
The New Covenant   
Hebrews 8:7-13; Matthew 19:16-26 

 
The Scripture Lesson I’ve read to you this morning finds the Lord Jesus confronted by the sort of 
man who, I think, believed exactly the error that the Letter to the Hebrews was written to warn 
against, namely that true religion is founded on mastery over a set of God-given patterns, our 
intensity as we perform a set of God-given disciplines, how much we pray, how much we study, 
how much we give, how powerful and compelling and dramatic our spiritual experiences have 
been.  
  
 In Luke’s gospel, just before meeting this guy whom we all know now as The Rich Young Man, 
Jesus told a parable about a Pharisee who entered Israel’s temple and worshiped God for making 
him such a wonderful guy, “I fast twice a week.  I give a tithe on all I get!”, he prays to God, 
clearly expecting to be congratulated.  But, here in Matthew, the Rich Young Man to his credit is 
not infected by that level of hubris.  He comes to Jesus a worldly success, an accomplished man, 
vaguely aware that something is missing. “Teacher, what good thing must I do to inherit eternal 
life?”, he says.  
  
And  Jesus’ answer is odd, “Why do you ask me about what’s good?  There’s only One who is 
good.  If you would enter life, keep the commandments!” Its odd because Jesus is the One who’s 
good, he’s precisely the person to ask, but I think he’s telling the rich young man to look at his 
Bible, to work with what he already knows.  But the young man’s reply was “Which 
commandment?” He’s mastered a lot of commandments and still no peace, so now he’s hoping 
Jesus will offer him a golden technique, a magic bullet. 
  
So Jesus offers our guy a strange sampler of the commandments, starting at the lower end of the 
original Ten,  “Don’t kill.  Don’t cheat on your spouse.  Don’t take what’s not yours. Don’t 
slander others.  Do respect Dad and Mom. Do love your neighbor with the same intensity with 
which you adore yourself.” And the rich young man immediately responds, “All these I have 
kept!”  Well, self grading is a wonderful thing!  But he is honest enough to know that something 
is still awry in his heart. “What do I still lack?”, he begs Jesus to tell him.  
  
And here the discussion goes off the rails, Jesus stops playing around at the bottom end of the 
commandments and gets to the heart of the matter, “If you would be perfect, go, sell what you 
have... give to the poor... you will have treasure in heaven, and come, follow me.” Now Jesus’ 
opening statement is so stunning that we’re prone to miss the heart of what he’s teaching.  Sell 
everything? Cash out?  Give to the poor?  Of course, there’s a promise in the mix.  “You’ll have 
treasure in heaven”, Jesus said.  But the heart of what Jesus taught could get lost if we’re not 
careful. The last words Jesus uttered to the rich young man were “...come, follow me.” 
  
The point being, as I’ve said many times, the first four of the Ten Commandments are personal, 
about who is God and why and how and when and in whose company we should worship him.  I 



mean it’s not that giving has nothing to do with worshiping God.  I think a lot of people don’t 
worship God at church, won’t study gospel at church, won’t commit themselves to kingdom and 
service and sacrifice and accountability precisely because they catch a whiff of what all these 
things are going to cost them.  
  
But for The Rich Young Man, the money was the dealbreaker. The prospect of cashing out and 
giving away all that wealth prevented our guy from even hearing about treasure in heaven and 
following Jesus in the company of men and women who were, well, mostly not  rich, not 
accomplished. “Truly, I say to you, only with difficulty will a rich man enter the kingdom of 
heaven.” Jesus warned his disciples. 

 
He went on: “Again, I tell you that it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than 
for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” The point being that camels are really big and the 
eye of a needle is really, really small.  And the disciples understood how radical were Jesus’ 
words. “Then who can be saved?” they asked him.  Because, in those days, the presumption was 
that wealth went hand in hand with wisdom and industry and honor.  The Israelites took wealth, 
honest gain, as a sign that God was pleased with the man who earned it. 
  
So when Jesus compared the Rich Young Man to a camel trying to squeeze into an impossibly 
small place, the disciples took him to mean that the best is never good enough, that the passage 
to heaven was so small that no amount of human brilliance or industry or honor would get the 
camel through it.  And they were right!  That is exactly what Jesus was teaching. He told them: 
“With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”  It isn’t about how well 
you’ve mastered the commandments.  It’s about where you stand with the God who gave the 
commandments. 
  
Do you love him?  What would you give to be near him?  The disciples of Jesus had a till. 
Everyone threw in what they had, a certain amount of that was given to the poor, and they all 
lived day by day on what was left.  So throwing what you had into the till was what you paid for 
the chance to be near Jesus.  And the problem was our guy had too much. What Jesus was asking 
of the Rich Young Man was, “Would you like to throw in with us?  Will you  become one of us 
and follow me as your Lord?”  The man’s unspoken answer was, “Not if it costs all this... 
everything I’ve earned.” 
  
The point being that knowing and loving and being saved by God has never been about 
performance.  It’s always been about devotion.  In Psalm 90, we find Moses near the end of his 
life, feeling like a camel looking at the eye of a needle, he says to God, “...we are brought to an 
end by your anger...You have set our iniquities before you, our secret sins in the light of your 
presence...we bring our years to an end like a sigh...”  
  
But then Moses stops thinking about himself and how he’s done and sees what God has in store 
for the soul who loves and trusts him. Moses prays, “Have pity on your servants...Satisfy us in 
the morning with your covenant love... Make us glad for as many days as you have afflicted 



us...Let the favor of the Lord our God be upon us... establish the work of our hands...”.  The 
point being that where Moses failed, he failed and bore the consequences.  But he never lost 
hope that God had a wild card powerful enough to get him where his own character didn’t allow 
him to go. 
   
David was similar.  The man after God’s own heart who violated at least two of the 
commandments that the Rich Young Man was able to keep.  So in Psalm 51, David prays, “...I 
know my transgressions...my sin is ever before me.”  But he doesn’t stop at failure, “Behold, you 
delight in truth in the inmost being...you teach me wisdom in the secret heart...purge me with 
hyssop and I shall be clean; wash me and I shall be whiter than snow ...Create in me a new heart 
and renew a right spirit within me...Cast me not away from your presence and take not your 
Holy Spirit from me.” 
  
What’s odd here is that we have two men, both of them from more than a thousand years before 
Christ, praying in the language of the New Covenant over and against their failures under the 
Old. We saw last week that 800 years after Moses, 400 years after David, in the days of Jeremiah 
the wheels came off the Old Testament arrangement between Israel and God.  
 
But God was not giving up on Israel or on us and he promised Jeremiah in the deepest, darkest 
days of Israel’s history that he would start again. That the grace that Moses and David had 
counted on would be made more clear, more personal, more immediate in a newer, better 
covenant that was on the way.. We said last week that the problem was not that God’s people 
between Moses and Christ couldn’t gain forgiveness for their sins.  It wasn’t that God’s Law 
couldn’t enter their minds or be written in their hearts. The Old Covenant commanded them to 
take God’s Law to heart and the Pharisees excelled at it. 
  
The problem wasn’t that the Holy Spirit didn’t work in the hearts and lives of believers in the 
centuries before Christ. The problem was that the Old Covenant expressed these things through 
hints and shadows and symbols that all too often got confused for the realities they were given to 
teach. People thought that the patterns and disciplines, the costumes and rituals were the point of 
the exercise.  
  
Praying, tithing, fasting, studying, animals on the block and into the flames, diet and custom, 
dress and culture all got confused for the intangibles, those qualities of heart that God longed to 
see in people who would give their lives to him.  
  
It was there in the Law for those rare souls who could read between the lines, but it wasn’t plain, 
it really didn’t breathe until Jesus lived it out in the relationships he built with the disciples he 
called to throw in together and follow him. 
 
What Israel only began to express in custom and culture and costume and calendar, the Church is 
supposed to live out in relationships characterized by intangibles, devotion, loyalty, sacrifice, 
mutual respect and service, forgiveness and grace.  



  
The point being that the New Covenant doesn’t invest Christians with any powers that Abraham 
and Jacob and Moses and David didn’t possess.  What the New Covenant does is to make 
explicit what was between the lines in the Old.  True religion is personal.  We don’t tame God 
and bring him into our corner by mastering certain patterns and disciplines, learning a particular 
outlook or culture. We throw in with Christ and his people and he tames our minds and heart so 
that we can please him, performance at patterns entirely aside. 
  
He becomes our God and we become his people.  The New Covenant is both personal and plural. 
We become God’s people, each of us individually, all of us together.  When the Holy Spirit 
descended on all the disciples that first Pentecost, Peter remembered a prophecy from Joel and he 
quoted it: “And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all 
flesh, and your sons and daughters will prophesy, and your young men shall see visions and your 
old men shall dream dreams, even on bond servants and maidservants in those days shall I pour 
out my Spirit...” 
  
The point here is not that we don’t need each other, that we can draw apart into our own cliques 
and factions and cultivate our own private gospels based on our own personal preferences and 
prejudices. Paul warns against that in 1st Corinthians. Some following Apollos, others following 
Cephas, still others imagining that they have Christ by the tail.  The point here is that everyone 
who throws in, everyone who devotes themselves to Christ knows God, has an anointing from 
God.  It doesn’t make us superhuman and it doesn’t protect us from error and sin.  That’s why 
we need each other. 

 
So there’s one more element that we gain from throwing in with Christ, without which we will 
never hold together.  God spoke through Jeremiah and promised: “...I will be merciful toward 
their iniquities and I will remember their sins no more.”  Again, teaching that simply knowing 
God and possessing an anointing from the Spirit doesn’t make any of us superhuman.  Like 
Moses and like David, we will all need mercy from God before we’re finished.  None of us will 
reach the Promised Land based on mastery and performance. But how will we find mercy from 
God when we won’t show mercy to each other? 
 
Grace and mercy toward people we think have erred is the hallmark of the New Covenant.  Not 
making believe that error isn’t wrong, but confronting error with grace, refining one another’s 
thoughts and lives while respecting other believer’s sincerity and devotion to Christ and 
kingdom. Which is not in fashion. We live in a harsh, immoderate age.  The hint of a difference 
all too often leads to hatred and suspicion and something like war. But the Church is supposed to 
be different. 
 
 
 
 


