
Pentecost 22 

As you can see, I am suggesting that today’s sermon can be called ‘Jeremiah’s radical idea’.  

In this short, very famous passage of Scripture, Jeremiah provides a critique of the old covenant and 

suggests something radically different. The Old covenant was that way of living in which life and life 

in community was based on law and rules. This new way, he suggests would be based on the fact 

that people within their own selves, within their own heart, automatically – without any external 

command and then threat of sanction if you did not follow that command – would live the way of 

the Lord, the way of Yahweh.  The new covenant, as he calls it, is in your heart. In short, with your 

whole person you just live and relate to God. Such a life is based on faith and trust.   

Let us hear Jeremiah’s radical idea again: 

 The days are surely coming says the Lord. 

Of course these days are coming – because the Jewish people then, the people whom 

Jeremiah is addressing, were not there yet. It would be in the future. Jeremiah has just 

finished excoriating them for failing to follow the old covenant – the law of Moses; and they 

were now paying the consequences. Exile to Babylon. Destruction of Jerusalem. The works! 

However, Jeremiah is not all gloom and doom. Indeed, this is one of the passages that form 

Jeremiah’s so called “Book of Consolation”. He offers hope . . .  the days are surely coming. 

The day is coming, some day in the future, when you will be through all of this this, through 

this catastrophe. And there will be then a different possibility, a different way of living and 

relating with God.  

Indeed, Christians have seen that those days actually came, came to pass – with the coming 

of Jesus. Jeremiah’s promise that the days are surely coming – is seen to be fulfilled in Christ. 

Christ offers a different way of relating to God – it is about faith, belief in him. Faith that 

Christ restores that relationship with God . .  and not about our works, and strict observance 

of the law. But wait I am getting a little ahead of myself.  

The days are surely coming says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house 

of Israel and the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant that I made with their 

ancestors when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt – a 

covenant they broke, though I was their husband says the Lord. 

Here is the essential message of Jeremiah – you broke the covenant – the law of Moses, 

after God had granted to them freedom from bondage in Egypt. This approach did not work 

– and perhaps it is useful to reflect on why such structure may not work. Yes, it didn’t work 

because the Children of Israel were disobedient; but perhaps the law model, or a works 

based relationship with God may not have worked. Here they were in the midst of an 

unfolding disaster  - the very foundation of their life, culture and there way of being was 

being swept away. Was there another way, Jeremiah muses.  

Yes, says Jeremiah. He goes on. 

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says 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.  

And just a little later he adds: 



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

Well there you have it, a new covenant.  It is what Christians, in terms of our scriptures call the New 

Covenant or New Testament. That is, an account of how in Jesus, more particularly, with faith in 

Jesus – you will have something within your heart – you have the will of God implanted within you.  

Or perhaps we might say – the spirit of Christ will be with you. Indeed, you will be forgiven and the 

Lord will remember your sin no more.  Your relationship with God will be restored and renewed. . .  

and be life giving. 

These are obvious core beliefs of Christianity, but why would Jeremiah see that this old covenant 

had failed; and what were the virtues of this new covenant? 

As I said, I think Jeremiah is suggesting that there was something more than just the Children of 

Israel were morally corrupt and had broken the Law of God – say the 10 commandments; they were 

well – naughty. In addition, the whole structure of a rule based religion and nation had gone 

haywire. There was something inherently problematical about building our relationship with one 

another and with God just on rules. And Jesus saw that too. Jesus in his dealing with the scribes and 

the Pharisees – the religious lawyers of his time, saw them being a problem. Life got skewed with 

such a structure and system. Indeed, it is one of the main themes of Christ’s ministry, this strident 

criticism of the religious lawyers of his time. Woe to you lawyers – you just create burdens for 

people. To what end? There just had to be a different way of relating with each other and with God. 

Now I am not advocating an abandonment of the rule of law – or say, a whole scale abandonment of 

something like the ten commandments. Nor at the end of the day do I think was Jesus – or say the 

apostle Paul, who was also very critical of the role of law within Jewish society. But who of us has 

not been at some point been frustrated by a particular rule or regulation which you in your heart of 

hearts does not achieve its desired outcome (say to supposedly keep you safe), but basically just 

keeps someone in their job as the safety officer, or compliance officer, or building inspector, or tax 

office staff, or perhaps even Synod staff person dealing with risk management. It just gives the 

opportunity for someone to lord it over you, without achieving the rules objectives. 

I understand one in 13 Australian jobs are in the compliance industry; yes, it is an industry! And if 

you are not enforcing rules and regulations, and making sure people comply – the rest of us can 

spend a good part of your otherwise productive day, making sure you have ticked the right boxes 

and said the right thing in policy or procedure that covers your area of work. It would seem when 

our society hits a snag, when people are caught out for not doing the right thing, a perceived 

avoidable incident occurs – or perhaps even an inevitable incident occurs – a new set of laws and 

compliance requirements are put in place. It might relate to historic buildings, or safety, or the care 

for vulnerable people, or our current concern over terrorism, or how long we should park a car  - 

whatever – the solution is a law, regulation and a new compliance regime. And does it work?  - well 

probably yes, a bit. They are probably good sensible standards. So we do have safer cars and planes 

and consumer products for example. But have we not also not lost something, or needlessly invested 

in a compliance regime which was never going to succeed because you are trying to address a 

problem which is fundamentally caused by human sinfulness. Or make compliance to some rule an 

end itself. Or diminished our freedom, by giving certain people power over our lives. At every turn 

our politicians seek to stamp out the offending behaviour with harsher and harsher penalties and of 

course more and more gaols.   

They look like they have done something; and at least we have someone to blame. 



The new covenant is not about more and more, better laws or more law enforcers – but a change of 

heart from within. Transformed lives not through fear of being caught out – but because people 

actually want to live differently. You live and do things – not because you are forced to do it – under 

threat of punishment. Or someone has power over you and forces you to live in a particular way. 

You live the way you do because from within, from your heart you wish to love the other as you 

would have them love you. It is because it is a part of you.  

The Apostle Paul was the great exponent of this vision of the new covenant. It was by faith – faith in 

Christ  - indeed your whole life being in Christ – one had a restored relationship with God and others. 

It was not because you obeyed rules  - even religious rules and regulations about what you could 

eat, or do, and how you were to worship,  or who you could associate with. It wasn’t that laws are 

regulations were not important. He at least could concede that it was because of the law – the old 

covenant, one at least knew that one had sinned – fallen short of what was expected of you. But if 

you wanted that full life, one did not just comply with the law (or argue the toss that you did not 

have to comply with that law because of some arcane technicality). One just, in your heart lived that 

way – the way of Christ. You had faith in Christ and that was reflected in your life.  

You may be aware that there is a US Presidential campaign happening at the moment. It is becoming 

frightening, and I am actually glad I live in Australia. But let us just consider the man of the moment, 

Donald Trump. Has he actually broken any US law? Some may argue he has. I don’t know enough 

about that background – but I suspect he probably has not. Or at least, with the best legal team 

money can buy – he probably would not be found guilty if he was ever charged or sued. Isn’t it that 

what concerns us about Donald Trump, is his character; what is in his heart. All his lying, shameless 

lying, his so called ‘locker room talk’ which is just plain degrading and reprehensible, his bullying 

manner and so on – that goes to character, which is just reprehensible. You get the drift – it is what 

is within this man – that is so frightening. He has spent a lifetime avoiding the law, running close to 

the wind with the law, and where he is able, taking every advantage of the law. He has kept the law, 

but there is something profoundly hollow and empty in the man. It is actually sad to see. I don’t 

think his situation would change with a new and better set of laws. He requires a change of heart. He 

needs humility. Compassion. Love. These would be good. What happens in the heart is critical.   

Indeed, this is the background to those difficult words in Jesus’ sermon on the mount. You know the 

section in which he says things like  – ‘You have heard it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery’ (or 

he quotes some other law)  . . .but I say to you that when a man looks at a woman with lust had 

already committed adultery with her in his heart.’ (Mat 5:27 The law can be twisted and turned – 

but what is important is your character – who you actually are. This is the so called new covenant.  

Jeremiah saw his people needed a change of heart. A change was not going to come with more laws 

and consequently more lawyers – more religious lawyers. Through God’s grace, God’s forgiveness – 

a new life, even a new life in community was possible if people simply believed and accepted God’s 

steadfast love. Here was Jeremiah’s radical new idea. We have had a long time with this radical new 

idea – but we still seem to want the old way. Hear again what that new idea was:  

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, says 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.  

A new idea that is still relevant today.  

    


