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LENT 5 

                  I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts 

The historical context of this reading was a tragic time in Israel's history. Since the rise of Assyria in 745 

BC, world events had spun out of Israel's control. But more often the tiny nation had been a mere pawn 

in the hands of larger empires. Fiercely independent and nationalistic yet plagued by weak leaders, Judah 

had played a dangerous game of trying to secure her own existence by playing off rival powers against 

each other. But the end of Judah was near. With all her allies reduced to vassals or weakened by internal 

strife, Judah was left virtually alone to face the new world power, Babylon. And yet, foolish leaders still 

had tried to fight the Empire, assuming that at the last minute, God would rescue them as he had from 

Assyrians in the past. Jeremiah had repeatedly told the people and the kings for 40 years that unless they 

truly repented and changed their attitudes toward God, this time they would not survive. Yet, still they 

refused to respond to God. 

There are no automatically privileged positions before God 

One of the real shocks to Israel at this time was to find out how it was still possible for God to love them 

as a people, as they were being dragged off in chains to slavery in a distant land.  They had remained 

confident they would survive because they were in a covenant relationship with God and the land of 

Canaan had been given to them as a part of that covenant.  How could they possibly be God’s people if 

pagan rulers reigned in Canaan and over Jerusalem?  They had not yet come to understand the nature of 

sin and the consequences of sin and were about to taste the meaning of both of those realities. 

Chapter 31 of Jeremiah opens with these words: "I will be the God of all the families of the earth, and 

you shall be my people".  Being called to be the People of God does not bring down privileges from 

heaven as much as it does responsibilities.  They are God’s people 

because God has chosen them to collaborate in the divine saving 

works in creation.  What God wants is for all peoples (families) on 

earth to experience his divine Rule in their lives and the only way 

that is going to happen is when Israel, who have been called, chosen 

and equipped for this task, reveal God’s love and mercy in the way 

they live in the world.  God has to be seen, heard and experienced if 

people are to come to believe and it is Israel’s vocation to be the 

voice, the hands, the touch of God among them.  But they sinned.  

They took God’s love for granted and presumed their way of 

understanding the covenant was the same as God’s own divine understanding.  There had been no 

apparent consequences for their sinful living, for their many failures in keeping the covenant and so God 

could not be too unhappy with them. As long as they kept the Temple sacrifices going, all would be 

well!?  Is this not one of the great temptations facing believers of every age?  That all God requires is 

for us to keep on keeping on with what we have been doing all the time? 

THE  NEW  SHOFAR 
God is found in human hearts not in and through Law 

Jeremiah 31:31-34  -  John 12:20-33 

What does the prophetic 

warning “what God wants is 

love not sacrifice” mean?   What 

are some of the incorrect 

assumptions we like to make 

about God?  In what ways can 

God be “seen, heard and 

experienced” in us by the world? 
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“I will draw all men and women to myself”, says the Lord 

When Jeremiah proclaimed God’s promise of a New Covenant, what was it he had in mind?  It was 

not to be a covenant written on stone.  That had not worked over the last five hundred and fifty years 

or so and it is unlikely to work in the future.  New must mean something else and that something else 

revolves around what it was God is doing in creation. 

We can see how this works out as the early Christian communities began to ask themselves what was 

new about the saving works of God in Jesus Christ.  Under the leadership of the apostles, the Church 

was out among the Gentiles seeking to fulfil the divine declaration: "I will be the God of all the 

families of the earth, and you shall be my people."  They were not 

talking about a New Israel or a whole New Mt Sinai-like covenant.   

God’s people do not need to be circumcised and to be following 

the Laws of Moses in order to be sons and daughters of God.  What 

was needed was a life lived in imitation of Christ, a life built on 

faith and hope in God.  That was all Israel was ever called to be. 

It was the Law of Moses and circumcision that played key roles in establishing one’s identity as a 

Jew and so as a child of God, but the Law was never going to be an adequate way of measuring 

righteousness, as a mark of one’s place before God.  Law can only bring a person a short way along 

the path to righteousness.  Something more was needed and that something more is Jesus   

God’s eyes are always on the whole of creation 

God knows what is going on in the human heart and so no further external actions are needed 

(circumcision and obedience to the Law of Moses, worship, prayers, even going to Church on 

Sundays!).  Any external signs should be seen as nothing more than signs highlighting what was 

going on in the heart and not as being requirements in their own right.  

The Hebrews were the people covenanted by God to be the “tools” by which divine salvation was 

brought to the whole of creation, to people’s everywhere.  Nothing Jesus said or did had changed this 

and the post-Pentecost Christian communities understood themselves to be the reconstituted Israel.  

They were not the New Israel, nor a new People of God.  The 

plan of God had not changed.  What has happened is that it is 

in Jesus Christ the fullness of Israel is being found, the true, 

authentic fulfilling of the Sinai Covenant.  Israel had lost her 

way, had replaced faith and hope with observance of Law, 

with external signs; in things like the Temple, the priesthood 

and their cherished traditions.  They thought life for them 

would simply go on and on unchanged and unchallenged 

forever.  However, as Jesus had highlighted, these same people were no longer able to hear the voice 

of God, were blind to the renewed directions into which they were being called.  They had obscured 

their relationship with God through their focus on the demands of their religion.  

Circumcision and the following of all 612 Laws of Moses (perfectly) were no longer seen to be the 

road to salvation and life in God.  It is faith and faith alone that saves.  All external actions and 

activities are but a celebration of this core reality and should never be put above a living relationship, 

with others, in Christ.  It is Jesus and Jesus alone who saves.  It is in that all of the hopes, dreams, 

promises and desires of Israel of old are being fulfilled and these promises of the biblical prophets 

are directed towards the communities of the followers of Christ.  In taking the Good News to the 

Gentiles, God is drawing all peoples to himself through the saving death of his Son on the cross.   

In what ways are faith and 

religion different?  What are the 

dangers inherent in religion? 

The focus of the New Testament is 

bringing all peoples to God in 

Christ.   How does this match with 

the central practices of our own 

parish today?  Discuss:  The Church 

is missionary, or it is not Church. 
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