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Chapter 17: The Kingdom’s Fall

Timeless Truth: Listen and live.

Teacher’s Background Notes

Since the redemption of Israel from Egypt, God’s people had failed time and time again to remain faithful to the One True God. We marvel at Israel’s failure to learn lessons from her past. Abraham had believed God and was therefore righteous by faith alone. At Sinai, Israel agreed to live differently under the tutor of the Law. Many believers find the relationship between faith and the Law to be confusing. This has been true from the early church too. Paul’s arguments in Romans and Galatians attest to the common misunderstanding of the believer’s relationship to the Law. Nevertheless, from Sinai to Babylon, the history of Israel’s and Judah’s relationship with the Lord was largely one of collapse of covenant relationship. However, God’s faithfulness to pursue and restore His people for so many centuries further emphasizes the redemptive death and nature of God’s love.

After failing miserably, the curses of the Law (Deuteronomy 28 and 30) were all complete. The people were shattered and scattered among the nations, just as God had said would happen through Moses, David, Solomon, and the prophets. Now in the pit of despair, God revealed another chapter in His epoch narrative. He would provide a New Covenant with better promises. The great grace of God shines through in both the timing and the content of this act. With God, there is always hope! In our failure, God offers a future. 

Even the newest Christians are vaguely familiar with the New Covenant concept because of our practice of the Lord’s Supper. However, many are unaware that it was promised in the Old Testament. Some who are aware of the Old Covenant connection have not had the historical context that this chapter of The Story provides. So this lesson will be new for some of your students and perhaps fresh insight and understanding for others. There are a few issues with these texts that remain somewhat unclear. First, an observation of the plain reading of the Biblical text and the context makes clear that the New Covenant was promised to Israel and to Judah. It was not promised to the Church. Secondly, believers under the New Covenant continue to sin. We do not always yield to the Spirit that directs us to walk in obedience. Third, there is still a need for teaching one another to know the Lord. Peter, years after the giving of the Spirit, exhorted believers to “grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). How then is the church related to the New Covenant? The church today is participating in some of the benefits of the covenant that was inaugurated at Christ’s death. But one must conclude that God’s promises in the New Covenant have not been fully and ultimately fulfilled. While we enjoy the forgiveness of sins and the indwelling Holy Spirit, we await the completion of the New Covenant promises sometime in the future. Paul looked forward to a time when Israel would finally enjoy the New Covenant even as the church already was (Rom. 12:24-27). According to Paul, this will be when “the fullness of the Gentiles has come in.” 

The heart of the New Covenant is the forgiveness of sins and the new heart – pardon the pun. We should not confuse the familiar with the common when it comes to forgiveness of sins. This promise is radical! For the Israelites who offered so many animal sacrifices to cover sin, the forgiveness of sin was huge! Furthermore, the sin problem was (and still is) a heart problem. Instead of the Law being external, the Lord would internalize it so that His word in the heart would prevent sin and cultivate obedience. It would become a part of the nature of God’s people—instinctive. Under the Law, God’s people nearly always chose to turn away from Him. Under the New Covenant, the Spirit in us prompts us to turn to the Lord. 

Lesson Plan: The New Covenant: Hope for the Hopeless

If you happen to possess any obsolete items which could serve as an object lesson, by all means use them and show them to your class. [A vinyl record, 8-track tape or green polyester leisure suit, for example.] 

Think for a moment of all the things that have become obsolete over the years. The covered wagon and stage coach became obsolete with the automobile. Oil lamps used for millennia became obsolete with electric lighting. Outhouses were replaced with indoor plumbing—something we are all thankful for in the winter months particularly. And vinyl records, 8-track tapes, and cassette tapes have become obsolete with the CD and then the MP3 player. Some of us remember a time in our lives that did NOT include personal computers. We could not imagine what benefit a home computer could provide. We were functional and comfortable in our past way of life that included using telephones, the postal service, and Liquid Paper. We were unaware of any need that was yet unmet. Now, we feel frustrated, trapped, and panicked when our computer crashes or our email server goes down. With the new, we are now acutely aware of our need when it goes unmet. Do any of us long to return to the old and obsolete? Never! Why not? Because the new is infinitely better than the old.

Israel was unaware of her own need for a new covenant. But the three sieges against Judah and Jerusalem that led to Judah’s captivity in Babylon proved to the faithful remnant that life under the Old Covenant was not working. Judah had no way of imagining God’s outside-of-the-box answer for her problem. He would make the Old Covenant obsolete by replacing it with a new one. 

I. The Function of the Covenant of the Law

A. The law served as a way that God’s people could demonstrate their allegiance and express their love for the Lord. Obedience was always associated with turning to the Lord. It was not so much a way to enter into a relationship with the Lord, but rather a means to express and maintain one’s already established relationship with the Lord. The Law had three important functions:

1. Regulatory—the Law taught Israel to be a holy nation, separate from the pagan nations, and to respond to the Lord and to one another according to a holy standard.

2. Revelatory—the Law revealed the nature and character of a holy God and reveals sin

3. Preparatory—the Law prepared for the coming of Christ by its sacrifices and festivals; demonstrated the need for a Savior

B. The Law was NEVER a means of salvation—salvation has ALWAYS been by grace through faith.

II. The Failure to Keep the Covenant of the Law

A. Israel had begun to transgress the Law while Moses was on the mountain for forty days receiving the Ten Commandments. They were drawn to return to the gods of Egypt and built for themselves a golden calf. Her history, as we have seen through The Story, is fraught with her continued failure to remain in covenant obedience to the Law. Israel had a few bright spots to be sure, but the overall trend of the nation was to turn away from the Covenant of the Law and turn away from the Lord. 

B. The Lord’s patience and mercy—sometimes severe mercy—compelled Him to send warnings to Israel to return to a covenant relationship with Him. He revealed Himself through the oppression of other nations and through deliverance from those very oppressors (as in the times of the Judges), through prophets (such as Elijah, Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah), and through events like Elijah’s three-year drought and his showdown with the prophets of Baal. Yet it was not enough to keep Israel obedient to the “Old Covenant”—the Covenant of the Law.

C. Approximately 850 years after the Lord gave Moses the Law, Judah went into captivity. (Israel had already gone into captivity some 125 years before Judah.) The redeemed nation that had possessed the Promised Land was now expelled from the Land and under another foreign power. And it was God’s doing. Just as God had warned the people through Moses before entering into the Promised Land, their failure to remain faithful to Him would result in expulsion from their Land and exile to a foreign land (Deuteronomy 28:24-49, 30:1-5). The exile of the two kingdoms resulted from their consistent failure to remain faithful to the Law (Old Covenant). They were part of God’s sovereign design. 
D. Exiled in foreign nations and spit out of the Land of their inheritance, Judah was hopeless. They had had every possible advantage to become holy and to live up to their high calling as a nation. They had been redeemed; they had seen and experienced the miracles and acts of the Lord; they had His written word; they had the Covenant of the Law. Yet the sin nature reigned mightier than all these other things put together. If Israel was hopeless to ever be holy or righteous with all these advantages, then what hope was there for anyone? If the Covenant of the Law wasn’t enough, what would it take?

III. The Future Hope of a New Covenant

A. The Upper Story of the Lord’s great plan of redemption is always one of hope and life. At the lowest point in Israel’s “Lower Story” life, God revealed His great love for His people through the promise of a New Covenant in the future. Judah was experiencing the discipline of the Lord for their failure to live by the Old Covenant when God promised a future covenant that would be everlasting. Judah, only seeing her “Lower Story” circumstances needed to be shown that God’s “Upper Story” was not over! 

B. In Jerusalem, God revealed the coming New Covenant through Jeremiah (Jeremiah 31:31-34). It would be different than the Old covenant made at Sinai. He would:

1. Put His law in them, write it on their hearts

2. Be their God, and they would be His people
3. No need for teaching because they will know the Lord
4. Forgive their iniquity and remember their sin no more
C. In Babylon, God revealed the New Covenant through Ezekiel (Ezekiel 36:24-28). Though “covenant” is not used in these verses, it is used in 34:25 and 37:26. Notice the similarities in the promises. The Lord said He would:

1. Gather Israel from the nations and return them to their Land

2. Cleanse them from their filth

3. Remove the heart of stone and give a heart of flesh

4. Put His Spirit in them to cause them to walk obediently
IV. The Foundation of the New Covenant—Jesus Christ

A. About 600 years after the promise of a New Covenant to Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Jesus inaugurated the New Covenant on the night He was betrayed. Three of the four gospels record it (Matthew 26:26-28, Mark 14:22-24, Luke 22:17-20).
1. Luke 22:17-20. And in the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood” (Luke 22:20). 

2. This was not new news to the disciples! They knew their scriptures. They knew of the failure of Israel to live by the Law and the hope promised in the New Covenant through Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Notice that not one of the twelve disciples ever asks what Jesus meant by a “new covenant.” They required no further explanation. 

B. Paul described the difference between the old and the new when he wrote to the Corinthians (2 Corinthians 3):

	Old

Written on tablets of stone

The letter of the law kills

It is a ministry of death engraved on stones

Ministry of condemnation has glory but fades

Old covenant is only removed in Christ

Fading away
	New

Letter of Christ written with the Spirit of God

Tablets of human hearts

Paul was a servant of the new covenant

Spirit gives life

Ministry of the Spirit more glorious 

It remains


C. The author of Hebrews describes the New Covenant as a better covenant and quotes from Jeremiah (Hebrews 8:6-13).

1. Jesus, the better high priest, is the mediator of the better covenant.

2. The better covenant has better promises.

a. The New Covenant makes the old obsolete (Hebrews 8:13).
b. The Old Covenant was inaugurated by blood, and so too was the New Covenant; without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness (Hebrews 9:22).

c. Other Old covenant sacrifices could never make anyone perfect (Hebrews 10:1). Rather they were a reminder of sin (Hebrews 10:2) and could not take away sin. Can you imagine? Every sacrifice was a reminder of one’s sin, a reminder that each person needs a Savior. Their sin was always before them under the Old Covenant. No wonder the New Covenant is said to have better promises—it takes the sin away! 

d. For by one offering He has perfected for all time those who are sanctified (Hebrews 10:14). Again the Hebrews author quotes from Jeremiah that the hope found in the New Covenant is basically two-fold (Hebrews 10:15-18):

D. The New Covenant puts the Law upon their heart. 

1. Under the Old Covenant, people continually turned away from the Law. They had no ability to live holy lives before the Lord. 

2. Now the Spirit that indwells believers gives us the ability to live holy lives. It is no longer under our own strength that we have to obey God (like the Israelites), but through the power of the Holy Spirit in us.

E. The New Covenant actually forgives sin.

The better covenant allows us to boldly come before God because we have been cleansed by the blood of Jesus (Hebrews 10:19-23). 

V. Applications and Implications

A. When Israel was hopeless, God provided hope. Even in my darkest, most hopeless moments, God is still there and His plan of redemption for me remains steadfast.

B. God’s sovereignty is amazing! Only God can fulfill plans that span centuries.

C. The promise of the New Covenant reminds me afresh of the unfathomable grace of God. 

D. What God did for Israel and what He does for me are for His name’s sake, not ours. His holy reputation is at stake.

E. God showed His justice when He punished Israel for her sin; He shows His grace and faithfulness with the New Covenant promises.

F. God still shows His justice in the New Covenant by providing a substitute whose blood was shed; Jesus paid my penalty, which displays the grace of God.

G. I am so grateful to be part of the New Covenant community of faith. It is exponentially better than trying to live under the Law in my own human strength.

H. As a participant in the New Covenant, I have the indwelling Holy Spirit to help me maintain a right relationship with the Lord first and with others second.

I. As a recipient of the New Covenant, I have a new heart. I am freed from the old heart of my past. 

J. I am forgiven! The New Covenant has a provision for sin. Sins under the Old Covenant resulted in curses (Deuteronomy 28). The Lord no longer remembers my sins—past, present or future!

K. The New Covenant is not dependent upon what I do as the Old Covenant was. It is dependent upon what God did in Jesus Christ. I do not have to “work” to be righteous.

L. Only the Spirit of God can bring true (eternal) life to “old, dried up bones.”

Learning activity: Heart of Stone / Heart of Flesh

Materials needed:

· Cards with hearts of stone and flesh on them

Instructions: 

Print out the hearts provided on the following page, cut them apart, and glue one set of stone & flesh hearts to an index card. Make enough cards to give one to each class member. 

This activity is designed to help your students personally apply this lesson. Each student is given an index-size card with a stone heart and a flesh heart on it. The learner describes himself before he received a “new heart.” In the heart of flesh, the learner describes the changes he has seen in himself as a result of the Holy Spirit in his life. The space between the two hearts should be used to list three or four areas of the learner’s life that are in progress between the stone and flesh hearts. Encourage your students to keep the card in an easy-to-remember location, such as a wallet or on the refrigerator or on a bathroom mirror. If time permits, allow students to share with one another. 
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