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lae²r"f.yI tyBeó-ta, yTiªr:k'w> hw"+hy>-~aun> ~yaiÞB' ~ymiîy" hNE±hi 31 
 ‘yTi“r:K' rv,Ûa] tyrIªB.k; al{å 32 `hv'(d"x] tyrIïB. hd"ßWhy> tyBeî-ta,w> 
 ~yIr"+c.mi #r<a<ßme ~a'ÞyciAhl. ~d"êy"b. yqIåyzIx/h, ‘~AyB. ~t'êAba]-ta, 

 `hw")hy>-~aun> ~b'Þ yTil.[;îB' yki²nOa'w> ytiªyrIB.-ta, Wrpeähe hM'heø-rv,a] 
 y“rEx]a; laeør"f.yI ty“Be-ta, •trok.a, rv,äa] tyrI‡B.h; tazOæ yKiä 33 

 ~B'Þli-l[;w> ~B'êr>qiB. ‘ytir"AT)-ta, yTit;Ûn" hw"ëhy>-~aun> ‘~heh' ~ymiÛY"h; 
 `~['(l. yliî-Wyh.yI) hM'heÞw> ~yhiêl{ale( ‘~h,l' ytiyyIÜh'w> hN"b<+T]k.a, 

 W[ßD> rmoêale ‘wyxia'-ta, vyaiÛw> Wh[eørE-ta, vyaiä dA[ª WdåM.l;y> al{ôw> 34 
‘~l'AdG>-d[;w> ~N"Üj;q.mil. ytiøAa W[’d>yE •~L'Wk-yKi( hw"+hy>-ta, 

s `dA[)-rK'z>a, al{ï ~t'ÞaJ'x;l.W ~n"ëwO[]l;( ‘xl;s.a, yKiÛ hw"ëhy>-~aun> 
 
 

 
31:31

  “Now, days are coming” – Yahweh’s decree – “I will make
a
 the house of 

Israel and the house of Judah
b
 a new covenant 

32
 not like a covenant that I made with 

their fathers on the day I grasped them by the hand to bring them out from the land of 

Egypt.
a 
  They broke that covenant though

b
 I was a husband

c
 among them.” – Yahweh’s 

decree.  
33

 “But this is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after these days,” 

– Yahweh’s decree – “I will put
a
 my law in their inner parts and I will write it upon their 

hearts and I will be their God and they will be my people.  
34

 And a man will no longer 

teach his friend, nor a man his brother, saying, ‘Know Yahweh,’ because all will know
a
 

me, from the greatest to the least.” – Yahweh’s Decree – “Because I will forgive their 

guilt and I will no longer remember their sin.” 

 

Translation Notes 

31a  With the preceding participle, there seems to be an indication of something that is 

not yet complete, so yTiªr:k'w is translated as a future tense. 



31b  The BHS suggests hd"ßWhy> tyBeî-ta,w> may not be present in the original, since it is 

absent from v. 33.  However, they give no other evidence for dropping it, so it is 

kept.  Additionally, as will be seen in the comments on the literary context below, 

it fits the greater context of Jeremiah 31:23-40.  It will be shown that these verses 

have a chiastic structure based on Israel’s and Judah’s future. 

32a  Although the sentence is continued in Hebrew, it is broken here in order to render it 

in more fluent English. 

32b  The waw in  yki²nOa'w is translated adversatively.   

32c  The verb yTil.[;îB' is listed in BDB as possibly having the meaning of “rule over.”  

However, both references in BDB to this meaning could also have “lord over as a 

husband” as a potential meaning.  Thus, the metaphor is that of a husband who 

exercises authority over his wife. 

33a  The perfect yTit;Ûn is translated as a rhetorical future due to the prophetic nature of the 

passage.  Additionally, some manuscripts show the verb as a waw-consecutive, 

which would support a future tense. 

34a  Participle W[’d>yE is translated future, expressing an ongoing situation in the future; 

this is based on the context. 

 

Introduction 

 As Jeremiah speaks, it seems as if God has finally and completely tired of the 

nation and is going to abandon them.  They have been a covenant people since leaving 

Egypt, and the covenant forms much of their national identity.  However, it appears as if 

God has finally revoked the covenant.  In the midst of the political and social challenges 

that surround the nation, everyone must be wondering: If we are no longer a covenant 

people, what are we?  How will God deal with us now? 

 These questions are answered by the new covenant.  Under the old covenant, the 

people were disciplined by God in order to bring them back into right living.  Now, they 

have finally failed utterly and completely.  But God is promising a new covenant.  Under 

this new covenant, the rules will change a little bit.  Jeremiah 31 describes the 

circumstances of the new covenant, and gives a taste of what it will be like.  It seems that 

this is a “new” covenant in the sense that much has changed from their old covenant.  

However, much remains the same.  Moreover, the covenant seems destined for the future. 



Historical Background 

 The new covenant is given by God speaking and quoted by Jeremiah.  Jeremiah’s 

personality is certainly a central part of the book, although our view of the prophet is 

incomplete.  Nonetheless, a partial picture of the prophet emerges as a man who has faith 

in Yahweh as well sadness and grief over the fate of the nation of Israel.
1
  His sadness 

has led many to call him the “weeping prophet,” but his tears do not show mere 

emotionalism.  Instead, they show a deep love for his people.
2
  He was the son of a priest, 

though it is unclear if he was a priest himself.
3
  Because he was raised in the family of a 

priest, he was no doubt at least as familiar with God’s covenant as was the average 

Israelite and probably more.  Thus, when he describes a new covenant, he is describing 

something of incredible importance. 

 Jeremiah prophesied to a nation undergoing tremendous change.  For years, the 

nation of Judah has had to contend with the kingdom of Assyria, and for most of the time 

Judah was forced to serve this empire.
4
  However, another empire was on the rise and 

when Jeremiah began his ministry, Judah was no longer at the mercy of Assyria.
5
  

Instead, even as Assyrian influence ended during the reign of Josiah, the nation of Judah 

came under the influence of Egypt; after Josiah is killed in battle, Egypt establishes 
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Jehoiakim as king of Judah.
6
   The political situation was continually shifting and the 

people of Judah were in a difficult situation. 

 The shifting political situation did not end there, however.  After Jehoiakim 

reigned in Judah for a time as Egypt’s puppet, Egypt is defeated by the rising Babylonian 

empire.
7
  Judah is then subject to Babylon while the war between Babylon and Assyria 

was at a standstill.  During this time, against the advice of Jeremiah, Jehoiakim makes a 

terrible mistake.  Instead of remaining under the control of Babylon, he uses the standstill 

to declare independence from Babylon and casts off the Babylonian rule.  Babylon 

responded by returning to Jerusalem, reclaiming it, and exiling the first of the captives 

back to Babylon.
8
 

 Zedekiah was established as the new king, and made the same bad choice that 

Jehoiakim had made.  Rather than submitting to Babylon, as Jeremiah suggested, 

Zedekiah also plotted to throw off the rule of Babylon.  Once again, however, the effort 

failed.  Babylon returned to Jerusalem and a second exile occurred; this time, however, 

the kingship was ended and a governor was appointed.
9
  It is here that Jeremiah’s time 

has also ended.  In the midst of all these difficulties, the nation of Judah could scarcely 

find its footing.  Rather than rescuing the nation from its faithlessness, as He has done in 

the past, Yahweh works against it to bring disaster. 

 There are two significant things about the history that bring light to the passage of 

Jeremiah 31.  First, the exiles in Babylon were there for many years, and many were born 
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in captivity.  By the time they are allowed to return home from Babylon, most or all of 

the captives have been born there.  They were not part of the original covenant breaking 

that led to the captivity, but were the children of those who made the mistakes.  When 

Jeremiah speaks of a new covenant, it would have been an attractive proposition.  It 

would make sense to the people that God would bring them from captivity in Babylon 

and make a new covenant with them.  Making a covenant after captivity seems to parallel 

the Mosaic covenant, which was made with the people who were brought out of Egypt.  

Jeremiah said that when the people were brought from captivity in Babylon, there would 

be a new covenant.  When people were brought from Egypt, God again made a new 

covenant (Deut. 5:1-6). 

 Second, by the time this period of upheaval comes to a climax and the exiles are 

beginning, it seems that God will no longer save the people.  The covenant no longer may 

seem to be in effect.  When Jeremiah calls for a new covenant, his call would have 

resonated with a people who had not been able to see how the Mosaic covenant could be 

in effect anymore.
10

  The people of Israel, who have thought of themselves as God’s 

people for their entire history, may begin wondering if God is forsaking them altogether.  

Jeremiah 31:31-34 is the answer to that question. 

  

Literary Context and Structure 

 Some commentators indicate that Jeremiah 31:31-34 does not fit within the 

greater context of the passage; instead, the passage is just one more in a list of unrelated 
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sayings about the future.
11

  However, this does not seem to be the case.  In fact, merely 

the fact that it is placed in the larger context of 30:1-33:26 seems to indicates part of the 

context.  This section, known as the “Book of Consolation,” deviates from the judgment 

pronouncements that have come steadily in the book of Jeremiah.
12

  Jeremiah 31:31-34 is 

at the very least related to the surrounding sections because of its relationship to the rest 

of these announcements of comfort.  It seems unreasonable to divorce this section from 

the surrounding ones, simply due to their comforting nature. 

 In fact, 31:31-34 seems to be very closely related to the surrounding passages of 

Jeremiah 31.  It seems to be at the center of a series of promises made to Israel and Judah 

regarding the future, and forms a chiasm:
13

 

A  Rebuilding the holy Jersalem  (vv. 23-26) 

 B  Sowing seed of Israel and Judah (vv. 27-30) 

  C New Covenant (vv. 31-34) 

 B’  Preserving seed of Israel and Judah (vv. 35-37) 

A’ Rebuilding holy Jerusalem (vv. 38-40) 

 

This structure indicates that vv. 31-34 are central to the main thought of vv. 23-40; they 

are a series of five comforting message designed to show that Israel, Judah, and 

Jerusalem have not been forgotten by God.  He has plans for them. 

 This is significant because vv. 31-34, as they have sometimes been understood by 

the New Testament church, only refers to the people called by God after Christ.  
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Therefore, as these verses have been understood in their New Testament use, the new 

covenant may not apply to Israel.  However, if this is the case, then the surrounding 

sections should also be understood this way, but v. 23 specifically states that the 

prophecy represents a time of Israel post-exile.  In other words, the first section of the 

chiasm seems to directly reference the nation of Israel.  Additionally, vv. 35-37 also 

seems to reference the nation of Israel directly, and vv. 38-40 has a very specific 

prophecy regarding the land of Israel and Judah.  Thus, every section surrounding the 

center of this chiastic structure seems to reference Israel and Judah.  It seems to limit vv. 

31-34 if we say that it does NOT reference Israel and Judah, but only the church. 

 The passage does not contain parallelism, and thus seems to be prose.
14

  The 

structure of vv. 31-34 can be divided into two distinct sections.  In the first section, 31-32 

indicate that Yahweh is bringing a hv'(d"x] tyrIïB, a “new covenant,” while the second 

section in vv. 33-34 indicates what that covenant will entail.  The first section reminds 

the people of their history with God, while the second section envisions a new future that 

will not be like the past. 

1.  A new covenant (vv. 31-32) 

 A.  With Israel and Judah (v. 31) 

 B.  Different from the old covenant (v. 32) 

  1.  The old covenant was established when the left Egypt (v. 32a) 

  2.  The old covenant was broken (v. 32b) 

2.  The new covenant described (vv. 33-34) 

 A.  The law will be written in them, instead of on tablets (vv. 33a) 

 B.  The new covenant will be kept (vv. 33b) 

 C.  The new covenant will be among equals (v. 34a) 

 D.  The new covenant comes because God forgives (v. 34b) 
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The “New” Covenant 

 A question that is central to this passage is regarding the meaning of the word 

hv'(d"x.  It can be a misleading term, which brings the person to a false understanding of 

the passage.  The reason that this may be misleading is that it is possible that hv'(d"x does 

not meant “new” in the sense of a completely new thing, but the word may also mean 

“renewed.”
15

  Thus, hv'(d"x must be examined to determine if “renewed” could be a 

correct interpretation.  If it could mean “renewed,” it brings a completely different sense 

to the passage.  Rather than speaking of a covenant that is no longer in effect, vv. 31-34 

may speak of a renewed covenant with additional modifications. 

 HALOT gives the term the meaning of “renew, fresh.”
16

  Therefore, it seems 

possible that “renew” may be a possible reading in this passage.  On the other hand, in 

one dictionary entry, Jeremiah 31:31 is used as an example of a “new thing” that is 

completely different from the old.
17

  NIDOTTE notes that in the context of Jeremiah 31 

hv'(d"x means new, but also that there is some continuity between the “old” and “new” 

covenants.  Additionally, v'd"x is a term often used in Isaiah and Jeremiah in the context 

of the exile, and indicates God’s “new” way of dealing with Israel.
18

   Thus, while the 

definition is that of a something “new” as opposed to “refreshed,” there is still similarity 

between the described covenants.  TWOT, however, also gives a potential meaning of 
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“fresh.”
19

  The evidence is not completely convincing, but there is some support for 

seeing the covenant as something other than a “brand new” thing.  Instead, 31:31 may 

hold the idea that the covenant is being renewed, with some additional things being added 

to it.  In other words, v'd"x has a variety of meaning that can range from “brand new” to 

“refresh.”  The lexical data does not give a direct answer. 

 Therefore, it is helpful to examine how v'd"x is used in the book of Jeremiah 

itself.  To start, vdx does have a sense of “new” in Jeremiah 31:22.  This is true in 

Isaiah, as well (41:15, 42:9, 43:19, 48:6).  But there are also some indications that both 

Jeremiah and Isaiah used vdx to indicate “renew.”  First, Isaiah 61:4 uses it to describe 

the “renewal” or “repair” of walls, which is used for a wordplay with 61:5.  Also, 65:17 

refers to a “new heaven and a new earth” that could reference “renewal.”   Second, in 

looking at Lamentations, there are two references to vdx and both of them indicate 

“renew” or “refresh,” as opposed to new (3:23 and 5:21).  However, every verse that uses 

the root as “renewed” or “refreshed” uses it as a piel verb.  Thus, the evidence leans 

toward the adjective meaning “new.”  

  

Comparing Covenants 

 Since the lexical evidence does not identify the nature of this covenant, it is 

helpful to contrast the covenant that Israel had been under and compare it to this “new” 

covenant.  The first difference is where the new covenant is written.  The old covenant 

was written on stone tablets at Mt. Sinai (Deut. 5:22) but the new covenant will be 
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written ~B'Þli-l[;,, “upon their hearts.”
 20

  This is not completely different, since the Mosaic 

covenant was also to be upon their hearts (Deut. 6:8).  When something is ~B'Þli-l[;,, it 

seems to mean that people will behave according to what is there.  For example, Jeremiah 

also notes that sin can also be written on the heart (17:1-2), which meant that the people 

behaved in sin.  In the Mosaic covenant, God writes the law on stone tablets and the 

people were to put it on their own hearts (and therefore obey the law).  They evidently 

failed to do that, for they did not obey it.  In the new covenant, God writes it on their 

hearts, which seems to mean that the people will keep the covenant.  Also, the new 

covenant would be kept ~B'êr>qiB., “in their inner parts.”
21

  This is parallel to the idea that it 

will be on their hearts; the new covenant will be kept, while the people failed in the old 

covenant. 

 The structure of vv. 31-34 also indicates that the new covenant would not be 

broken.  The old covenant is described as the one Wrpeähe hM'heø-rv,a, “which they broke.”  

It is contrasted with ~b'Þ yTil.[;îB' yki²nOa'w>, “I was a husband to them.”  The pronouns in these 

two phrases emphasize that “they” broke the covenant even though “I” was a husband, or 

ruled over, them.
22

  This is an important distinction; the covenant did not fail because it 

was a poor one, it failed because the nation broke it.  The implication of describing the 

new covenant as one that they will have in their hearts and their inner parts is that they 

will now keep this new covenant, since God writes it on their hearts.  The fact that this 

covenant would be kept certainly makes it stand out from the old.  All who were exiled 
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most likely knew that they were in their present circumstances because the old covenant 

had not been kept. 

 The second difference is the new equality between people.  In the new covenant, 

the people will know the Lord ‘~l'AdG>-d[;w> ~N"Üj;q.mil., “from the least to the greatest.”  The 

old covenant had a provision for teaching the covenant laws to the children (Deut. 11:19).  

But Jeremiah has pointed out that people have not taught the laws of Yahweh; in fact, not 

only does a man does not teach Wh[eørE “his friend” the laws of Yahweh, a man deliberately 

teaches Wh[eørE “his friend” to deceive (Jer. 9:4-5).
23

  The new covenant will fix this 

problem.  All will know the law, for it will be written on their hearts.  Moreover, the new 

covenant will be known by all and there will be no need for teachers and parents to 

instruct in the law.  This difference from the old covenant to the new would be a radical 

change to a culture that had parents teaching children as well as priests teaching the 

general population.  Jeremiah’s new covenant should surprise the nation. 

 The third difference is found in the phrase ytiøAa W[’d>yE •~L'Wk-yKi, “all will know 

me.”  This phrase seems to imply a universal knowledge of God, something that has not 

been seen before.
24

 This may imply that religious knowledge will no longer be taught and 

learned through the previous institutions, and that God’s law will continue regardless of 

the fall of the government.
25

  If this is true, it would certainly have meaning for the 

people of Israel in the context of Jeremiah.  As noted above, they were in very 

challenging political times.   
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 The fourth difference is that the new covenant only requires action by God.  

When the old covenant was given, the people gave their assent and agreed to keep their 

part of it (Ex. 24:3).  The new covenant does not have such an assent.
26

  This ties in to the 

previous difference, as well.  The people broke the old covenant, but this new covenant 

does not seem to require them to keep it.  Instead, God decides to put the covenant in 

place and all people will keep because it will be written on their hearts; the people are not 

asked to agree to it, and God will provide the means of keeping it. 

 The fifth difference is the time of implementation of the covenant.  The Mosaic 

covenant was effective at the time it was given, but Jeremiah 50:5 seems to indicate that 

the new covenant will begin after the exile.  However, it still will not be fully fulfilled at 

that time.  Instead, as will be noted below, some elements of the covenant are yet to 

come.  Previous covenants were implemented at the time that God gave them, but this 

covenant has components that will not occur until the eschaton. 

 Even with all the differences between the old and new covenants, there are some 

important points of similarity and continuity as well.  First, it is a covenant that yTiªr:k'w, “I 

cut.”  This is the same term used at the ushering in of the Mosaic covenant, and indicates 

that God is the one who initiates the covenant.
27

  Jeremiah’s words would have been quite 

reassuring for a people in this challenging political climate; God had not abandoned 

them, and He was still their covenant God. 
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 A second similarity between the old and new covenant was the substance.  The 

covenant outline in 31:31-34 still has the ytir"AT, “my law,” as its substance.
28

  It is the 

same law that the people had been familiar with throughout their history.  There were no 

new items for the people to learn, but rather a promise that all people would learn, and 

without the help of others.  

 There is a third similarity that is rather striking when considered in relation to 

how many current evangelicals view the new covenant.  The new covenant will be 

between God and His people, as the old covenant has always been.  It will be between 

hd"ßWhy> tyBeî-ta,w lae²r"f.yI tyBeó-ta “the house of Israel and the house of Judah.”
29

 

Although many translations omit “the house of Judah,” there is no textual reason to do so.  

In addition, in light of the history of Judah also sharing in the Mosaic covenants (as even 

the prophets attest; they continually decry Judah’s failure to keep their end) it does not 

seem necessary to remove Judah’s mention in order to keep consistency with the original 

covenant.  Judah certainly partook in the old covenant by nature of their relationship with 

Israel, and it is not surprising to see them as part of the new covenant as well.  Therefore, 

all of the people of Israel and Judah are being promised a new covenant, but they are the 

same people that were part of the old covenant.  No new participants are added. 

 One area of the covenant that seems to have both continuity and discontinuity is 

in the area of forgiveness.  The old covenant had elements of forgiveness after the people 

sinned (Ex. 34:6-7) and the new covenant notes that ~n"ëwO[]l;( ‘xl;s.a, “I will forgive their 
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sins.”
30

  However, it is also interesting to note the context of this phrase within the entire 

passage.  Structurally, it is located in the second half of vv. 31-34, where (as noted above) 

the main thrust is the newness of the covenant.  Therefore, there seems to be something 

about this forgiveness that is “new.”  In addition, the use of the conjunction yKiÛ indicates 

that the prior promises of vv. 33-34 occur due to forgiveness; forgiveness is not simply a 

part of the new covenant, but the yKiÛ seems to indicate cause.  In the past, sin had been 

followed by punishment and judgment was a part of the covenant.
31

  Now, forgiveness is 

a gift of God. 

 There has been debate over whether the covenant is simply a descriptive 

fulfillment of Deut. 6:6 and 11:8.
32

  In other words, it is argued that the promise of 

Jeremiah 31 may be little more than a time when all of the people will memorize the law, 

and the word of God will be held in their hearts through memorization.  In light of the 

similarities between the Mosaic covenant and vv. 31-34, it seems possible to argue for 

this.  However, the discontinuity seems to indicate that Jeremiah had something much 

bigger in mind.  Jeremiah is not anticipating people remembering the law; he is 

anticipating people keeping the law.  This is not a mere repeat of Deuteronomy, but it is 

indeed, at the very least, an addition to the Mosaic covenant, and at the most it is an 

entirely new covenant.
33
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Use in OT and  NT 

 In the OT, Ezekiel seems to rely on the wording of Jeremiah’s new covenant to 

explain what God will do for His people.  Although the term hv'(d"x] tyrIïB “new 

covenant” is unique in the OT in this word combination,
34

 Ezekiel alludes to it by 

pointing out that God will give His people a “new heart” and a “new spirit” (Ezek. 11:18, 

36:26) as well as a time when the people will be careful to follow all of the law (Ezek. 

11:20, 36:27).
35

  While the wording is not identical with the words in Jeremiah, the 

concepts of Ezekiel nonetheless closely parallel Jeremiah’s concepts.  Thus, Jeremiah’s 

words have been brought into exile through Ezekiel, and are still held out as a hopeful 

future in some post-exilic time.  Just as the words of Jeremiah were a prophetic hope for 

the future, Ezekiel’s words hold the same future hope.  In exile, even as their lives have 

been devastated, the new covenant is still coming. 

 The most obvious use of this passage in the NT occurs in Hebrews 8.  Here, 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 is repeated in its entirety.  The author of Hebrews is showing the 

inadequacy of the covenant, and this has often been assumed to mean that the old 

covenant was somehow less perfect.  Hebrews 8:7 says that if the first covenant had been 

a;memptoj, or blameless, then a second covenant would not have been necessary.  This 

implies that there are in fact two covenants in place.  The words used in 8:7 are prw,th, 

“first,” and deute,raj, “second.”  From the vantage point of Hebrews, there is clearly 

something considerably different in the new covenant.  
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 In this passage, there is also the issue of “fault.”  The question is, what is 

defective?  Some translations say that the fault was with the people, e.g. “But God found 

fault with the people” (TNIV).  However, most of the textual evidence does not support 

this.  Instead, the word auvtou.j, which is taken in the accusative case in USB 4,
36

 is 

probably actually in the dative, and thus modifies “says.”
37

  Thus, the passage says that 

there was fault with the first covenant, but does NOT lay the blame on the people.  This 

obviously does not mean that the people didn’t break the covenant; clearly, they did.  

Instead, it seems to simply indicate that God found fault with the covenant.  The effect of 

wording the phrase in this way puts all covenant activity into the hands of God, instead of 

people.  It is God who institutes covenants, and man cannot force Him to act if He does 

not want to.  In fact, it is unclear where the “fault” might lay.  It probably was with the 

people, but that is not the point of the author of Hebrews.  He merely wants to show that 

God implements covenants. 

 There has been some question over whether or not the author of Hebrews 

misrepresents the “new covenant.”  However, both Jeremiah and Hebrews share the same 

overall concern.  Jeremiah is concerned with the failure of the old covenant, and the 

seeming hopelessness of Israel’s present situation as it heads for exile.  At the same time, 

the author of Hebrews is concerned with the renewal of Israel under a new covenant, and 

this is why he writes.
38

  In context, both passages are primarily concerned with the new 
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covenant that brings hope to the scattered people of God.  Both Jeremiah and the author 

of Hebrews are writing to the scattered people of God to show that God has not forgotten 

them, but he is still a covenant God. 

 There are several other passages that seem to allude to Jeremiah 31.  For example, 

in Luke 22:20 Christ points to himself as the new covenant as he institutes the sacrament 

of communion.  From this verse, it seems that there is indeed a new covenant.  Paul 

quotes this when he talks about the new covenant in 1 Cor. 11:25 as well.  Both these 

passages indicate that the sign of the new covenant is communion.  Therefore, when 

communion is practiced, it is a reminder to the church of a new covenant with the people 

of God.  2 Corinthians 3:6 also uses the term “new covenant” to refer to the gospel 

message that Paul is proclaiming.   

 All of the allusions to the “new covenant” use the word kaino,j to describe the 

covenant.  This word can mean both “new” and “renewal” in the New Testament, but 

when it is paired with diaqh,kh it seems always to mean “new” and not have the sense of 

“renewal.”
 39

   Therefore, it seems that both Jeremiah and Hebrews are written to help the 

hearers understand that God has written a new covenant, and it will lead to the restoration 

of Israel. 

 

Fulfillment 

 It is significant to note that the covenant is leading toward restoration, but it is not 

coming right away.  Instead, the phrase ~yaiÞB' ~ymiîy", “days are coming,” is a prophetic 
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term indicating a future fulfillment.  In the context of Jeremiah, the time of the fulfillment 

is unclear.
40

  One possible fulfillment is that it will occur post-exile.  Jeremiah 31:23 

indicates that the first of these five messages of comfort is meant for the people post-

exile.  There is nothing specific in the remaining four to indicate a specific time, so it 

may be that vv. 31-34 are intended for the post-exile time period (and, as mentioned 

above, Jer. 50:5 indicates post-exile).  However, as Ezra and Nehemiah attest, the people 

still needed teachers to explain the law.  In addition, not everyone “knew God,” as 31-34 

seem to promise.  Therefore, the fulfillment could not be complete then. 

 Another possible fulfillment is at the time of Christ, as the church has traditionally 

interpreted the passage from Hebrews 8. In this view, the church is the recipient of this 

promise and has the membership of the new covenant.  However, the passage is clearly 

intended toward Israel.
41

  Therefore, it seems unlikely that the fulfillment is seen only in 

the church.  Instead, the fulfillment seems specifically to have the people of Israel in 

mind. 

 The context of Hebrews 8 indicates the same thing.  The new covenant takes its 

shape as the fullness of the old covenant.  The old covenant and all the things that the 

priests did to keep it were done in a sanctuary that “is a copy and shadow of what is in 

heaven” (Heb. 8:5, TNIV).  The old covenant is not completely obsolete, but a sign of 

what is coming.  Jeremiah 31:31-34 does not refer to a newly formed people of God in 

the church, but to Israel itself.  This seems clear from 31:36-37 as well, when God says 

“Only if these decrees vanish before my sight…will the nation of Israel ever cease to be a 
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nation before me” (TNIV).  Rather than the church replacing Israel, Hebrews 8 seems to 

be saying that the church is now a participant in this new covenant along with Israel.
42

 

 If the NT church is a participant, the question of fulfillment still needs to be 

answered.  If the “days” of v. 31 are the same “days” of v. 33, then it is clear that the time 

of fulfillment is in the future from Jeremiah.  One possibility is that the promises of vv. 

31-34 are fulfilled at the cross, and that the death of Christ has brought in this new 

covenant in its entirety.
43

  This view is closely linked to the view that the church is the 

new Israel, but the argument could still be made separately.  In other words, the church 

could be a mere participant in this new covenant, but the covenant was entirely fulfilled 

at the time of the cross.  However, there are immediate problems with this view.  First, it 

is evident when one looks around that we still need teachers.  Even in the NT, there are 

spiritual gifts of teachers, evangelists, and apostles, whose function seems to be 

explaining the gospel to others. Second, all do not know God.  Third, even among 

Christians, the law is not carefully kept.
44

  Therefore, the fulfillment of the promise must 

be still in the future.  

 

Conclusions 

 It is easy to read “new” covenant and think in simplistic terms.  The church has 

typically believed the old covenant is completely broken and is therefore no longer in 

effect.  However, although the new and old covenant have significant points of 

discontinuity, the points of continuity are very significant.  The fact that the new 
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covenant has no new content means that in form, the covenants look very much alike.  To 

say that it is a “new” covenant in the sense that the old one is completely eradicated 

seems to be oversimplification.   

 Still, it seems appropriate to refer to the covenant as “new” instead of “renewed,” 

simply because both Jeremiah and Hebrews emphasize the differences between the two 

covenants.  But the points of continuity are strong enough that one could also consider 

the covenant to be “renewed.”  The covenant of Jeremiah 31:31-34 is an extension of the 

original Mosaic covenant, not a complete beginning of a covenant.  The people to whom 

the words were originally spoken would see the continuity between the original Mosaic 

covenant and this new covenant, and they may have viewed this new covenant almost as 

if there were additions to the old covenant.  That is, the points of discontinuity do not 

mean that there is an entirely new covenant; those points have been added to and 

modified the original Mosaic covenant. 

 As noted above, the complete fulfillment of the passage must still be in the future.  

It seems that the promise of Jeremiah 31 is made to Israel and instituted at the end of the 

exile, but gentiles are now also able to be participants in this new covenant.  But the 

covenant has a future aspect as well.  Not yet are we able to do without teachers, and all 

do not willingly follow God.  The new covenant is advanced at the cross,
45

 but ultimate 

fulfillment of all the promises is still in the future.  Dividing the covenants into 

completely separate pieces, in which the old one applies to Israel and the new one to the 

church, is a misreading of both Hebrews and Jeremiah.  Jeremiah promises us a day that 

is coming, but is not yet.  It has begun, but will be fulfilled in the future. 
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