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Hebrews 8:6-12
The prophet reads the unsealed indictment.  The people of God have rebelled against their God, suicidally “forsaking the fountain of living waters” (Jer. 2:13).  Even the heavens are shocked and appalled at such foolishness.  Jeremiah reminds the people of their former love for their covenant God. “Your children have forsaken me and have sworn by those who are no gods…” (Jer. 5:7).  “The sons of Judah have done evil in my sight…they have set their detestable things in the house that is called by my name…” (Jer. 7:30).  “They did not obey or incline their ear…” (Jer. 11: 8).  And for nineteen more chapters beginning in 34, even as the prophet himself is persecuted, Jeremiah would describe the judgment that the righteous Judge would mete out for their sins.  His message was unmistakable; the judgment of God was sure and just, and by the end of his prophetic book, the judgment had come.  

But surrounded by these two lengthy condemnations, Jeremiah announces that God intends to make provision for his wayward covenant people.  A New Covenant is coming, one that will not be like the old.  And in the fullness of time, through the blood of the Christ, the New Covenant came.

The readers of the epistle to the Hebrews, which many commentators believe to have been predominantly Jewish, would have been well aware of that Old Covenant made at Sinai, and all too aware of the failure of their fathers to keep that covenant faithfully.  Through chapter 7 of Hebrews, the readers have been reminded repeatedly that Jesus Christ is better than all that had been revealed under that Old Covenant.  He is greater than the angels (Heb. 1-2).  He is greater than Moses (Heb 3).  He provides a better rest (Heb 3-4).  He is a better priest (Jer. 7).  And as he begins chapter 8, the author has set the stage to explain what this priest, the Christ, has to offer: a better ministry related to a better covenant that is built on better promises.

Hebrews 8:

6But as it is, Christ has obtained a ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better, since it is enacted on better promises.  7For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second.


Verse 6 makes the claim plainly: Christ has obtained a more excellent ministry than any ministry performed under the Old Covenant.  The author does not say that the ministry performed under the Old Covenant was not good, for it served appropriately the purpose for which it was intended, as “a copy and a shadow” of the better things which were to come (8:5).  But it was only a copy, a shadow, and therefore was not able to cleanse the hearts of the worshipers. The writer describes the ways in which Christ’s ministry is superior in passages that surround this text. Paul Ellingworth goes so far as to say that, based on the grammatical structure, what is primarily in view in this passage is Christ’s better ministry, even more so than the better promises or better covenant.


This ministry that is so heavily emphasized in this part of the epistle is Christ’s priesthood, and includes primarily seven things; 1) the sacrifice of his own blood, which is better than the old because the blood of bulls and goats can never take away sins (10:4); 2) the once-for-all nature of his sacrifice (10:25), which, unlike the sacrifices of the high priests, did not have to be offered repeatedly (10:25); 3) the fact that his sacrifice was not for his own sins, unlike the former high priests who were obligated to offer gifts and sacrifices for their own sins as well (7:27); 4) his ongoing intercessory activity which is better than the old because the former priests were prevented by death from continuing (7:23-25); 5) his sacrifice purifies our conscience, whereas the old only purified the flesh (10:13-14); 6) his priesthood is rooted not in bodily descent, but in the power of an indestructible life (7:16); and 7) Christ entered not into holy places made with hands, but into a heavenly holy place, before God himself (10:24). 


But while Christ’s more excellent priesthood is clearly amplified in this verse, and in this section of Hebrews more broadly, the lengthy Old Testament quotation about the New Covenant makes it clear that the writer wants us to move our attention to the superiority of the New Covenant for which Christ exercises his ministry.


Philip Ryken says, “The reason the New Covenant is so much better is because Christ is the mediator.”
  This indeed ensures better things, for if the blood of bulls and goats can never take away sins, there was no possibility for genuine expiation of sins under the Old Covenant.  But the text goes on to say that there is more to it than just Christ that makes the covenant better when it compares the superiority of Christ as mediator with the superiority of the New Covenant over the old.  And it does not merely compare them: it equates their superiority.  As Paul Ellingsworth says, “The concept of the New Covenant…serves to show that it is not an isolated phenomenon but part of a total re-ordering by God of his dealings with his people.”
  


The covenant itself is better.  This is not only because Christ’s priestly ministry is better, though that is certainly highlighted in the text, but also because the promises on which the covenant is enacted are better (8:6).  These better promises are identified in the Jeremiah quotation as including the writing of the law of God on the heart, the knowledge of God by all the people, and the forgiveness of sins.  “They are not only better than (the promises of the old), but they are positively good in themselves, and absolutely the best that God ever gave, or will give to the church.”
  It is these better promises that the writer of Hebrews uses to illustrate what makes the Old Covenant inferior to the new.  


In verse 7, the writer explains that there is fault in the Old Covenant, and it was this fault that established the need for a new one.  But the fault was not that the covenant failed to do what it intended.  John Owen says, “There is, indeed, an intimation of a defect in it; but this was not with respect to its own particular end, but with respect to another general end, for which it was not designed.”
  Thus, it is not error in the covenant itself, but in the people with whom the covenant was made. F.F. Bruce agrees when he says, “The defect did not lie in the covenant-law; it was good in itself but, to borrow Paul’s language, ‘it was weakened by the flesh’ (Rom. 8:3) – by the inadequacy of the human material which it had to work upon him.”
  The cause for need of a New Covenant is found not in God’s creating a covenant inadequate for what it was intended, for God is a perfect creator.  Rather, the cause for a New Covenant arose from his making covenant with people who were unable to continue it.  This is precisely what the writer says in verse 8a, “For he finds fault with them when he says…”  This acknowledgement of the fault of the people serves as a transition to Jeremiah’s Old Testament proclamation of the coming of a New Covenant that would be different from the old.

Hebrews 8:

8For he finds fault with them when he says, “Behold the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will establish a New Covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, 9not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt.  For they did not continue in my covenant, and so I showed no concern for them, declares the Lord.  10For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  11And they shall not teach, each one his neighbor and each on his brothers, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of them to the greatest.  12For I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more.”



This quotation of Jer. 34:31-34 here in Hebrews 8 is the longest Old Testament quotation in the New Testament.  The Jeremiah quotation reminds the readers of 

Hebrews, that the Old Covenant was made with the same people who were led out of Egypt and used as a powerful reminder of who not to imitate in Heb 3:7-19
.  Given that this New Covenant is better, the ways in which it is superior are best seen in the things that differentiate it from the Old Covenant.  Jeremiah sets up the difference between the old and new two verses prior to his quotation. 

Jeremiah 34:29-30:

In those days they shall no longer say: “The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  But everyone shall die for his own sin.  Each man who eats sour grapes, his teeth shall be set on edge.”


According to F.B. Huey, verse 29 was a complaint spoken by the people of Judah as a “popular proverb (that) summed up their attitude…based on their incorrect interpretation of Exodus 20:5-6.”
 Indeed, Deut. 24:16 explicitly states that “Fathers shall not be put to death because of their children, nor shall children be put to death because of their fathers.  Each one shall be put to death for his own sin.”  However, in the very prologue of the Sinai covenant, it becomes clear that the third and fourth generations will be affected by their covenant-breaking fathers.  So J.A. Thompson notes that “Originally the covenant was concluded with individuals like Abraham and Moses, but as representatives of the nation,”
 while C.F. Keil notes that in the promised coming days, “they will no longer accuse God of unrighteousness, as in that wicked proverb, but they will perceive that every one has to suffer for his own guilt.”
  But there is no reference in this passage that the proverb of the people represented a sinful charge against the justice of God. And can there be any question that the children of Judah suffered under the judgment against their fathers for sins?  It is beyond question that the nation suffered for the sins of the federal representatives.  I Chronicles 21 records David’s sinful census that, as a result of God’s judgment, led to the death of 70,000 Israelites.  Only one man committed the sin, but all the people experienced God’s judgment for it.  And acting not as a representative of the nation, but for his family, David’s sin with Bathsheba led to the death of his own son (2 Sam. 12).

Far from being a sinful judgment against God, this corporate judgment for the sins of their federal heads was the actual experience of the chosen people.  But in fact, whether or not the people were perceiving accurately the justice under the Old Covenant is not particularly relevant to Jeremiah’s prophecy. Jeremiah is making it clear that in the New Covenant, there will be no question; whether spoken rightly or wrongly, the day is coming when no one is going to claim that the children are suffering for the sins of the fathers, and everyone will die for his own sins. “In the days of the New Covenant Yahweh’s law would be written on the heart of individual men and women.”
  


It is within this context that the promise of the New Covenant is made.  The newness of the covenant is found in the differentiations between the two.  The author establishes that he is identifying discontinuity in verse 9 where he says that the New Covenant will be “not like” the covenant enacted on Sinai. The rest of the passage from Jeremiah seems to explain what makes this covenant different, and thus better. 


First, there was fault in the Old Covenant because the houses of Israel and Judah “did not continue in my covenant”. Undoubtedly, the Old Covenant people had been called to covenant renewal and repentance many times, perhaps none more dramatically and fervently than under King Josiah when the book of the law was discovered and the people “joined in the covenant” (2 Kings 23:3).  But this renewal was doomed to fail as all the prior ones did.  “There was no power to continue; no power to conquer temptation, or the evil heart; to remain faithful.”
  So one of the things that will be different in this covenant is that those who are a part of the New Covenant will continue in it. All who are truly in the New Covenant will persevere.  


In order for this to be the case, the nature of the covenant must also be changed itself.  Whereas the Old Covenant was broken by the disobedience of the covenanters, there is no hint in the Old Testament or New Testament quotation of this passage that such is possible in the new.  John Owen says, “That (old) covenant was broken, but this will never be so, because provision is made in the covenant against any such event.”
  Owen explains the reason why this New Covenant cannot be broken when he says, “All that God requires in us is proposed as that which himself will effect by virtue of this covenant.”
  All that is required is provided.


Richard Pratt, like many Presbyterian scholars, disagrees with this statement of an unbreakable New Covenant. “As the NT indicates, until Christ returns it should never be thought that the New Covenant cannot be broken. On the contrary, the NT expects some participants in the New Covenant to break that covenant.”
  Pratt argues that the New Covenant will be breakable until such a time as an eschatological future is realized when Christ returns.  Then and only then, according to Pratt, will the New Covenant become unbreakable.


But it is this future move from a breakable to an unbreakable New Covenant that seems to be the most problematic for Pratt’s position.  While it is certainly true that Jeremiah spoke of a future eschatological reality, Jesus announced most clearly that the New Covenant had come in his blood - already.  So to suggest that there will be a different administration of the New Covenant at some future point is to undermine the very confidence that Jesus inspires in us by his proclamation that the New Covenant has come, not to mention that such a claim lacks textual support.  This promise is realized not at the consummation, but at the cross.


One potential objection to this from Paedo-baptistic Covenant theologians such as Pratt is to say that the rest of Hebrews deals with New Covenant breakers, such as in passages like Hebrews 6 which warn against falling away.  But this objection is resolved by the distinction of the visible and invisible church.  To use the language of John, yes there are those who appear to be with us, to be part of the covenant community, but if they were true, full recipients of the New Covenant blood and its benefits, and not merely outward participants in the covenant community, they would remained as part of the community.  The blood of Christ secured not just entry into the community but perseverance to the end for all for whom that blood was shed.  To be a merely outward participant in the New Covenant community is not to be full recipient of the promises of Hebrews 8.  Thus at some level, both Paedo-baptistic and Credo-baptistic Covenant theologians affirm this distinction in the administration of the New Covenant.  

Secondly, God will put his laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. The law was written at Sinai on tablets of stone, but the promise here is that the words of the law will be chiseled onto the heart of all the covenant people.  The obedience will come from within and not merely an external conformity to the laws of the Sinai covenant.  “The difference therefore between the Old and the New Covenants consists in this, that in the old the law was laid before the people that they might accept it and follow it, receiving it into their hearts…while in the new it is put within, implanted into the heart and soul by the Spirit of God, and becomes the animating life-principle.”
 Keil continues, “The law, with its rigid demands, can only humble the sinner, and make him beseech God to blot out his sin and create in him a clean heart; it can only awaken him to the perception of sin, but cannot blot it out.  It is God who must forgive this.”

But there seems to be more than just an ability to obey the law that is in view here, because those in the New Covenant continue to sin, and will do so until death.  Something must be done about the fact that we are still at times faithless.  So the passage goes on to say that, third, God will be merciful towards them and remember their sins no more. Because the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away sin, the Old Covenant was unable to deal with sins in any but a temporal manner (the purification of the flesh).  The New Covenant cleanses the conscience and takes away sin, which ensures that the throne of God can be approached by the worshipper.  The curse for unfaithfulness to the covenant God was taken upon Christ himself, inaugurated with his words, “This is the New Covenant in my blood.” (Luke 22:20)  His blood cleanses from sin.

Thus it’s not only that in the New Covenant provision is made so that the people will remain as covenant keepers, for while the law is written on they heart, that does not preclude rebellion against the New Covenant God. Because the curse for unfaithfulness to the covenant God was taken upon Christ himself, ultimately it is not the church’s faithfulness in keeping covenant, but Christ’s blood cleansing from sin and his imputed law-keeping that secures acceptance and perseverance for all who are in Christ.  This New Covenant will be kept because the covenant people are kept, not because they obey the law perfectly, for obedience to the law is not at the heart of this covenant, unlike the Old.  

 Fourth, No one will need to be taught by their brothers and neighbors to know God.  This is not a statement that the office of teacher is gone, but, as seen in Jer. 31:29-30, the knowledge of God moves from a corporate, mediated knowledge to one that is intensely personal.  “The knowledge of God will then no longer be dependent upon the communication and instruction of man...This knowledge, as being an inward experience of grace, does not exclude religious instruction, but rather tacitly implies that there is intimation given of God’s desire to save and of his purpose of grace.”
  The people of Israel sought Moses as their mediator through which God would speak to them at Sinai, but in this New Covenant they will need no such mediator. (Exodus 20:19).    


Fifth, and immediately following this intimate knowledge of God, is the extent of this personal knowledge; everyone in the New Covenant will know God. In the Old Covenant, not everyone could have been said to have “known God” in a saving, individual way, but rather in that corporate sense.  Hosea decried that there was no knowledge of God in the land (Hos. 4:1).  But this changes under the New Covenant. It is this discontinuity between the old and the new that may be the most vivid display of the differences between the two covenants. O. Palmer Robertson responds to those who claim that this text speaks to individual salvation, writing:

Jeremiah does not set a personal faith-relationship in the New Covenant in opposition to a corporate relationship.  He maintains both of these features with equal emphasis…Not just with individuals, but fully in accord with the whole pattern of God’s dealing with his people throughout redemptive history.”

It seems to me that Robertson is right to point out the obvious corporate nature of inclusion in the New Covenant.  The New Testament regularly refers to the beneficiary of Christ’s work in the singular, corporately as the church or the bride.  But I think that where Robertson is missing the discontinuity is that this corporate body is made up of individuals, every one of whom is elect.  “They will all know me.” Whereas individual access to the Lord was denied to individuals under the old covenant– which was the request made at Sinai by the people themselves (Ex 20:19) – there is now immediate access to God because of the interiorization of the law by the work of God. As Keown, Scalise, and Smothers note, Hos 4:4-6 blames the covenant mediators, the priests and prophets, for the loss of the knowledge of God in Israel.
  Keil says, “under the old covenant economy generally, access to the Lord was denied to individuals, and His grace was only obtained by the intervention of mediators.  This state of matters has been abolished under the new covenant, inasmuch as the favoured sinner is placed in immediate relations to God.” 
  And as D.A. Carson pointed out, while there will be continue to be teachers for the church, it is not because the teachers have an inside track to God or special knowledge hidden to other believers.  While the teaching continues, it is not mediatorial in nature any longer.
  Knowledge of God now is based on an inward experience of grace rather than external religious instruction.
Hebrews 8:

In speaking of a New Covenant, he makes the first one obsolete.  And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away.

The New Covenant in Christ’s blood is not simply another covenant.  It is a new one, and one which has brought a change in how God’s people relate to him.  “The very words, ‘a New Covenant’ antiquate the previous one…when it comes, the New Covenant will supersede that earlier one.”
  The time of reformation has come (Heb. 9:10), and now it is time for the rituals of the Old Covenant to vanish away.

It is impossible to imagine what went through the minds of Jesus’ disciples when he declared at the last supper that the meal they were having would mark the inauguration of the New Covenant, promised some 600 years earlier by the prophet Jeremiah.  But in the minds of these Jewish disciples, we can feel almost certain that there was an awareness of something significant about to take place.  Paul described this significance to the church at Rome several decades after the New Covenant was first celebrated in that upper room.  “For God has done what the law, weakened by the flesh, could not do. By sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and for sin, he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit.” (Rom. 8:3-4)  The new, better covenant has come through the blood of our better high priest.
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