Nothing But The Best #22

“Not–So-New, But Definitely Improved”

Hebrews 8:1-13

Previously in this letter to the Hebrews, our author castigated his audience for their lack of ability to handle solid food spiritually. “You need milk, not solid food!” he writes bitingly in Hebrews 5:12. Milk is for babies, he goes on in the next two verses, but “solid food is for the mature.”

Our last two studies in our series on Hebrews certainly qualify as “solid food.” We have been chewing on some spiritual steak, if you will, in the sixth and seventh chapters of this book. My guess is that we’ve all had to take some time to digest what we have learned…I know that I have!

We continue into chapter eight, and we are faced once again with a gourmet dish of spiritual truth. This is no baby food; this is the real meal deal! The author of Hebrews continues to explain how Christ has come, trailblazing a new frontier in our relationship with God. Not that everything has changed—God’s character, conduct, and choice has not altered in the least—but our connection with Him is certainly enhanced. What Christ has brought to us is, as we will see, not-so-new but definitely improved. Hebrews 8:6 uses the phrase “more excellent,” coming from the Greek word, diaphorōteras, meaning not simply better, but superior to that which is of itself excellent.
 As we will see, the contrast is not between something bad and something good, but rather between what is good and what is better…in fact, between what is good and what is nothing but the best.
Hebrews 8 begins with the words, “The point of what we are saying is this…” The King James Version renders this same phrase, “Now of the things which we have spoken this is the sum…” Scholars are divided as to whether we should understand these words as meaning “the chief point” or “to sum up.” While the word could have either meaning, here it seems that something like “the chief point” is required.
  R. C. Sproul calls this “The Point of Hebrews.”
 The first seven chapters have been leading up to this main idea. We have seen Christ as superior to the prophets, the angels, Moses, Joshua, Aaron (and, by implication, even Abraham). We now have a different, improved union with God, something called the “New Covenant,” borrowing the phrase from Jeremiah the prophet. Let’s substitute the word “arrangement” for “covenant”—it’s less scary.
 In chapter eight, the author describes how this arrangement is improved. I am borrowing the outline of Warren Wiersbe for this message: we now enjoy a better priest, a better place, and a better promise.

A Better Priest


Verses 1-3 show that we now enjoy a better priest:

We do have such a high priest, who sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man. Every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and sacrifices, and so it was necessary for this one also to have something to offer.

This thought is a continuation from the previous chapter; in fact, some protest that there should not be a break between chapters seven and eight.
 Because we spent a considerable amount of time on this last week, we won’t go through all the ways in which the priesthood of Jesus surpasses the priesthood of Aaron and his descendents. A couple of truths arise here that warrant our attention, though.


Verse one speaks of Christ who has “sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven.” This reflects back to Psalm 110, the messianic psalm that has been key in this book. Verse four has been cited several times: “You are a priest forever, in the order of Melchizedek.” This verse, though, refers to Psalm 110:1, “The Lord says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make your enemies a footstool for your feet.’” 


In fulfillment of this prophecy, Jesus has “sat down” at the right hand of the Father. This is significant, for there was never a chair in the Tabernacle, because the work of the priest was never done. There is a chair in Heaven occupied by the Lord Jesus, because His sacrificial work is done.
 The author will return to this in Hebrews 10:11-14,

Day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties; again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins. But when this priest had offered for all time one sacrifice for sins, he sat down at the right hand of God. Since that time he waits for his enemies to be made his footstool, because by one sacrifice he has made perfect forever those who are being made holy.


We have a better priest because He has finished His word and is seated at the right hand of God the Father. Verse three refers to the duties of a priest regarding the offering of sacrifices. We know that Jesus has offered one sacrifice—His own life on the cross—and that sacrifice is sufficient for all people and all time. (We will dive into this more in the next couple of studies.) Now He has ascended to Heaven where He ministers for us. I like how Philip Hughes summarizes the return of Christ from earth to heaven:

He left as the Son of God. He returned both as Son of God and also…as Son of man. He left as Lord. He returned both as Lord and also as Minister on our behalf in the presence of the Father. He left as King. He returned both as King and also as High Priest and Intercessor for those whom he is not ashamed to call his brethren. He left as Sovereign. He returned also as Savior.

A Better Place


Secondly, our better Priest now ministers in a better place. Verse two alludes to this: “…who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man.” The word “true” translates the Greek term alethinos, literally meaning “genuine,” not in this case opposed to that which is false or counterfeit, but in contrast to that which is a mere copy or representation of the heavenly.
 Think of two common items in a wallet or billfold: A dollar bill is true currency as opposed to a counterfeit, whereas a family photo is a copy of the genuine, which is the family the photo depicts.

Verses 4-5 expand on this thought, 

If he were on earth, he would not be a priest, for there are already men who offer the gifts prescribed by the law. They serve at a sanctuary that is a copy and shadow of what is in heaven. This is why Moses was warned when he was about to build the tabernacle: “See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain.”﻿ ﻿

The author established in chapter seven that the present priesthood on earth was restricted to the lineage of Aaron through the tribe of Levi—something Jesus of Nazareth could not claim, descending as He did from the lineage of David through the tribe of Judah. During His life on earth, Jesus never even attempted to perform the tasks of the priests, for the Law of Moses forbade it. 

It has already been determined that Jesus Christ is a High Priest. But all high priests serve others; the title is not honorary. Each Old Testament high priest was appointed “to offer gifts and sacrifices”; therefore, Jesus Christ must offer gifts and sacrifices (this will be dealt with more fully in Hebrews 9). But these sacrifices must not be offered just anywhere; they must be offered in God’s appointed place. That appointed place is the sanctuary. The conclusion is logical: if Jesus Christ is a High Priest who offers gifts and sacrifices, then He must have a sanctuary in which He ministers. Since He is in Heaven, that sanctuary must be in Heaven.
 

The connection between the earthly and heavenly tabernacles is seen in the quote of Exodus 25:40, where Moses was told, “See to it that you make everything according to the pattern shown you on the mountain.”﻿ The verb here is strong—he was warned. God said to Moses, “Don’t you dare make it any other way. It’s not your prerogative to change anything. Don’t call in somebody who’s going to make a different plan.”

Moses saw a pattern of the heavenly tabernacle on the mount and duplicated its essentials in the earthly tabernacle. This does not mean that the heavenly tabernacle is made up of skins and fabrics. It is the basic pattern and meaning of the sanctuary that is emphasized here. The true sanctuary is in heaven; the tabernacle and temple were but imitations or copies of the true.
 We have a better Priest serving in a better place.

A Better Promise


The crux of the argument begins in verse 6 and is expounded through the rest of the chapter: “But the ministry Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as the covenant of which he is mediator is superior to the old one, and it is founded on better promises.” We have a better Priest serving in a better place based on a better promise.


Verse 7 mentions a “first covenant,” sometimes referred to as the “old covenant.” The concept of “covenant,” from the Greek term diathēkē, now becomes a prominent theme in Hebrews. It was mentioned only once in the first seven chapters, in Hebrews 7:22, “Because of this oath, Jesus has become the guarantee of a better covenant.” However, “covenant” appears twelve times in the next two chapters and four more times in the closing chapters. Of the 33 usages of “covenant” in the New Testament, over half (17) are found in the Book of Hebrews.

What is meant by this word “covenant”? The Greek term specifically speaks of an arrangement between two parties, the terms of which only one person is responsible. (An agreement made by two equally responsible parties was known by a different Greek word.) This relationship is offered us solely on the initiative and the grace of God. William Barclay observes, “When we use the word covenant, we must always remember that it does not mean that man made a bargain with God on equal terms. It always means that the whole initiative is with God; the terms are his and man cannot alter them in the slightest.”

In light of this, the author of Hebrews quotes Jeremiah 31:31-34, called by Walter Kaiser, “one of the most important, yet most sensitive of all theological texts.”
 This is the longest single quotation of the Old Testament found in the New Testament. It reads,

But God found fault with the people and said: “The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they did not remain faithful to my covenant, and I turned away from them, declares the Lord. This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.”﻿

Many scholars equate the “old covenant” to the entire Old Testament, God’s first plan to relate to mankind. God gave the Law to Moses and told the people, “If you keep these commandments, then I will be your God and you will be My people.” According to this approach, the “old covenant” was based on justification by works, keeping the Law.


Unfortunately, this plan didn’t work, since mankind was unable to fully keep God’s Law. So God had to start over with a new plan for a new people. The nation of Israel was replaced by a group called the “church,” and salvation by works was replaced by salvation by grace, according to this interpretation. 

There’s only one problem with this view: It doesn’t fit the Scriptures, neither Old nor New Testaments! No one was ever saved by keeping the Law, but plenty of Old Testament characters were saved by grace through faith (see the list in Hebrews 11). The Bible knows nothing of two separate “peoples of God”—Israel and the Church—but rather there is one people, depicted as an olive tree in Romans 11, in which natural branches (i.e., Jews) are broken off due to unbelief, while wild shoots (i.e., Gentiles) are grafted in. When unbelieving Jews turn to Christ in faith, they are grafted back in. 

The unifying factor in both Old and New Testaments is the promise of God to mankind.
 The promise is first alluded to in Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.” The promise is personalized to Abraham in Genesis 12:2-3, “I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you…and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.” The promise is reiterated to King David in 2 Samuel 7:16, “Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne will be established forever.” All three of these texts predict the Promised One, the Messiah, who would be sent by God to redeem His people.

So how does the Law of Moses—what the author of Hebrews calls the “old covenant”—fit into God’s overall plan? The key is seen in Hebrews 8:9, part of the quote from Jeremiah: “It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt…” Kenneth Wuest comments, 

The words “lead them by the hand,” speak of the fact that the First Testament was given to a people in its minority. Israel was treated as a minor [or “child”]. God put it under laws and regulations. If Israel behaved itself, it was rewarded, and if it misbehaved, it was punished. Israel was taught by object lessons as one would teach a child, for instance, the tabernacle, priesthood, offerings, the gorgeous vestments of the high priest. Under this covenant, the believer in Israel was declared righteous, and was regenerated. But with all this, the believer was only a born child in its minority….


Notice that, in the Old Covenant, the “believer in Israel was declared righteous.” On what grounds? By faith! But once they were saved—redeemed as a people from the life of slavery in Egypt—God had to “lead them by the hand” as small children. The Law was established as a list of rules for the children of God to obey—not in order to become children of God, but because they had already became children of God! Salvation was not in question; only the life of the believer after salvation. As G. Campbell Morgan notes, “The whole difference, then, between the old covenant which is also Divine, and the new which is Divine and final, is the difference between the letter [or “law”] and the spirit.”
 Instead of seeing the “Age of Law” as opposed to the “Age of Grace,” perhaps we should understand this as the “Age of Law” set against the “Age of the Spirit.”


A key in this “New Covenant” is seen in Hebrews 8:10, where God says, “I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts.” What does this really mean? I think William Barclay caught the idea as he wrote, 

The old covenant depended on obedience to an externally imposed law. The new covenant is to be written upon men’s hearts and minds. Men would obey God not because of the terror of punishment, but because they loved him. They would obey him not because the law compelled them unwillingly to do so, but because the desire to obey him was written on their hearts.


Therefore I conclude (agreeing with Kaiser) that the New Covenant is a continuation of the covenants with Abraham and David with the same single, promise doctrine sustained in them all. No features have been deleted except the ceremonies and ordinances of the “old” covenant of Moses whose phasing out was planned for long ago. The pictures and building blocks of spiritual childhood have been outgrown. The better “new” covenant has remained.


All week I have struggled to find a way to depict what Hebrews 8 is all about. While it is not a perfect illustration, one current, popular situation may shed light on this truth. Jim Bob and Michelle Duggar have gained widespread attention through their television show 19 Kids and Counting. Over the past couple of years, the oldest of their children have reached the age of dating, marriage, and starting families of their own.


The Duggars have brought back the concept of “courtship” as opposed to the more popular dating relationships. Courtship in the Duggar family has a number of rules, many of which seem terribly strict and old-fashioned in our culture: 

· All potential suitors, male and female, must be approved by Jim Bob
· No dating without a chaperone present (usually a younger brother or sister)

· No private phone calls, and parents are included on all text messages
· Side hugs only while courting
· Hold hands only if you are engaged

· Save the first kiss for your wedding day.

While it may seem at first glance that all these rules and restrictions are opposed to marriage—after all, who would willingly put themselves through all that—the Duggars would be the first to claim that they are not opposed to marriage, but rather preparing for and protecting the future marriage of their children. (In using this example, I am neither advocating nor criticizing what they do; I use this to make a point.)

Now, put yourself in the place of one of the Duggar children (or their suitor) during the courtship period. All the rules are in place. For weeks, eventually months, you deal with the restrictions—including the parents on every call or text, dragging along a younger sibling everywhere you go, limiting physical contact with the one you love—until the wedding day. Finally the blessed day arrives. No more third party conversations, no more chaperones. You can hug…and kiss! You can fully express your love in private. You are on your own.

With all that in mind, can you imagine wanting to go back under the restrictions of courtship after your wedding? Of course not! Were all those rules and regulations bad for your relationship? No! Maybe a bit inconvenient, but realistically you have to admit that the constraints imposed before actually enhance your relationship now. At the time they seemed burdensome and boring, but looking back you see the wisdom of it all.

That is how we can understand the Old and New Covenants mentioned here in Hebrews 8. The Old Covenant was like the courtship between God and His people. There were a lot of rules and regulations—think about all the laws and sacrifices in the Old Testament—but they were in preparation for something better, something promised. After a long time of anticipation, the reality finally came through Jesus Christ.

Now that Jesus has lived, died, and rose again, the relationship between God and His people has changed. The restrictions of access to God’s presence have been removed. The continuous sacrifices have been rendered unnecessary by the once-for-all sacrifice of Christ. Instead of being restrained by outer rules, the relationship bubbles over from inner love for one another. The Old Covenant (think “courtship”) was not opposed to the New Covenant (think “marriage”), but was a necessary and beneficial preparation, without which the New could not be fully appreciated.

Given all that, the author of Hebrews challenges his readers, why would you want to go back under the Old Covenant when the New Covenant has been inaugurated? Why return to strict courtship when you’re married? I realize the comparison does not fit in every detail, but I hope the bigger picture is helpful in comprehending what is being said.
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