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 The days are surely coming, so says the prophet Jeremiah. The days are surely coming, when 
I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. The days are surely 
coming. Jeremiah spoke to a people in crisis. When the Babylonians destroyed the temple and carried 
the king off in chains, the destroyed the two symbols of God’s fidelity. As Richard Floyd writes, “Not 
only had [the people of Judah] lost power and prestige, freedom and security; they had also lost God—
or at least the assurance of God’s faithfulness, which may amount to the same thing…The prophet 
Jeremiah maintains that God’s covenantal fidelity is intact, even in the midst of so much disorder and 
desolation…God will bring hope where there is no hope. God will bring life out of death. God will 
make a way where there is no way.”1 The days are surely coming. After this past year, living as we have 
in a kind of exile, these are words we also need to hear. The days are surely coming, when I will make 
a new covenant with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 

According to one dictionary, a covenant is a contract, a promise, a formal agreement, a pledge, 
a commitment. If you need to make a covenant between you and another person, there are good 
lawyers who could help you. When we make covenants today we usually do some kind of background 
check to be sure that the other party is worthy of that covenant. A bank or a business will examine 
our credit history to see if we are a good risk before making a covenant: approving a mortgage or 
offering a job. In our own personal covenants, we’ve learned that some people are simply no good at 
keeping their end of the bargain, and so we don’t tend to make agreements or commitments with 
them.  
 That is not the way God acts. God doesn’t need to do any kind of background check on us. 
In fact, God actually ignores our history with God. God knows that this people actually have broken 
the covenant in the past and right now they aren’t particularly attentive to it. The background check 
would come back with red flags all over it and God goes ahead anyway. As Walter Brueggemann 
points out, this covenant is given by God without reason or explanation. God wants the relationship 
with the people and resolves to have it.2 The days are surely coming when I will make a new covenant 
with the house of Israel and the house of Judah. 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.  No longer shall they teach one another, 
or say to each other, “Know the LORD,” for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the 
greatest, says the LORD; for I will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more. 
 This is an extraordinary promise. Everyone of us knows something of our own failures, of our 
own sinfulness. We don’t talk about this very often, but we know, if we are honest, that we don’t live 
fully as God would have us live. With the Psalmist we know our transgressions and our sin is ever 
before us. There is a reason that nearly every week in the church we include a confession of sin. We 
didn’t include it for much of the last year in our simpler on-line service, but at the start of Lent this 
year, you might have noticed that the confession has returned. All through the season of Lent we ask 
God to make something new of us, to create in us clean hearts. It is not that we are trying to be like 
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our Puritan forebears who were so serious and dour. We aren’t trying to be like the people who once 
worried that someone, somewhere might actually be happy. We haven’t used the old prayer of 
confession that calls us “miserable offenders” and yet if we are honest about who we are and our need 
for God, we can actually find hope in recognizing our sinfulness. One of my former colleagues used 
to say that the doctrine of sin was good news because it proclaimed that messed up as we are, God 
never gives up on us. God actually wants to be in relationship with us and God knows everything 
there is to know about us.  
 Brian Erickson, who was Chaplain at the University of Evansville in Indiana writes about this 
honesty. “A young woman came up to me following a Bible study on the campus where I pastor. She 
introduced herself, told me a little about her relatively new Christian faith, and then thanked me for 
leading the Ash Wednesday service. It was the middle of October at the time, and I assumed she had 
her novice liturgical wires crossed. But sure enough, she was talking about Ash Wednesday, almost 
seven months after the fact. Explaining herself, she said, ‘A friend made me go—I had never been to 
an Ash Wednesday service before. My church back home never did anything like that, with the ashes 
and all, and at first I was pretty freaked out about it. I was surprised at how ashamed and embarrassed 
those ashes made me feel. I found myself avoiding public places—I almost did not go to class the rest 
of the day. But that whole day was so powerful for me, walking around with that big black mark on 
my forehead. The more I thought about it, and still think about it, I began to feel so … hopeful. I 
know that sounds strange, but that service felt so honest. I am not the person I want to be, and deep 
down I know that, but most church services just feel like strung-out apologies. But since that day, I 
just feel like God can change me. That God wants to change me. And that feels hopeful.’”3 
 God wants to change us and the promise today is that God will write God’s law on our hearts. 
It won’t simply be out there, but it will be here inside each one of us. God wants so much to be in 
relationship with us, that God never gives up even on the likes of us. God is making a new covenant.  

In talking about this new covenant, I think it is always important to remember what this text 
does not say. Across the years, Christians have read this passage from Jeremiah, about the covenant 
that the people broke, and they have pointed at Judaism and the covenant given on Sinai with stone 
tablets and compared them with the new covenant written on our hearts, suggesting that this new 
covenant is fulfilled in Jesus. So the misunderstanding is proclaimed that somehow God is replacing 
the old stale covenant with the Jews with a new wonderful covenant with Christians. That is not the 
message of Jeremiah. The promise of God in Jeremiah is specifically for the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah. Those laws of old will be written on their hearts—and by the gift of grace, we too get 
included, but they in no way are excluded. The days are surely coming.  

Another way to look at this covenant is described by Ayanna Johnson Watkins. She loves the 
show Rehab Addict. The show’s host, Nicole Curtis, is a contractor who specializes in restoring old 
homes—typically about 100 years old, sometimes significantly older. They are always in terrible, 
terrible shape.  

“There is something about the way Curtis looks at an old house that seems to have a little 
divine truth in it. I believe God can make us completely over, but I also believe that this is not always 
necessary. When we would vote for the gut rehab, God goes in for the restoration. God can see when 
the care we need is not a sledgehammer but a paint scraper, not a jackhammer but a toothbrush—
when what’s needed is to clear out the crud from the tiniest of crevices without damaging the one-of-
a-kind finish.  
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“In the religious circles I run in, restoration is a term often used but under-appreciated. It 
makes a better story to say that Jesus turned my whole life around. I used to be an addict; now I’m clean. I 
used to be a liar; now I can be trusted. I once was lost; now I am found. 

“But I think we gain something when we take some time and honor divine restoration. There 
is something precious inside us. We’ve lost sight of it—can’t remember what it even looked like, 
covered as it is by years of regret, shame, people-pleasing, unforgiveness, or selfishness. But our 
creator knows it’s still in there, and that it’s worth saving. 

“We can look at ourselves in the mirror and marvel that we are essentially the same person we 
were before. It’s just that someone remembered to love us.”4 

The days are surely coming. God knows what is inside of us and God wants to be in 
relationship. God wants to restore that which is precious in each one of us. We may be essentially the 
same person as before, but will have new hearts with God’s love written all over them.  
 
Let us pray: Create in us a clean heart O God and put a new and right spirit within us. Do not cast us 
away from your presence and do not take your holy spirit from us. Restore to us the joy of your 
salvation, and sustain in us a willing spirit. In the name of Jesus Christ. Amen. 
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