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Tradition in the ancient Near East held that the children paid for the sins of their fathers, 

to the third and fourth generation, maybe because the fathers made the rules.  God, through 

Jeremiah, dumps this tradition on its head.  Now, the days are surely coming, says the Lord, that 

all shall die for their own sins. 

Anyone here ever watch NCIS, starring Special Agent Lee Roy Jethro Gibbs?  Over the 

years, Gibbs has come up with a few rules, rules for the job and rules for life.1  Here are a few: 

Rule No. 2 – Always wear gloves at a crime scene. 

Rule No. 3 – Don’t believe what you’re told. Double check. 

Rule No. 23 – Never mess with a Marine’s coffee…if you want to live. 

Rule No. 39 – There is no such thing as coincidence. 

And, my favorite, Rule No. 51 – Sometimes, you’re wrong. 

We started watching NCIS when Katie was a little kid because it was relatively benign; 

she learned some cool acronyms, like BOLO and ‘local LEOs’; and we liked to see if we could 

remember the rules.  It took some time, but a few of them stuck.  Sort of like in real life. 

We all need rules of various kinds just to get through the day.  If you want the cats to 

leave you alone while you have your morning coffee, feed them first.  Never post anything on 

Facebook that you can’t explain in one sentence.  Once you have a few that work for you, you 

can just keep adding to the list, like Gibbs.  Rules are supposed to make your life easier. 

Sometimes, though, our personal rules conflict with someone else’s personal rules, and 

then you have to have a conversation.  You could combine your rules with theirs until 

everybody’s happy, but it’s not easy.  Sometimes, we just ignore their stupid rules and do what 

we want to do anyway.  This puts into play Gibbs’ Rule No. 18 – It’s better to seek forgiveness 

than ask permission.  To be forgiven requires some measure of forgetfulness.  Every now and 

then, we pray for amnesia, like the pastor who hopes the congregation will forget about last 

week’s terrible hymn choices.  But then, sometimes, amnesia just won’t do.  Sometimes, we need 

to change our behavior, like the smoker who knows it’s time to quit, or else. 
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God is ever hopeful that we will change our stubborn ways and stick with the covenant.  

It didn’t happen in Jeremiah’s time and the result was a disaster.  If you think about it, we have 

rules for a reason.  God gave us the Law and a covenant to live by for a reason.  It seems as if 

every generation includes some lost sheep who stray from God.  It can’t be helped; we’re only 

human. 

And this is where ‘Divine amnesia’ kicks in.  The Israelites were doomed and disgraced 

and exiled to Babylon.  God said, ‘Get ready to be there for a long time,’ as if exile was akin to a 

toddler’s extended time-out after a tantrum.  Build houses, settle in, raise your families, at least 

two generations, and I’ll get back to you.  And then somewhere along the way, God said, ‘The 

days are surely coming when I will forget about your national sin and all will be well.’ 

The stone tablets given to Moses proved to be neither portable nor durable.  The people 

broke the original covenant by refusing to obey it, consciously or not.  If you don’t want to be 

reminded of the Commandments displayed on the church lawn, you can always walk to work by 

a different route.  Daily reminders can become annoying.  If you have your heart set on cheating 

your neighbor, you don’t need a neon sign telling you, ‘Thou Shall Not Steal.’  So, you turn it 

off; problem solved.  Out of sight, out of mind. 

What’s new in our reading from Jeremiah is how we carry the Law and the covenant 

around now.  At Sinai, God dictated the Law to Moses who then gave it to the people.  God took 

this approach because the people were so terrified of standing before the Divine Presence.  That 

didn’t work, so, now, God says, let’s try Plan B.  Let’s drop the God-speaks/people-listen model.  

In what could be called a lightbulb moment, God realized that putting the covenant directly in 

our hearts cancels out or removes the influences of a foreign will, and the chance to ignore them 

at our convenience. 

So, God wrote the new covenant on our hearts.  It’s a new covenant because the people 

broke the old one, but there is no change in content.  God’s will remains as it has ever been. 

The Christian Gospels and letters all emphasize the fulfillment of the Law, not its 

replacement.  In Matthew, Jesus said, ‘Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the 

Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them’ (Matthew 5:17).  At the last supper 

shared with his disciples, he said, ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my 

blood’ (Luke 22:20).  That cup being the cup of redemption.  It’s the same covenantal content, 

but different symbolism, with a call to remembrance. 
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In Luke’s Gospel, Jesus tells a parable about prayer, but it is also about God’s vindication 

of those who suffer injustice.  The story presents the need for prayer to be continual and 

persistent, like the friend who knocks on his neighbor’s door at midnight.  Jesus says to pray 

always and not to lose heart; the prayer referred to might be the one Jesus taught his disciples but 

remember that Luke is writing late in the first century after the Roman destruction of the Temple.  

His audience might have been persecuted enough to shake their commitment to the Way, so the 

parable might have been intended for them more than the disciples. 

Even so, the point of the parable is that if a judge can change and finally grant justice – 

meaning, if he finally decides to do his job – how much more can God do?  God is nothing like 

this judge, Jesus says, but it’s hard to convince those who are actually persecuted, or who are 

suffering right now with no relief in sight.  How long, Lord?  Even Jesus wonders if anyone will 

still have faith by the time he comes again.  Which is why he says to prays always and not to lose 

heart, even when we pray for things we don’t receive, things like safety, or protection from those 

who prey upon the weak. 

Maybe what Luke and Jeremiah are trying to say is, keep at it, even if you perceive God 

to be silent.  Persist the way Job persisted, and the way the widow in the parable persisted.  What 

Job most needed was a sense of God’s presence, a sense that God was, in fact, listening, that God 

cared.  And in the end, he found out just how much God had heard about Job’s complaints. 

Jesus says in this parable that we can count on God to come down on the side of justice.  

We can count on God to hear those who have no voice.  We can count on God to always hear the 

persistent prayers that come from the heart.  Here, he tells us a parable about a persistent saint, 

the widow who only wanted justice.  Immediately after this, he tells a parable about a persistent 

sinner, the tax collector who stands in a far-off corner of the Temple, praying for mercy. 

In these two stories, Jesus teaches us that God will grant justice to those who cry out day 

and night and will give mercy to those who ask for it in humble repentance. 

God doesn’t care about our sins and transgressions.  God forgives and forgets.  God only 

wants us to live in covenant with God and in community with each other.  And to help us do this, 

and to make it easy for us this time, God has written it on our hearts. 

Amen. 

 
1 https://hiddenremote.com/2017/01/05/gibbs-rules-guide/  
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