THE CONTEXT OF THE COVENANTS SERIES

Part 11 The New Covenant 

Ceremonies of covenant renewal are scattered through the history of Israel.  The first was only two months after the Sinai covenant was made, while Israel was still at Mount Sinai (Exodus 34); the next on the plains of Moab just before Israel entered Canaan (Deuteronomy); then, by Joshua, after the conquest (Joshua 23,24), followed by Samuel at the institution of the monarchy (1 Samuel 12), by Hezekiah (2 Chronicles 29-31) and by Josiah (2 Kings 22,23).
The last of these was particularly significant. Jeremiah was possibly an older youth when the book of the law (probably Deuteronomy) was discovered in the temple during repairs that king Josiah had ordered. This discovery brought on a great acceleration in the reformation already begun under the king. But Jeremiah soon realised that the heart of the people was not being changed. The religious purges had not purged the deep seated idolatry (Jeremiah 2, 5, 11).  Jeremiah could see nothing but judgement for his own generation – the fulfillment of the curses inherent in the Sinai covenant.  But beyond that judgement, he had vision for the future of his people, part of which was the portrait of a new covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34).  While the term “new covenant” is taken from Jeremiah, Ezekiel, as a prophet among those who suffered the exile Jeremiah had predicted, held out hope of a new covenant. The idea is scattered also through Isaiah 40-55.
The scope of the new covenant is at first very national.  In both Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the major thrust is the hope of the restoration of Israel itself.  Jeremiah’s new covenant passage comes in the midst of chapters 30 and 31, both of which are taken up with this hope. These two chapters are sometimes called “The Book of Consolation” in contrast to the bulk of Jeremiah’s oracles of judgement.  The contours of Jeremiah’s own ministry (1:10) are echoed in 31:27,28 where God says He plans ‘to build and plant’ His people (v.28).  Accordingly, the covenant will be one God makes ‘with the house of Israel and the house of Judah’ (v.27).
Ezekiel’s vision of the future restoration of Israel with a new covenant relationship between God and His people is mainly in chapters 34, 36 and 37.  Again the scope is predominantly national. God promises a restoration of the theocracy – He Himself will be the true Shepherd – King of Israel, but at the same time “David” will be prince over them (34:11-24). In chapter 36, the restoration of Israel will be a marvel in the sight of the nations, which will vindicate Yahweh’s reputation as their God. Chapter 37 describes the resurrection of the nation and its reunification in vs.15-28. Again ‘David’ will be king of the unified nation.

In Ezekiel’s vision, the nations are referred to only as spectators. When God restores Israel, then the nations will see, hear and know who God really is. There is a universal dimension, but it is not integrated into the covenant itself.  In Isaiah, the universal inclusion of the nations is worked into the covenant idea from the start. The scope of the new covenant in Isaiah is as wide as the scope of salvation itself in those chapters – ‘to the ends of the earth.’  The identity of the ‘servant of God’ figure in these chapters is sometimes identical with Israel (cf. 41:8; 42:19) and sometimes apparently distinct from Israel. In the ‘servant songs’ it appears that an individual, called and anointed by God, will fulfill the role and mission of Israel – enduring great suffering as he does so. His mission, as was Israel’s mission in terms of the Abrahamic covenant, will be to bring God’s salvation to all nations. The first mention of this is in 42:6 using covenant language:

I will make you to be a covenant for the people and a light for the nations
The creation wide context of the immediately preceding verse (42:5) shows who is in the prophet’s mind – all those who breathe and walk on the earth. The same point is made in 49:6 (a verse used by Paul to sanction his own decision to take the gospel to the Gentiles in Acts 13:47) and 49:8.  In 54:9,10 the ‘covenant of peace’ is primarily again made with a restored Israel.  But the explicit comparison with the Noahic covenant shows that the universal aspect is not lost from sight. It comes back in chapter 55. There the ‘everlasting covenant’ is equated with God’s unfailing kindness promised to David (His covenant commitment).  And that in turn is filled out by envisaging peoples and nations coming to Israel and to the God of the servant (55:3-5), which is a link between the Davidic and Abrahamic covenants.

All four historical covenants are clearly mentioned in this context.

Noah is mentioned explicitly in Isaiah 54:9f but this is not the only place where the idea of all creation being involved in God’s future covenant blessing is present.  Ezekiel’s covenant of peace included God’s promise to restrain the ravages of nature and instead to give His people such an abundance of harvest that comparisons could be made with Eden itself (34:25-27a,29; 36:30,33-35). Jeremiah also used the regularity and unfailing consistency of nature (which was a feature of the Noahic covenant) as a way of guaranteeing God’s own intention to maintain His covenant with His people (31:35-37; 33:19-26).
The Abrahamic covenant is clearly heard in the universalism of Isaiah 40-55 and the extension of God’s salvation to the ends of the earth, through One who will be a covenant and light for the nations.

The Sinai covenant is heard in almost all the passages: Jeremiah’s emphasis on the law being written in the heart, and on the knowledge of God; Ezekiel’s emphasis on the cleansing of sin, and the dwelling of God among His people; Isaiah’s expectation of a new exodus, liberation from all kinds of bondage, and the administration of justice for the nations.

The Davidic covenant is found in all three prophetic visions of the new covenant. Jeremiah’s ‘Righteous Branch’ will ‘do righteousness and justice’ as the Davidic king was supposed to (33:15ff; 23:1-6); Ezekiel’s true shepherd, ruling again, over a united Israel of God (chapter 34); and Isaiah’s witness, leader and commander for the peoples (55:3,4).
The substance of the new covenant is complex but for the sake of gaining an overall view, several key, common themes can be isolated:

(1) a new relationship with God

The words ‘You will be my people and I shall be your God’ formed the very essence of the covenant relationship between God and Israel from the beginning. The new covenant would reaffirm this central, warm and possessive relationship – one people, one God, forever (Jeremiah 31:33b; 32:38-40; Ezekiel 37:23,27). Isaiah expresses it in terms of a restored marriage (54:5-10).
(2) a new experience of forgiveness

So much of the prophets’ messages had been accusation of the people for their accumulating sins.  Judgement was inevitable. But they also saw that God’s capacity for forgiveness was not bounded by the people’s capacity for sin. His desire and intention was that sin be remembered no more (Jeremiah 31:34b). Characteristic of his priestly imagery, Ezekiel envisages it as a complete cleansing (Ezekiel 36:25; 37:23). Isaiah invites the sinner to an abundant pardon that surpasses human reasoning (Isaiah 55:6-9).
(3) a new obedience to the law

Jeremiah would have been aware of the Book of the Law being read out aloud, and assented to, but still there not being deep, long term changes in people’s behaviour. Against this backdrop, he wrote that in the new covenant, God’s intention was:

I will put My law in their minds and write it on their hearts   

                                                              Jeremiah 31:33
The result would be that the knowledge of God would no longer need to be ‘taught,’ because it would be inwardly known.

They will all know me from the least of them to the greatest
                                                                    Jeremiah 31:34
This is sometimes regarded as a picture of the individualising and personalising of the knowledge of God, with the assumption that previously it had only been known in a corporate or national way. But on the other occasions that Jeremiah uses the phrase ‘from the least of them to the greatest’ it is a way of portraying the whole community by a single common characteristic (6:13; 8:10).  The phrase is almost certainly used the same way here. The people of God as a whole would be characterised as a community who know Him.

Jeremiah is clear in describing what it means to know God. To know God is to delight in faithful love, justice and righteousness, as God Himself does (9:24). More than that, it means to not just delight in these things, but to actually do them, demonstrated by defending the rights of the poor and the needy. Jeremiah defines knowing God in these same terms.

Your father [Josiah] did what was right and just.

He defended the cause of the poor and needy

and so all went well.

‘Is this not what it means to know Me?’ declares the Lord
Jeremiah 22:15,16
These things were the heart of the law, the law which now, in the new covenant, would be written in the heart.

The law written in the heart would mean more than just a new sincerity. The Old Testament is often parodied as a religion of external legalism, which is not altogether true. From the beginning, God had called for obedience from the heart. The heart, as the seat of the mind, will and emotions held great importance in the law, the Psalms and Proverbs. But Ezekiel went even further, emphasising that such obedience of the heart involved not just a new law, but a new heart itself, a heart ‘transplant’ performed by the Spirit of God. Only a new heart, a heart of flesh as opposed to a heart of stone, would produce real obedience (Ezekiel 36:26ff).
Isaiah does not include this dimension in his writings about the covenant itself, but he does include a strong emphasis on the full acceptance of the law and the reign of justice in passages dealing with the mission of the servant to the nations, as the agent of God’s purpose for humanity (42:1-4; 51:4-8).  These are very similar to the prophecies of the messianic age under the future anointed son of David found earlier in the book (9:7; 11:1-5).  It will be an age ruled by a new David, but ruled according to the law and justice of God.

(4) a new David King

Jeremiah includes this element in his future hope (23:5f; 33:15-26), though his famous new covenant passage is entirely Sinaitic in flavour. Ezekiel looks to a future ‘David’ as the agent of theocracy and of the unity of the people (34:23,24; 37:24-28).  It is possible and even probable that the ‘David referred to in Isaiah 55:3ff is the identity of the servant figure, previously anonymous. If so, it would link the expectations associated with the coming ‘David’ with the mission of bringing God’s law and justice to the nations.

(5) a new abundance of nature

Abundance and fruitfulness were part of the promised blessings for obedience to the Sinai covenant (Leviticus 26:3-13: language that recalls the bounty of Genesis 2 and Deuteronomy 28:1-14). If the covenant were to be restored, albeit on the other side after God’s judgement had run its course, it is not surprising to find in the renewal, the expectation of restoration to the land, secure settlement, freedom from wild beasts and human enemies, and abundant fertility of crops and herds.

Old Testament hope was often described as the living here and now blessing of God on His creation for His renewed and obedient people. The recollection of Eden is not out of place here since the hope of humanity since the fall (as expressed by Lamech at the birth of son, Noah) was that God would lift the curse from the earth (Genesis 5:28,29). This is the hope that brings the whole Bible to a close, with a vision of its fulfillment in a new heaven and new earth (Revelation 21:1-3).  A foretaste of that new creation is seen in the language used by the prophets to describe the renewal of the land of Israel (Jeremiah 31:11-14; Ezekiel 34:26-29; 36:8-12).  As elsewhere in the Bible, the land of Israel functions in part as a token of the future new creation, as the place of God’s presence and unhindered blessing.

This study is principally a summary of Knowing Jesus through the Old Testament by Christopher J. H. Wright (InterVarsity Press. Downers Grove IL. 1992) pp.93-101

