work of Jesus that is the center of this forgiveness. 

  The perfect sacrifice has been offered. 

  The new covenant has been established in his blood. 

 THEREFORE, your sins are forgiven. 

 

And because your sins are forgiven, 

 therefore you all – from least to greatest – know the Lord. 

 

The "for" in verse 34 demonstrates that verse 34 is actually the foundation for verse 33. 

 Why do you all know the Lord? 

 Because your sins have been forgiven. 

 

If you are in Christ, then God has written his law on your heart.  

 He has forgiven your sins and brought you near to himself. 

 

And then, in verses 35-37 God swears a double oath in order to confirm his covenant. 

 Each part of the oath includes both a “thus says the LORD” (v35 and v37) 

  and a “declares the LORD” (v36 and v37) 

 

 c. The Double Oath Confirming the Covenant (v35-37) 

35 Thus says the LORD, 

who gives the sun for light by day 

    and the fixed order of the moon and the stars for light by night, 

who stirs up the sea so that its waves roar— 

    the LORD of hosts is his name: 

36 “If this fixed order departs 

    from before me, declares the LORD, 

then shall the offspring of Israel cease 

    from being a nation before me forever.” 

 

First, God appeals to the fixed order of the sun, moon, and stars. 

 In the beginning God had created the sun, moon, and stars 
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  in order to be “for signs and for seasons, for days and for years.” (Gen 1:14) 

  

The fixed order of the sun, moon, and stars  

 is a sure witness that God will do what he has promised. 

 

When you begin to doubt whether God will fulfill his word that he has revealed in the scriptures, 

 just look up at the sun, moon, and stars. 

 

When the stars cease to shine, and the moon disappears, 

 then you can doubt that the LORD will do what he promises! 

 

Until then, you know that the offspring of Israel will continue as a nation - 

 as a people-group forever! 

 

Again, God has not “replaced” Israel with the Gentiles. 

 Rather, God has grafted the Gentiles into Israel, 

  so that all nations might be blessed in Abraham. 

 

And the second oath is similar: 

 

37 Thus says the LORD: 

“If the heavens above can be measured, 

    and the foundations of the earth below can be explored, 

then I will cast off all the offspring of Israel 

    for all that they have done, 

declares the LORD.” 

 

Modern astronomy is trying to measure the heavens! 

 But the more we see, the more we realize is out there! 

And I rather doubt that we will ever be able to design an instrument 

 that can survive the heat and pressure in the foundations of the earth! 

 

But of course, Jeremiah is not speaking in modern scientific language! 

 He is saying that  

 

 

But I want you think about the way in which these two oaths help us think about science! 

 The first oath tells us that there is an order – a pattern – to the way God made things. 

  There is a “fixed order.” 

 We can study and learn about the created order - 

  and as we do, we will learn about the God who made these promises to Israel. 

  

 The second oath, however, reminds us  

  that we can never come to an exhaustive knowledge of creation. 

 The God who made all things is infinite, eternal, and unchangeable 

  in his being, wisdom, power, holiness, justice, goodness, and truth. 
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 Therefore, the world that he made reflects him. 

  We should not expect to come to an exhaustive knowledge of creation 

   because we know that we will never come  

    to an exhaustive knowledge of the Creator. 

  

 We can know things truly (because there is a fixed order) 

  – but we will never know everything about anything (because God is infinite). 

 

But the point of both parts of this double oath is precisely the same: 

 God will never cast off all the offspring of Israel because of their sin. 

 

 God may destroy other nations utterly and wipe the memory of them from the earth. 

 But he will never destroy Israel completely. 

  He will be faithful to his promises to Abraham, to Israel, and to David. 

 

And that sets up the third comment about “the days are coming”! 

 

3. Third, the City Shall Be Rebuilt – the Promised Land (v38-40) 

38 “Behold, the days are coming, declares the LORD, when the city shall be rebuilt for the LORD  

 

The Promise of the New Covenant (verses 31-37) 

 is sandwiched in between a promise about the Seed (verses 27-30) 

 and a promise about the Land (verses 38-40). 

 

And this is why I emphasized the point about the restoration of Israel and Judah 

 (northern kingdom and southern kingdom) in the first part of chapter 31, 

  because even as Jeremiah 1-10 moved from Israel to Judah to Jerusalem, 

   so also does Jeremiah 30-31! 

 

The days are coming when the city shall be rebuilt for the LORD. 

 Jerusalem shall be re-established. 

  

 And Jeremiah gets really specific: 

from the Tower of Hananel to the Corner Gate. 39 And the measuring line shall go out farther, 

straight to the hill Gareb, and shall then turn to Goah.  

 

These are particular places – landmarks that all Judah would know. 

 

And Jeremiah goes a step further in verse 40: 

 

40 The whole valley of the dead bodies and the ashes, and all the fields as far as the brook 

Kidron, to the corner of the Horse Gate toward the east, shall be sacred to the LORD. It shall not 

be plucked up or overthrown anymore forever.” 

 

Jeremiah had spoken in gruesome detail of the devastation that would come upon Jerusalem. 
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 But now Jeremiah says that the very valley of dead bodies (7:31-32) 

  will be sacred to the LORD. 

 It shall not be plucked up or overthrown anymore forever. 

 

What does Jeremiah mean? 

 Certainly he cannot be referring to what would happen 70 years later! 

 Jerusalem was definitely overthrown many times! 

 Most catastrophically in 70 AD! 

 

It's not clear that Jeremiah understood all that he was saying - 

 though as we saw two weeks ago, the Lord himself warned Jeremiah, 

  “In the latter days you will understand this.” (30:24) 

 

There are three horizons – three “fulfillments” - of Jeremiah's prophecies of restoration: 

 what happened 70 years later, when the Persians allowed the Jews to go home; 

 what happened in the incarnation and resurrection of Jesus; 

 and what will happen in the final coming of Jesus to judge the living and the dead. 

 

Yes, the holy city will be rebuilt – and it will never be destroyed. 

 Ezekiel (who was only a few years younger than Jeremiah) 

  certainly seems to have understood Jeremiah this way. 

 After all, when Ezekiel lays out his vision of the glorious new temple, 

  he sees the temple on a great mountain in the midst of the land - 

  in a location where there are no great mountains! 

 

 Because the mountain of the LORD will be established only in the resurrection of Jesus. 

 

Jeremiah told us that in the latter days God would make a new covenant. 

 And so, when Jesus said, 

  “this cup is the new covenant in my blood,  

   which is given for the forgiveness of sins” 

  Jesus was claiming that he was the fulfillment of Jeremiah's prophecy. 

 

 And therefore, we see the fulfillment of Jeremiah's words in Matthew 16 - 

  when Jesus says that “the gates of hell will not prevail against my church” 

 

And notice that Jeremiah makes no reference to the temple - 

 because as Revelation puts it, the New Jerusalem has no need of a temple 

  because the Lamb is there. 

 Where God himself is present in the flesh, there is no need of a temple! 

 

Come quickly, Lord Jesus! 


