
A NEW COVENANT  
Jeremiah 31:27-34 

 
 Do you remember when you were growing up and you did something wrong and were 
punished for it?  You can probably recall wanting to have some reassurance that you Mom and 
Dad really loved you.  Now-a-days when teenagers misbehave one of the most effective 
punishments that can be used is to take away their privileges to participate in social events – so-
called "grounding.”  This is usually for a period of time of a couple of weeks to a couple of 
months.  I'm sure that this time must drag by and it probably seems like forever.  These kids need 
to have some hope that their relationship with their parents will be restored and that they are 
really loved.  So often when children have to be disciplined they think that they are not loved and 
many times parents do not apply discipline for fear that the child will think that they are not 
loved.  Looking at it objectively, we know that parents do discipline their children BECAUSE 
they DO love them. This is exactly what the Word of God teaches us about the way God deals 
with us.  God is patient with us and warns us of the consequences of wrong action; however, if 
we persist in disobedience, then chastisement and discipline will be given to us because God 
does love us.  
 We see this behavior in the way God dealt with Judah in the days of Jeremiah.  God had 
warned the people through Jeremiah who declared that the judgment of God was going to fall on 
the people.  Jeremiah's ministry was carried out over a forty-year time span and much of 
Jeremiah's message was pretty gloomy.  However, just as our children, whom we love, need 
reassurance that we still love them, God included a message of hope in what He told this nation.  
In fact, when God called Jeremiah, the divine charge that He gave him was sixfold:  to root out, 
to pull down, to destroy, to throw down, to build and to plant.  (See Jeremiah 1:10) 
 During Jeremiah's ministry, he exposed and pointed out the injustices of the people that 
were at the root of the problem.  He told them about and eventually saw the carrying out of God's 
judgment against the nation of Judah and much of what he spoke about concentrated on the 
rooting out, pulling down, the destruction and the throwing down that was to come upon the 
nation.  
 Jeremiah did not neglect the constructive part of God's call to him: building, planting.  
Even before the fall of Jerusalem, Jeremiah had interspersed glimpses of hope for the future 
along with his proclamations of impending judgment.  This hope was expressed in the promise 
that God would not completely destroy the people:  "I will chasten you in just measure, and I will 
by no means leave you unpunished, but of you I will not make a full end."  
 Even after Jerusalem fell and many of the people were carried away to Babylon, Jeremiah 
continued to prophesy to the people.  Letters were sent to those in exile.  Our scripture passage 
that we are looking at today is from a message to the people in exile.  
 
Promise of New Life  – 31:27-28 
27 “Behold, 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 with the seed of beast. 28 “As I have watched over them to pluck up, to break down, to 
overthrow, to destroy and to bring disaster, so I will watch over them to build and to plant,” declares the LORD.  
Jeremiah 31:27-28 (NASB95) 
 To get the full impact of the message, let's go back toward the beginning of Chapter 31, 
to verse 4, which says "I will build you up again and you will be rebuilt, O Virgin Israel."  Put 
that along side the words of verse 27 which says "I will sow (plant) the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah with the seed (offspring) of man . . ." and we see the direct promise of the 
constructive part of the charge to Jeremiah: to build, to plant. These words were an 



encouragement to the Jews in exile.  God wanted them to know that He was still in control.  Just 
as the chastisement had come from God by way of the Babylonians, so too would the rebuilding 
and restoration come from God.  
 Many times we may think that God is not aware of what is happening to us.  These folks 
who were so far away from home, likely thought that God seemed to be a million miles away.  
Then came the message from God through Jeremiah that God watched over the pulling up, the 
destruction and that He would watch over the rebuilding.  During this rebuilding time, a lot of 
which would be the time between the Old and New Testament times, things would be different.  
 
Individual Responsibility for Sins  – 31:29-30 
29 “In those days they will not say again, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes, And the children’s teeth are set on 
edge.’ 30 “But everyone will die for his own iniquity; each man who eats the sour grapes, his teeth will be set on 
edge.  Jeremiah 31:29-30 (NASB95) 
 Up until this time, there was a sense of national responsibility. If the people (individuals) 
were bad, the nation (everyone) suffered for it.  People had a sense that to be good and do right 
would not make any difference in their lives because they might be doomed to suffer because of 
what their parents did.  This was often a convenient excuse to justify bad behavior.  This concept 
of individual responsibility was a deliberate and useful transition leading up to the introduction 
of the Gospel and the message that each of us is responsible before God and that each person 
must be born again in order to enter the Kingdom of God.  Membership in a Christian family, 
being a citizen of a Christian nation or even having our name on the role of a Church does not 
justify us before God.  
 
The Problem-Solving Promise – 31:31-32 
31 “Behold, days are coming,” declares the LORD, “when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and 
with the house of Judah, 32 not like the covenant which I made with their fathers in the day I took them by the hand 
to bring them out of the land of Egypt, My covenant which they broke, although I was a husband to them,” declares 
the LORD.  Jeremiah 31:31-32 (NASB95) 
 In verses 27, 29 and 31 we see references to some time or times in the future – “days are 
coming” and “in those days.”  At least three things would be happening in “those days.”  
Rebuilding would begin, a new understanding of individual and personal responsibility would be 
realized, and a new covenant would be instituted.  To better understand the full extent of these 
prophecies, it will be helpful to match what actually happened with when it happened or is going 
to happen.  For example, the “sowing or planting” was most obviously a reference to the return 
of the Jews from Babylon and the repopulation of the territory that occurred around 500 BC.  
However, the prophecy was directed to “the house of Israel and the house of Judah.”  The return 
from Babylon was mainly (or perhaps entirely) a “house of Judah” event.  The Northern 
Kingdom (Israel) was dispersed (rather than being relocated) by the Assyrians.  They had not 
maintained racial purity and those who did occupy the area north of Judah (referred to as 
Samaria in the New Testament) were of mixed blood and not “true Israelites.”  Were the 
Samaritans part of the “re-sowing of the house of Israel” in Jeremiah’s prophecy or is this 
something that will happen sometime in the future?  Some have suggested that the present-day 
nation of Israel is part of this prophecy and others are looking beyond this to the millennial reign 
of Christ as the fulfillment of this part of the prophecy.  One other possibility is that the reference 
to “Israel” is related to “spiritual Israel” which is the church which would be coincident with the 
initiation of the new covenant.  Which of these possibilities is the correct interpretation of this 
prophecy has impact on whether or not the full benefits of the new covenant are available to us 



(Christian) now or is this something that will be deferred until the end time and is applicable 
only to the “house of Judah” and “the house of Israel.”   
 The change of perspective related to individual accountability versus ancestral 
accountability likely started in the period following the Babylonian captivity.  The ancestral 
accountability essentially says that if your parents and grandparents broke God’s commandments 
and did not experience the consequences of their failure that the effects of such disobedience 
would eventually have to be paid by a future generation.  I can see why the Israelites who were 
dispersed and the Jews who were taken as captives to Babylon would think that they were being 
punished unjustly.  Their forefathers did the same kind of things they did and nothing as drastic 
as dispersion and exile happened to them.  So why would they not think that they were being 
punished for the sins of their forefathers?  So how do we answer the accusation (implied in the 
“grape” adage) that it seems God is unfair?  Walvoord and Zuck state the following “This 
proverb was false because it implied that God was unrighteous. God’s justice will guarantee that 
each guilty person will die for his own sin.”  The answer to what seems to be a dilemma is that 
each generation (or each individual) had enough sin that they could own as belonging to them 
that would justify God’s judgment.  The fact that God was merciful to the previous generations 
and they did not experience dispersion or exile is not evidence that God is unfair.  He can choose 
those to whom He will be merciful.  This is similar to the parable that Jesus taught about the 
owner of a vineyard who hired workers to work for “a denarius  a day” and he paid each worker 
the same, regardless of when they started to work.  Those who started early in the day accused 
the owner of being unfair since the workers who started in the middle of the afternoon received 
the same pay.  The owner could choose to whom he would be generous and his generosity did 
not mean he was unfair.   
 We can see in our own time that the past bad choices of previous generations (and our 
own generation) in our government spending more that it could afford will eventually result in 
serious economic and financial consequences that will cause future generations to suffer.  The 
“full cup principle” is still in effect; however, it is not an issue of God being fair because each 
guilty person will die for his own sin.  Historical consequences may take time to develop; 
however, the eternal consequences are sure and will apply to all.   
 In regard to the “new covenant.” Jeremiah was looking far into the future to the time 
when Jesus would meet with His disciples in an upper room and declare, "This cup is the new 
covenant in My blood, which is poured out for you."  The old covenant had lasted many years – 
since the time when God brought them out of Egypt.  It was not a perfect covenant because the 
people with whom it was made were not perfect people.  It was a covenant that the people 
repeatedly broke and God considered the breaking of it as serious as a spouse cheating on his or 
her mate.  
 This is the only mention of a New Covenant in the Old Testament.  This very passage 
was picked up by the writer of Hebrews to point out the superiority of the New Covenant to the 
Old.  He points out that the New Covenant is superior to the Old because it is founded on better 
promises.  It is interesting to note that God did not find fault with the Old Covenant but found 
fault with the people.  In Hebrews 8:7 we see, "For if there had been nothing wrong with the first 
covenant, no place would have been sought for another.  But God found fault with the people."  
If this is the case, then the New Covenant must address the problem of changing the people.  
 
The Heart of the Issue - A Personal Relationship with the Lord  – 31:33-34 
33 “But this is the covenant which I will make with the house of Israel after those days,” declares the LORD, “I will 
put My law within them and on their heart I will write it; and I will be their God, and they shall be My people. 34 

“They will not teach again, each man his neighbor and each man his brother, saying, ‘Know the LORD,’ for they will 



all know Me, from the least of them to the greatest of them,” declares the LORD, “for I will forgive their iniquity, 
and their sin I will remember no more.”  Jeremiah 31:33-34 (NASB95) 
 This passage really defines the New Covenant.  Its superior benefits are (1) God's laws 
will become inner principles that enable His people to delight in doing his will; (2) God and His 
people will have intimate fellowship; (3) sinful ignorance of God will be removed forever and 
(4) forgiveness of sins will be an everlasting reality.  
 What is the key to having this New Covenant be a possibility?  How is it possible that 
God’s laws become inner principles when that had not been the case since the beginning of time?  
What is different with the New Covenant that was not available under the Old Covenant?  The 
key to this new covenant being able to work is found in what Jesus told Nicodemus - “you must 
be born again.”  Under the New Covenant we have a provision to put the old sin nature (that was 
inherited from Adam) to death (the Cross) and have it replaced by a new nature that is of the 
Second Adam (Jesus Christ) which is shown in the Resurrection.  Under the old covenant, the 
emphasis was on improving, training, and following rules that were contrary to the nature that 
people had.  Under the new covenant our nature is different in that it is born of the Spirit and not 
the seed of man.  This new nature delights in pleasing God and it delights in communing with 
God, and it is taught directly (by revelation from the Holy Spirit) so that we can really know 
God.  Under this new covenant, our sin debt has been paid for us so that forgiveness is always 
available if we confess our sins and turn back to walk in God’s way.   
 Jesus is the mediator of this better covenant and the Holy Spirit is the Agent through 
Whom it is worked out in our lives.  As we allow Jesus to be Lord of our lives in willing 
obedience, we find that the promise that Jesus made to His disciples about His coming to abide 
with us is a present reality.  We also have His promise related to us by John that God is faithful 
and just to forgive us of our sins when we confess them. 
 
 


