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The ‘Old’ Covenant 
Covenants are special agreements with a group of people based on promises.  In Genesis 9, God covenanted 
with Noah and all living creatures not to destroy the whole earth in a flood, giving the rainbow as a sign.  With 
Abraham, however, began a covenant to rescue human beings.  It developed in three stages: 
1. Abraham (c. 2000 BC) – God promised Abraham, the fore-father of the nation of Israel, three things: the 

land of Canaan; a great nation; blessing for all nations through his descendants. 
2. Moses (c. 1440 BC) – the people of Israel received the Law of God, which governed their life as a nation 

showed them God’s standards, their sinfulness, and the need for forgiveness through sacrifice. 
3. King David (c. 1000 BC) – God added that David’s family would be kings for ever and a descendant of David 

would be the one through whom God’s blessing would come to all nations as promised to Abraham. 
The nation of Israel was called to respond to this Covenant in faith and obedience.  The Old Testament tells 
how sometimes they did this and at other times they did not.  The nation ultimately failed to keep the 
covenant and God took them into exile.   
 

In around 600 BC, as the exile of Judah drew near, God revealed through Jeremiah that He was planning to 
bring about a new covenant that would be different from the covenant with Abraham, Moses and David, 
which the people had broken (Jeremiah 31:31-34).  This new covenant contains three promises: 

1. God’s Laws would be written on the minds and hearts of His people (v33a) – instead of being written 
externally on tablets of stone, God’s standards would now be internalised, changing them. 

2. All God’s people would know Him in a personal way (v 33b-34a) – this is a new kind of intimacy with God 
and suggests that there will be no priests mediating between God and people in this new covenant. 

3. God will forgive their wickedness and never again remember their sins (v34b) – this once and for all 
forgiveness of sins suggests there will no longer be regular sacrifices under the new covenant. 

 

Jesus and the Two Covenants 
Jesus, the Messiah, fulfilled God’s covenant with Israel, being faithful where the nation had failed: 

 He was the descendant of Abraham who brings blessing to people of all nations; 

 He fulfilled the Law of Moses in His personal sinlessness and His sacrificial death for sins; 

 He was the descendant of David who will be a King forever. 
On the night on which He was betrayed and arrested, Jesus spoke about the new covenant as He shared His 
last meal with His disciples.  He spoke about a cup of wine as “the new covenant between God and his 
people—an agreement confirmed with my blood, which is poured out as a sacrifice for you” (Luke 22:20).  
Jesus was claiming that the New Covenant promised through Jeremiah 600 years earlier was about to begin 
and that it would be established because of His death on the cross. 
 

The book of Hebrews takes up the theme of the New Covenant.  It was written to Jewish people who were 
torn between following Jesus and staying in the Jewish religion.  The writer explains that the covenant 
described in the Old Testament is now passing away – it can be called the Old Covenant – and that God’s New 
Covenant is replacing it (Hebrews 8).  He describes Jesus as: 

 Its mediator – Jesus reveals the New Covenant and brings people into a new relationship with God 
(Hebrews 9:15,24-28).  He is greater than Moses because He is God’s Son and God Himself (Hebrews 1-2). 

 Its High Priest – Jesus made the sacrifice that makes it possible for sins to be forgiven (Hebrews 8:1-6).  
He is a better High Priest, because He is present in heaven before God and is alive forever. 

 Its sacrifice – the sacrifice Jesus offered was Himself (Hebrews 9:11-14).  Jesus was the perfect sacrifice 
that paid for all sins once for all because He was sinless and was both God and man. 

 What is the new covenant and how is it different from the old? 
 How does Jesus fulfil the old covenant and initiate the new? 
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New Covenant Faith 
The promises 
Christians have a new relationship with God because of Jesus’ death for sins and because He lives forever to 
bring people to God.  The three promises of the New Covenant describe the Christian faith and life: 

1. Sins forgiven – Jesus’ death paid the price for sins once and for all.  When people trust in Him they are 
declared not guilty before God and no condemnation remains.  There is no need for further sacrifices. 

2. Personal relationship with God – all Christians know God as Father and come into God’s presence 
through the new way Jesus opened up.  God hears their prayers and will answer as He sees best.  There is 
no need for a priest to stand between people and God or for us to pray through anyone other than Jesus. 

3. God’s law internalised – the Holy Spirit changes Christians from the inside out, aligning their desires 
and thoughts with God’s standards.  Instead of trying to keep a set of written standards like the Law of 
Moses, Christians seek the Spirit’s power to obey the teaching of Jesus and His apostles. 

 

The sign of entry – water baptism 
Baptism (immersion in water) was practised by John the Baptist as a sign that people had repented of their 
sins and wanted to live under God’s rule.  Jesus told His disciples to baptise new Christians (Matthew 28:19), 
and Acts records that they did so (e.g., Acts 2:41).  Christian’s are baptised “in the name of Jesus”, meaning in 
His authority acknowledging Him as Lord, and in the name of the Father and the Holy Spirit.  Different 
churches have different views about baptism (see Q&A for this study), but all Christians recognise that it is 
something that should be done once, using water, and that is a sign of inclusion among God’s people. 
 

Baptism by immersion is a powerful picture of what God has done in a person’s life (see Romans 6:3-14): 
a) Dying with Jesus – the person has taken up their cross to follow Jesus (Matthew 18:24-26).  They go 

under water, into a place of death, indicating that they want to die to their selfishness and follow Jesus as 
their Lord.  Their sins have been forgiven, as if washed away in water, because of the death of Jesus. 

b) Risen with Christ – coming up from the water, the Christian acts out their new, living relationship with 
God.  They are born again and the Holy Spirit has come to live in their life to give power to live for God.  
From now on they will live for Jesus, making obedience to Him their first priority. 

Baptism is not necessary for a person to be saved and it is only an outward sign of a spiritual reality, but Jesus 
expects it as an act of obedience and a sign of a new identity in Jesus and among His people, the Church. 
 

The regular reminder – communion  
Every covenant has a sign to remind the people about God’s promises contained in it.  The sign of the New 
Covenant is to regularly take bread and wine to remember Jesus as Jesus taught His disciples on the night 
when He was betrayed and arrested (Luke 22:19-20).  This practice is called by various names including the 
Lord’s Supper (because it is a meal Jesus invites people to), communion (because it indicates fellowship with 
Jesus and with other Christians) or, simply, the Breaking of Bread.  The bread represents Jesus’ body, given for 
His people (in other words His death on the cross) and the cup of wine represents the New Covenant sealed by 
His blood that was shed for them.  Christ Himself is the sacrifice that sealed the New Covenant.  Christians 
must never forget this – it is the central point of their faith. 
 

1 Corinthians 11:23-34 records the apostle Paul’s teaching about communion to the Christians in Corinth: 

 He received it from Jesus (v23-25) – Jesus commanded it and set the pattern for it. 

 It announces the Lord’s death (v26) – the breaking of the bread and its separation from the wine are a 
visible (and ‘tasteable’) enactment of Jesus’ death. 

 It will only continue until Jesus returns (v26) – this reminder is necessary until we are with Jesus, when we 
will join Him in a feast in God’s kingdom.  Communion expresses hope for Jesus’ promised return. 

 It must be taken in a worthy manner (v27-34) – communion, like God’s salvation, is received as a gift paid 
for by Jesus and expresses dependence on God.  Christians must, however, confess their sins and 
recognise its special significance and their unity with other Christians as they take it. 

 
 
 

SUMMARY: The New Covenant has replaced the Old Covenant as the basis for relationship with God 
 Jesus fulfilled the covenant with Abraham, Moses and David and began a prophesied new covenant. 
 In this covenant Christians know God, are forgiven and are changed by the Holy Spirit. 
 


