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Jeremiah 31:31-34 
“Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the 
house of Israel and the house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the 
day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they 
broke, though I was their husband, declares the Lord. For this is the covenant that I will make 
with the house of Israel after those days, declares 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. And no longer 
shall each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all 
know me, from the least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will forgive their 
iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more.” 
  
Mark 1:1-8 
The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. 

As it is written in Isaiah the prophet, “Behold, I send my messenger before your face, who will 
prepare your way, the voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‘Prepare the way of the Lord, make 
his paths straight,’” 

John appeared, baptizing in the wilderness and proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the 
forgiveness of sins. And all the country of Judea and all Jerusalem were going out to him and 
were being baptized by him in the river Jordan, confessing their sins. Now John was clothed with 
camel’s hair and wore a leather belt around his waist and ate locusts and wild honey. And he 
preached, saying, “After me comes he who is mightier than I, the strap of whose sandals I am not 
worthy to stoop down and untie. I have baptized you with water, but he will baptize you with the 
Holy Spirit.” 

“The New Covenant” 
The grass withers and the flower fades, but the Word of the Lord remains forever. Friends, this is 
the Word of God for the people of God. Thanks be to God. May the words of my mouth and the 
meditations of all our hearts be pleasing and acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our Rock and our 
Redeemer. Amen. 

The opening line of a book can often reveal many things about the author and of the story within. 
Some invite the reader in as another character. Such is the case with the famous opening to 
Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, “Call me Ishmael.” Others are more forthright about the content 
of the pages that follow. You immediately know the gist of Pride and Prejudice for Jane Austen 
begins, “It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a good fortune 
must be in want of a wife.” Still, others betray neither plot nor character, but rather reveal more 
telling secrets about the author. “The year 1866 was signalized by a remarkable incident, a 
mysterious and puzzling phenomenon, which doubtless no one has yet forgotten.” Thus 
commences Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. While little is known about 
Mark the Evangelist, much can be drawn from his writing style. The Gospel According to Mark 
is the shortest of the four Gospels and agreed by most everyone to be the earliest written account 
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of the life of Jesus. Yet his opening sentence seems so bland; it sounds almost like a 6th grade 
book report. “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” 

While it is unfair to compare Mark the Evangelist with the great authors of the Victorian era, we 
should not let Mark’s brevity and apparent simplicity fool us into complacency. Yes, Mark’s 
opening sentence is very brief, but it is also very telling. The beginning of the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, the carpenter from Galilee? The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, some chump 
from the desert? No. The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, THE SON OF GOD! Now that 
is quite an opening statement. No other thesis statement has changed the world as those last four 
words. And thus begins the most important and influential event in human history. Now, you may 
be wondering about the nativity of Christ. We are in Advent after-all, and the thing we are 
waiting for is the birth of the Christ-Child. But Mark doesn’t even have that. Mark starts Jesus’ 
story with another guy: John the Baptist. And Jesus isn’t a newborn babe in a manger, but a full-
grown adult! What’s going on here, Mark? 

For this Evangelist, the birth narratives of Christ just weren’t a priority. I don’t think Mark 
regarded Jesus’ birth as unimportant, but not necessary for the history he wishes to tell. The main 
thing Mark wants us to know is that what follows is the good news of the Son of God. And the 
first thing he tells us is that this event is a fulfillment of a prophecy. In introducing the 
transitional sentence, “As it is written in Isaiah the prophet,” Mark shows the organic progress of 
revelation under the divine Lord of history. If the Old Testament is the gospel’s beginning and 
source, then the gospel revealed through Jesus Christ is the final and inspired interpretation and 
completion of the Old Testament message. This is why Mark starts with John and not Jesus. 

The baptism proclaimed by John the Baptist, properly considered, belongs to the Old Testament. 
Although we read of it in the New Testament, the new covenant did not begin until after John’s 
ministry. Baptism was a requirement God gave to his people, Israel. It was a baptism of 
preparation. John preached that the kingdom of God was at hand. He was the herald of the 
Messiah. The nearness of the coming kingdom of God was seen in the imminent appearance of 
Christ. The Messiah King was about to be made known, but the people of Israel were not ready 
for him. They were unprepared. They were unclean. 

I say this because John’s baptism was a radical innovation. Prior to John, Gentiles converting to 
Judaism were required to undergo a purification rite of cleansing. With the appearance of John 
the Baptist, God commanded the Jews also to repent and be washed. But the Jewish clergy—the 
religious elite—regarded John’s requirement as heretical and insulting. It meant that John was 
treating Jews as if they were as unclean as Gentiles. Those who were blinded by their own 
selfishness failed to see God’s hand at work in Jesus and John. For even Jesus willingly 
submitted to John’s baptism, the more insisting upon it (against John’s protests), because in his 
role as Messiah it was necessary for Jesus to submit to every requirement of God’s law for Israel. 
In this way Christ ushered in the era of the New Covenant. 
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In order to understand the New Covenant, we need to discuss the Old Covenant. When Adam 
and Eve were created, they stood in a moral relationship with God, their Creator. That 
relationship was one of obedience to God without any inherent claim to a reward or blessing for 
said obedience. In his love, mercy, and grace, however, God voluntarily entered into a covenant 
with his creatures. Humans, as created beings, did not request God enter into covenant, because 
created beings have no right to tell the Creator what to do. Since God voluntarily acted, this was 
not a covenant of equal partners, but one that rested on God’s initiative and God’s sovereign 
authority. 

The original covenant between God and humans was a covenant of works. In this covenant, God 
required perfect and total obedience to his rule. Thus, the hundreds of laws recorded in the Old 
Testament. Everything from the Ten Commandments to laws on agriculture were established to 
keep God’s people in rightly ordered relationships with God and neighbor, thereby fulfilling the 
covenant of works. But as we know, not all laws will be kept perfectly, so the people of God 
were encouraged to make amends when a law was broken, either through ritual cleansing or 
sacrificial offering. The Old Covenant of works was just that—based on the deeds and actions of 
the Israelites. God promised eternal life as the blessing of obedience, but threatened eternal death 
for disobeying his law. What’s more is all human beings—from Adam to the present—are 
inescapably members of this covenant. Even into this day! God made this covenant with Adam, 
and we, as his descendants, are not exempt. People may refuse to obey or even acknowledge the 
existence of such a covenant, but they can never escape it. All human beings are in a covenant 
relationship to God, either as covenant breakers or covenant keepers. 

It follows, then, that the covenant of works is the basis of our need for redemption. A single sin is 
enough to violate the covenant of works and make us debtors who cannot pay our own debt to 
God. If we were to ignore each of our individual sins, Adam’s one sin of disobedience was 
enough to put our entire race in the red. I can’t imagine the magnitude of our debt when each of 
our individual sins are included. That we, after even a single sin, have any hope of redemption is 
due to God’s grace and God’s grace alone. Therefore, since the human race has violated this 
covenant, the human race is in need of redemption. And our hope of redemption lies in the 
covenant of works—but not our works. 

Had Adam and Even been obedient to God’s covenant of works, they would only have achieved 
the merit that comes by virtue of fulfilling the covenant agreement with God. What I mean to say 
is, if our ancestral parents obeyed God’s single command, then they would simply be fulfilling 
the contract that God established, and nothing more. But, because Adam and Eve fell into sin, 
God, in his mercy, added a New Covenant. This covenant is one of grace, by which salvation 
becomes not only possible, but also actual. This covenant of grace, however, is only accessible 
after the covenant of works is fulfilled. And only one human being has ever kept the covenant of 
works. That person was Jesus. His work as the second or new Adam fulfilled all the terms of our 
original covenant with God. Because of the work of Christ, we are able to enjoy and adhere to 
the covenant of grace. And this covenant of grace is available to all who put their trust in him. 
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Jesus is the first person to get into heaven by his own good works. We, too, are admitted into 
heaven by good works—the good works of Jesus Christ. No matter how hard we may try to 
perfectly live out the law, we will fail. Our works are worth nothing when counted toward our 
debt. This does not mean we are free to ignore the law, for obedience to God’s commands is still 
required of us. But we obey not for our salvation, but because of our salvation. Jesus’ good 
works become “our” good works when we receive him in and by faith. When we put our faith in 
Christ, God credits the good works of Jesus to our account. We are counted as righteous because 
of Christ, because of his work. Our debt was paid by Christ on the Cross. This is what the New 
Covenant looks likes. The New Covenant, the covenant of grace, fulfills the covenant of works 
because God graciously applies the merit of Christ to our account. Thus, but grace we meet the 
terms set forth in the covenant of works. 

This is to say the Old Covenant is not gone. It was not erased and we are not free from its 
binding power. Furthermore, the New Covenant does not replace the old one. The old is not set 
aside to make room for the new. That runs contrary to our current culture of out with the old and 
in with the new. Whether it’s a computer, clothes, tools, cars, when things get old we replace 
them with new ones. Not so with God’s covenant. God’s covenant is eternal, but is marked by 
Christ’s incarnation. This is the reason why we remember and celebrate this covenant during 
Advent. But celebration is not limited to Advent. When we partake of the Lord’s Supper, which 
we shall later in the service, do you recall the words of institution? “The Lord Jesus, on the night 
of his arrest…took the cup saying: This cup is the new covenant sealed in my blood, shed for 
you for the forgiveness of sins. Whenever you drink it, do this in remembrance of me.” Christ’s 
blood not only sealed the New Covenant, but also the Old; fulfilling the covenant of works and 
ushering in the covenant of grace. To this we say, thanks be to God. As we later partake of the 
Bread of Life and the Cup of Salvation, I encourage you to thank God for Christ’s meritorious 
works and open your hearts to receive God’s instructions for you own imitation of Christ. Think 
about how you would compose the opening sentences of the story of your new life in Christ. 

I invite you now to incline your heads as I lift up this prayer offered by John Calvin from his 
lecture on Jeremiah thirty-one. Grant, Almighty God, that as thou hast favored us with so 
singular a benefit as to make through thy Son a covenant which has been ratified for our 
salvation, — O grant, that we may become partakers of it, and know that thou so speakest with 
us, that thou not only shewest by thy Word what is right, but speakest also to us inwardly by thy 
Spirit, and thus renderest us teachable and obedient, that there may be an evidence of our 
adoption, and a proof that thou wilt govern and rule us, until we shall at length be really and fully 
united to thee through Christ our Lord. Amen.
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