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 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 that they broke, though 
I was their husband, says the LORD. 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. 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 
(Jeremiah 31:31-34). 
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Dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, 
 
All of us make promises, regardless of our age. We promise 
to say certain things and to avoid other words. We agree to 
do one activity and not to perform another. A little girl prom-
ises always to be a friend with her playmate, reinforcing that 
pledge with the words, “Cross my heart.” Those who serve in 
the mil-itary swear to support and to defend the Constitution 
of the United States. A bride and groom, during their wed-
ding ceremony, pledge to be faithful to each other. We sign 
promissory notes at the bank, agreeing to repay principle 
and interest over a specific period of time. Promises are an 
everyday part of our human existence. 
 
Even though promises may be commonplace in our human 
life, do we value promises? Is our word, coupled with a 
handshake, good? Do we stand by what we promise? What 
value does our signature on a document have? 
 
There are only two options regarding our making promises. 
Thomas Fuller, a 17th century clergyperson and historian, 
wrote, “A man apt to promise is apt to forget.”1 Is our making 
a promise nothing more than our lips’ flapping in the wind 
and our mind’s quick forgetting of what we said? Or is our 
promise truly an assurance, our word a guarantee?  
 

Booker T. Washington describes meeting 
an ex-slave from Virginia in his book Up From 
Slavery:  

“I found that this man had made a contract 
with his master, two or three years previous to 
the Emancipation Proclamation, to the effect 
that the slave was to be permitted to buy him-
self, by paying so much per year for his body; 
and while he was paying for himself, he was to 
be permitted to labor where and for whom he 
pleased.  



“Finding that he could secure better wages 
in Ohio, he went there. When freedom came, 
he was still in debt to his master some three 
hun-dred dollars. Notwithstanding that the 
Emancipation Proclamation freed him from any 
obligation to his master, this black man walked 
the greater portion of the distance back to 
where his old master lived in Virginia, and 
placed the last dollar, with interest, in his 
hands.  

“In talking to me about this, the man told me 
that he knew that he did not have to pay his 
debt, but that he had given his word to his 
master, and his word he had never broken. He 
felt that he could not enjoy his freedom till he 
had fulfilled his promise.”2  

 
In this morning's First Reading, we read how God, too, made 
a promise, a pledge. In fact, in this passage from Jeremiah, 
we see God as being the great Promise Maker, as the one 
who established a particular promise or covenant with the 
children of Israel, as well as a new promise for all time with 
the people of God. 
 
God, through Jeremiah, described the first part of the cove-
nant this way: 
 

“…the covenant that I made with their ances-
tors when I took them by the hand to bring 
them out of the land of Egypt…” (Jeremiah 
31:32). 

 
God made a covenant with God’s people when they were 
slaves in Egypt. At the burning bush, God told Moses: 
 

“I have observed the misery of my people who 
are in Egypt; I have heard their cry on account 
of their taskmasters. Indeed, I know their suf-
ferings and I have come down to deliver them 



from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of 
that land to a good and broad land, a land 
flowing with milk and honey…” (Exodus 3:7-
8a). 
 

God promised to deliver the children of Israel from slavery to 
their Egyptian overlords. The pledge of the Promised Land—
that promise God originally made to Abraham, Isaac, and 
Jacob, that they would have a land of their own—this prom-
ise now was going to be fulfilled in the days of Moses. The 
contract, the covenant had come due. It was time for God to 
fulfill the promise. 
 
The children of Israel’s part in this agreement, this contract, 
this covenant, this promise was to be faithful to the LORD. As 
we read again from Exodus: 
 

[The LORD] said, “If you will listen carefully to 
the voice of the LORD your God, and do what is 
right in his sight, and give heed to his com-
mandments and keep all his statutes, I will not 
bring upon you any of the diseases that I 
brought upon the Egyptians; for I am the LORD 
who heals you” (Exodus 15:26). 

 
What a wonderful covenant! What an ideal arrangement! 
Let’s listen to what God’s portion of the promise involved. 
God would destroy the shackles of slavery of the children of 
Israel. God would set God’s people free. God would give 
them a new homeland; in fact, it would be a land flowing with 
milk and honey. In return for all God’s goodness, God did 
expect certain behavior on the part of the Israelites. When 
one thinks about this required behavior, it should have been 
easy for the Israel-ites to perform to perform these actions, 
virtually painless to put these requirements into practice. We 
heard this list of require-ments in the First Reading two Sun-
days ago. The people were to worship God alone. They 
were to fear, love, and trust in God above all things. They 



were to be obedient children of the heavenly Father, follow-
ing God’s Ten Commandments. 
 
However, the children of Israel broke the covenant God 
established. The text reads, “a covenant that they broke, 
though I was their husband” (Jeremiah 31:32). The won-  
derful, fulfilling promise and covenant was more than just 
broken. It was shat-tered. Rather than worship God alone, 
the children of Israel preferred to worship the gods of the 
surrounding heathen nations, involving themselves in their 
promiscuous, fertility practices. Rather than fear, love, and 
trust in God above all things, God’s people were quick to 
trust in kings and military alliances when times became 
politically uncertain. Rather than having lives characterized 
by obedience, the lives of the chil-dren of Israel generally 
were marked with disobedience, whin-ing, and complaining. 
 
On occasion, the Israelites would repent of their sin and 
return in faith to God. However, as the years passed from 
the time of the Exodus until the time of the prophet Jere-
miah, the covenant of God became more and more battered, 
beaten, bludgeoned, and bruised. 
 
Lest we begin to think that today’s sermon is only a history 
lesson, we need to look at ourselves. Here is the dreaded 
application of this text. Are we really any different than the 
children of Israel? When God makes a clear, understand-
able, Scriptural promise to us, do we trust that God will fulfill 
that which God has promised? In return, then, do we then 
respond in faith to God’s promises, keeping our part of God’s 
covenant? 
 
For example, Jesus promised in Matthew, chapter 6: 
 

Therefore do not worry, saying, “What will we 
eat?” or “What will we drink?” or “What will we 
wear?” For it is the Gentiles who strive for all 
these things; and indeed your heavenly Father 
knows that you need all these things. But strive 



first for the kingdom of God and his righteous-
ness, and all these things will be given to you 
as well (Matthew 6:31-33). 

 
Do we put God first in our life? Do we seek to determine 
God’s will, and then make the divine will our own personal 
will? Do we “strive first for the kingdom of God and his right-
eousness”? Do we fear, love, and trust in God above all 
things?  
 
Or do we agonize over each and every bit of political news 
that the media publishes, leaving our televisions or radios or 
com-puters set on news networks? Do we worry over the 
state of our country’s economy, checking daily the status of 
our 401(k) or 403(b) or pension plan? Do we worry about the 
world our children and grandchildren are inheriting, forgetting 
the fact that the one and only factor that made “the good old 
days” truly good was that we were younger? 
 
Or, again, Jesus promised in Matthew, chapter 28, “And 
remember, I am with you always, to the end of the age” 
(Matthew 28:20). 
 
Do we live life, confident that Jesus Christ is by our side? 
Are we convinced that, even during the upcoming tornado 
season, we are secure in God’s loving protection?  
 
Or, as we enter the season of spring, are we frightened and 
terrified by every thunderstorm? Do we head for the base-
ment each and every time a bit of hail hits the roof? 
 
Or again, Jesus promised in John, chapter 14: 
 

Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in 
God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house 
there are many dwelling places…I go to pre-
pare a place for you (John 14:1-2). 

 



Are we secure in the knowledge that our deceased friends 
and family, those who have believed in Jesus as Savior, rest 
secure in Jesus’ arms?  
 
Or do we grieve as unbelievers do, wondering if the grave 
really might be the end, the period at the end of our life’s all 
too short story? 
 
The story of the unfaithfulness of the children of Israel is our 
story. Their disregard of God’s promises is our sin. The chil-
dren of Israel exchanged a clear word of God for a lie, just 
as you and I have done. We most clearly are breakers of 
God’s covenant. 
 
So what did God do? What action did the holy God perform 
for sin-sick women and men, girls and boys, children of 
Israel and members of Immanuel Lutheran Church and Uni-
versity Student Center? God made another promise, a new 
covenant. Jere-miah wrote: 
 

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. 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 (Jeremiah 31:33-
34). 
 

Let’s focus tightly on those words, “For I will forgive their 
iniquity, and remember their sin no more.” 
 
The old and new covenants or promises both are rooted in 
grace, in God’s inexhaustible love for women and men. The 
old covenant, though, centered primarily on the obedience of 
a people, of a nation. The new covenant is focused on the 



forgiveness of sins available through one person, Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Because of Jesus, because of his perfect life of obedience to 
God’s will, because of his sacrificial death on our behalf, 
God indeed “will forgive [our] iniquity, and remember [our] 
sin no more” (Jeremiah 31:34). 
 
Or as the psalmist would pen: 
 

“As far as the east is from the west,  
      so far he removes our transgressions from us” 

                                                   (Psalm 103:12). 
 
Or as Micah would write: 
 

He again will have compassion upon us; 
      he will tread our iniquities under foot. 
You will cast all our sins 
      into the depths of the sea (Micah 7:19). 
 

Or as the prophet would express it:  
 

“I have swept away your transgressions like a cloud, 
      and your sins like mist” (Isaiah 44:22). 

 
In today’s First Reading, God said, “For I will forgive their 
iniq-uity, and remember their sin no more.” 

Clara Barton, founder of the American Red 
Cross, was reminded one day of a vicious 
deed that someone had done to her years 
before. But she acted as if she had never even 
heard of the incident.  

“Don't you remember it?” her friend asked.  
“No,” came Barton’s reply, “I distinctly 

remem-ber forgetting it.”3  
 
The verses of today’s text from Jeremiah show us just how 
incredibly loving our God is. God’s people shattered the first 



covenant, a promise centered on the obedience of a nation. 
Therefore, God established a new covenant, a new promise, 
one focused on the forgiveness of sins through Jesus Christ.  
 
This morning, I would ask two questions of each one of us 
personally. Under which covenant would we prefer to live? 
And which promise are we trying to keep? 
 
In Jesus’ name. 
 
Amen 
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