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In Terry Pratchett's comedic fantasy novel, Witches Abroad,1 the city of Genua is a

fairy-tale kingdom—thanks to the hard work of Lily, the Fairy Godmother. All 

innkeepers are fat and jolly—on pain of imprisonment or death. A poor neglected orphan

with three evil sisters must marry a prince and become Queen—so the evil sisters must 

be provided and the current ruler must be murdered in order to create room at the top. 

Lilith is determined to give everyone a happy ending whether they want one or not; so 

it's up to her sister, the witch Granny Weatherwax, to stop her. According to Granny, 

"You can’t go around building a better world for people. Only people can build a better 

world. Otherwise it’s just a cage."

The history of God's people in the Old Testament is an attempt to build a perfect 

nation, which will be a beacon of hope and justice and wisdom to all the world. But 

things keep going wrong. By 597 BC, the glory days of King David are long gone. The 

northern half of the nation was conquered by the Assyrians a hundred years earlier.  The 

southern half, called Judah, is constantly pushed back and forth between regional 

superpowers: Egypt in the south, and Assyria and then Babylon, in the north. King 

Josiah and then King Zedekiah try to return the nation to their traditional worship of 

1 Terry Pratchett, Witches Abroad (London: Corgi Books, 2002).
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God, and to regain national independence, but they just don't have the strength to make 

it stick. By 597 AD, after a failed revolt against the Babylonians, Jerusalem is captured, 

Judah defeated, and its most important and productive citizens are carried into exile. 

Those who are left behind have two questions: "What went wrong?" and, "Do God's 

people have a future?"2

Jeremiah suggests an answer to the first question with a proverb: "The parents 

have eaten sour grapes, and the children's teeth are set on edge." In other words, the 

suffering of the people is the result of the sin of their elders and their leaders, who made 

the wrong decisions and failed to trust God over and over again. Now the chickens are 

coming home to roost.

Jeremiah reminds them of the covenant that God made with the people through 

Moses on Mount Sinai: that God would be their God and they would be his people, that 

he would take them by the hand and lead them out of slavery, through the wilderness, 

and into a promised land. But the people have broken and forgotten that promise, he 

says.

The Bible is the story of God's relationship with his people, and there seems to be 

a pattern: God's promise establishes a relationship and lays down guidelines for that 

2 Thomas W. Overholt, "Jeremiah: Introduction," in The HarperCollins Bible Commentary, edited by James L. Mays et al
(New York: HarperCollins, 2000).
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relationship, people violate that relationship, consequences ensue, the people repent, and

God, ever ready to restore his people to relationship, establishes a new covenant.

In our Bible study we've been reading Paul's letter to the church in Rome. Paul 

notes this same pattern: that although God sets down the rules we are to follow, we seem

to be collectively unable to follow them. "The good I want to do, I do not do," he says. 

And he's not alone. I have trouble living up to the ideals I set for myself, let alone all of 

the goals that the Bible suggests God has for me. None of us are perfect; we all have the 

experience of falling short. And if our primary image is of a God that sets rules and then 

punishes us when we break them, then God begins to feel like the theoretically good but 

actually evil Fairy Godmother in Pratchett's novel. "Here's the shiny happy image that I 

have determined you will follow, and if you fail to achieve it, I will condemn you to 

punishment." But this kind of top-down, imposed vision just doesn't seem to work for 

God's people, either in Jeremiah's time or in ours.

Sometimes we divide God into the stern God of Laws in the Old Testament, and 

the kind God of Grace in the New Testament. I think that's too simplistic. It’s important 

to note that Jeremiah—an Old Testament prophet—proclaims God's solution: "I will put 

my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts," says God. Paul, who notes the 

same problem, affirms the same solution. What God does for the people Jeremiah's time,

God does again in Jesus Christ: through our union with Christ, we share in and are 
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transformed by his life, death and resurrection into people who are capable of lasting 

relationship with God. This is accomplished by a new relationship to God's law. It is no 

longer something external to us: it is "written on our hearts." Instead of having to consult

teachers and defer to experts, we will understand it ourselves. This is freedom, but it is 

also responsibility: we will no longer have the consequences of others' misdeeds 

imposed upon us, but we will suffer the consequences of our own. We are free, but we 

also have nobody to blame but ourselves.

It also means that we are responsible to interpret it for ourselves, to consider for 

ourselves how to apply it anew in every place and every age.

What Paul and Jeremiah refer to as the law of God is simply the living-out, the 

give-and-take, of our relationship with God. With the final destruction of the kingdoms 

of Israel and Judah, the Temple is destroyed and the kingdom of God is no longer 

headquartered in Jerusalem; neither is it located in Washington, or Ottawa, or Victoria, 

or even in the church office. No authority can build the kingdom of God for people. 

Only people can do that. But perhaps we can build the kingdom with and for each other.
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