Lesson Eight – A Superior Covenant
Lesson Text:
Hebrews 8:1 - 8:13

Memory Verse:
Hebrews 8:6

Lesson Scope:
The scope of Lesson Eight will center on Hebrews chapter eight.  The lesson will establish that a new priest plus a new sanctuary implies a new covenant.  Furthermore, a quotation from Jeremiah will be used to show how this covenant differs from the old one.

Key Themes in the Lesson:

New.  New Priest + New Sanctuary = New Covenant.

Close to God.  Jesus is close.  Christians can be close.  The law is close to Christians hearts.  Christians know God.  Christians are forgiven by God so they can be close to him.

Lesson Objectives:

Understand New Covenant.  Understand the significance of the new covenant to the original readers and to Christians today.
Understand Impact.  Understand the impact a new covenant should have on Christians.
I. A little background.

A. The previous chapters in Hebrews have established how Christ is the new high priest.  However, he is a different type of priest from the Levitical priests the Jewish people are familiar with.  While this may be hard for some Jews to accept, the writer of Hebrews goes in this chapter to assert that there is also a new sanctuary where the new high priest serves.  The new priest and the new sanctuary together necessarily imply that there is also a new covenant.  Chapter eight develops this argument and then goes on to establish how this new covenant is better than the old covenant they were used to.

B. Key Equation:  New Priest + New Sanctuary = New Covenant

II. There is a new priest.

A. The arguments have already been made and sufficiently proven to show that Jesus is the new high priest, and that he is superior to any high priest that God’s people have ever known.  Now, the author shows how Jesus also serves in a superior way as compared to the old high priests.  Once this fact is established, it will be used later in the chapter to show how this contributes to the fact that there is also a new covenant.

Hebrews 8:1 - 6
1
The point of what we are saying is this: We do have such a high priest, who sat down at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven,

2
and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man.

3
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.

4
If he were on earth, he would not be a priest, for there are already men who offer the gifts prescribed by the law.

5
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."
6
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.  (NIV)
B. He sat down (8:1).  Did you catch that?  He sat down.  The Levitical priests in the Old Testament never sat down.  There was no place, and there was no reason for them to sit down.  Furthermore, they always had more work to do, and more sacrifices to make.  Their work was never done because it had to be repeated over and over.  However, Christ made his sacrifice and never has to repeat it.  His sacrificial work is done.  He can sit down.  Fortunately for us, he sits next to the throne where he can be a mediator between God and man.

C. He is at the Majesty’s right hand (8:1).  The book of Hebrews develops the idea of Christ being not only a high priest, but also a king.  Here, we see him seated in glory in heaven.  Sounds like royalty.
D. He serves (8:2).  The sacrificial work of Christ was complete on earth.  However, he still serves in the true tabernacle.  Isaiah 61 talks about priests and their roles as ministers.  The priests of the Old Testament were seen as serving the people by performing sacrifices.  In a similar way, Christ serves his people through his sacrifice.  However, he is serving in a superior place, the true tabernacle, or heaven.  Therefore, he has a superior ministry, a superior service.
Isaiah 61:6
6
“And you will be called priests of the LORD, you will be named ministers of our God. You will feed on the wealth of nations, and in their riches you will boast.”  (NIV)

E. He had something to offer (8:3).  A general requirement of the priests was that they offer something as a sacrifice.  Of course, we know that Christ, our high priest, offered himself as a sacrifice.  However, this is not explicitly stated until the next chapter.

Hebrews 9:14
14
How much more, then, will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblemished to God, cleanse our consciences from acts that lead to death,[a] so that we may serve the living God!  (NIV)
F. The old priests were on earth (8:4).  Christ was not eligible to be a priest on earth.  While he was still on earth, he was under the Jewish law and the Levitical priests.  In addition, he was of the tribe of Judah, not Levi.  So he could not be a priest on earth.  However, he is a priest in heaven.  Because of his sacrifice, he was able to enter the true tabernacle (heaven) and he continues to serve there.  He is obviously a priest of a different order from the Levites.  No matter what type of sacrifice was made, or how well it was done, the Levitical priests only ministered on earth.  Not so with Christ.

G. The old priests offer gifts prescribed by the law (8:4).  In a few verses, the argument will be made that the old law is no longer in force.  It has been superseded by a superior law or covenant.  So, this statement serves as a basis for the argument to come. 

H. He has a superior ministry (8:6).  The ministry of Jesus is superior because of what he did and where he serves.  He was able to make the perfect sacrifice of himself.  Furthermore, he serves in a superior tabernacle.  We also see him as a perfect mediator between man and God.  The priests of the Old Testament were not able to make such a perfect sacrifice and only served in the earthly tabernacle.  Therefore, the ministry of Jesus is superior to the ministry of the Levites in the Old Testament.

I. He provides better promises (8:6).  One commentator has stated that better and eternal are synonyms here.  That is, the promises of Christ are eternal, therefore, better.  Another commentator has suggested that the better promises are the ones listed in the quotation from Jeremiah 31 that follows in this chapter.  Specifically, they are:

1. The laws are written on the hearts and minds of men

2. The Lord’s people know him
3. The Lord’s people will be forgiven
J. He is a mediator (8:6).  Jesus is uniquely qualified to be a mediator of the new covenant.  The new covenant brings man closer to God, so man desperately needs a mediator to help.  Jesus provides that help.  He is able to empathize with men, and he has completely followed the will of God.  Therefore, he is can communicate with both.  That provides him with the unique ability to be the mediator.  Can you imagine having to approach God without the mediator?  Even if we mustered the courage to approach God, we would never survive because of our sin.  However, because we have a mediator, we can approach God with confidence!

III. There is a new sanctuary.

A. God’s people in the Old Testament equated the sanctuary with the tabernacle and later the temple.  However, the writer now establishes the fact that Christ serves in a sanctuary that is superior to the tabernacle/temple.  Let’s take a second look at a couple of verses.
Hebrews 8:2, 5
2
and who serves in the sanctuary, the true tabernacle set up by the Lord, not by man.

5
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."  (NIV)
B. The new sanctuary is a true tabernacle (8:2).  Some translations call this a true tent.  When thought of as a tent, it centers the minds of the readers on the temporary nature of the old covenant.  It was based on a tent, or a temporary dwelling.

C. The new sanctuary was set up by the Lord (8:2).  In contrast, the new sanctuary was set up by the Lord.  It was not made with human hands.  This can also be seen in a couple of verses from the next chapter of Hebrews.
Hebrews 9:11, 24

11
“When Christ came as high priest of the good things that are already here, he went through the greater and more perfect tabernacle that is not man-made, that is to say, not a part of this creation.”  (NIV)

24
“For Christ did not enter a man-made sanctuary that was only a copy of the true one; he entered heaven itself, now to appear for us in God's presence.”  (NIV)

D. The earthly sanctuary is a copy and shadow (8:5). 

1. The earthly sanctuary, or tabernacle was not the real thing.  It was just a copy or a shadow of the real thing in heaven.  Imagine the impact this statement would have on the minds of the original readers of Hebrews.  They had always thought of the tabernacle and especially the Most Holy Place as the place where God dwelled.  However, it was not the real sanctuary.  It was merely a copy of the real sanctuary.

2. This dwells with the truth that there are two worlds that God’s people are concerned with.  There is the earthly world where they dwell, and the heavenly world where they eventually will dwell.  The earthly one is vague, shadowy, and actually unreal.  However, the heavenly one is very real because of the existence of God.

3. Most importantly, the idea of a shadow of the real thing brings to mind the anticipation of eventually experiencing the real thing.  Won’t it be wonderful to see the real thing and to also see God, who makes it so real!

E. The earthly tabernacle followed a pattern (8:5).  Indeed, the earthly tabernacle was not free-form, but one that followed a pattern by God.  Exodus 25 talks about the pattern that God provided Moses as instructions for constructing the tabernacle.
Exodus 25:9, 40
9
“Make this tabernacle and all its furnishings exactly like the pattern I will show you.  
40
 See that you make them according to the pattern shown you on the mountain.”  (NIV)

1. The word for pattern is the Greek word tupos, meaning “a blow” or “the effect of a blow” as with an impression of a seal or stamp made on a coin.  It was also a prescribed form to be imitated, or an exact replica.  Interestingly, children were called the tupoi of their parents.

2. The idea of a pattern should not surprise us.  When we think about it, God has set forth many patterns for his people.  For example, a pattern in worship, a pattern of salvation, and a pattern of Christian living.  Certainly, we can do well to look for and adhere to prescribed patterns in the scriptures.

IV. There is a new covenant.

A. The basic argument being brought forth here is that a new covenant is the necessary conclusion of having both a new high priest and a new sanctuary.  Since the old covenant relied very heavily on the priest and sanctuary, and since these have now been replaced, it now follows that the covenant is replaced as well.  Fortunately, this is a good change for God’s people.

Hebrews 8:6-13

6
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.

7
For if there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have been sought for another.

8
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.

9
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.

10
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.

11
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.

12
For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more."

13
By calling this covenant "new," he has made the first one obsolete; and what is obsolete and aging will soon disappear.  (NIV)
B. The new covenant is superior (8:6).  Indeed, the new covenant is superior.  It is better.  This verse brings out how it is founded on better promises – a topic that will be emphasized in a couple of verses by the quote from Jeremiah.  Moreover, the new covenant also has a better high priest, a better sacrifice, a better rest, and a better hope.

C. The people made the old covenant bad (8:7-8).  Something was wrong with the old covenant.  Recall from chapter 7 that the old covenant was weak and useless 
Hebrews 7:18
18
The former regulation is set aside because it was weak and useless.  (NIV)

1. The Message paraphrases this verse as
Hebrews 7:18

18
The former way of doing things, a system of commandments that never worked out the way it was supposed to, was set aside; (The Message)
2. The old covenant was unable to bring people to a permanent fellowship with God.  However, it was not God who was at fault, but the people.  They were responsible for their condition.  Nevertheless, God established a new covenant with his people.  This new covenant is more powerful than the old because now, man can approach God.  A similar thought is brought out in Romans 7 where the writer states that the law is holy and spiritual, but he is not.   Therefore, the law was unable to help him with his sin.

Romans 7:12-16
12
“So then, the law is holy, and the commandment is holy, righteous and good.  
13
Did that which is good, then, become death to me? By no means! But in order that sin might be recognized as sin, it produced death in me through what was good, so that through the commandment sin might become utterly sinful.  
14
We know that the law is spiritual; but I am unspiritual, sold as a slave to sin.  
15
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.  
16
And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is good.”  (NIV)

D. The quotation in verses 8 – 12 is from Jeremiah 31:31-34.  It is interesting how the writer uses the Old Testament writings.  He frequently pulls items from the books of Law (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) and from the Psalms.  Now he is referring to a book of prophecy.  It is another way that he shows how the entire old covenant pointed toward the new covenant.  While reading this quotation from the Old Testament, it is important to understand the setting for Jeremiah.  He had lived through the crisis of Israel’s faith before and after the capture of Jerusalem by Babylon in the sixth century B.C.  He saw the destruction of Jerusalem as punishment for Israel’s unfaithfulness.  Early in his ministry, he saw the reforms that Josiah sought, but it was only an external reformation.  For Jeremiah, the ineffectiveness of the old covenant was in its inability to change man.  (For more information, see the additional reference section at the end of this lesson.)
E. The new covenant is written in minds and on hearts (8:10).  The Israelites of the Old Testament were good at following the ceremonial requirements of the law.  However, they were deficient in following the moral commandments.  This was a direct result of the fact that the law or covenant was not truly written on their minds and hearts.  It was not a way of life.  It was just what had to be done for religious purposes only.

F. The people of the new covenant know God (8:11).  This is one of the most important results from the book of Hebrews.  Because the people have an adequate sacrifice and a powerful mediator, they can approach God.  And since they can approach Him, they can know Him.  Furthermore, God becomes the teacher of His people.  This was not possible in the old covenant.  The people relied on their priest to approach God on their behalf and to teach them.  They could not personally get close to God.  There is no longer a distinction between the priest and the ordinary people.  To know God is not just merely to be familiar with the facts or to be casually acquainted.  The verb “know” (yada in Hebrew) carries the connotation of an intimate personal knowledge that arises between two persons who are committed wholly to one another in a relationship that touches mind, emotion, and will.  In such a relationship, the past is forgiven and forgotten.

G. God forgives the people of the new covenant (8:12).  The old covenant could only roll forward the sins of the people.  It could not truly forgive them of their sins until the sacrifice of Christ was made.  Once again, this sin prevented them from approaching and being close to God.  Now, the new covenant assures that sins will be forgiven.  So, it takes care of sin and allows for the people to know God.  Fast forward a couple of chapters and we see this verse:
Hebrews 10:17
17
“Then he adds: "Their sins and lawless acts I will remember no more."”  (NIV)

H. The old covenant is obsolete (8:13).  This is the natural result of the argument being made throughout the chapter.  It shows a total proof from scripture that time had run out for the old covenant.  The old covenant relied heavily upon the high priest and the tabernacle.  Now, there is a new and better high priest and a new a better sanctuary.  So, it only makes sense that there is also a new covenant.

V. Conclusion:

A. As Christians, we have a superior covenant to the Israelites in the Old Testament.  The covenant came about because of a new priest and a new sanctuary.  

B. The new covenant has three major effects:
1. First, it impacts the hearts of the people.

2. Second, the people know God.

3. Third, God forgives the people.

C. Although Jesus has finished his sacrifice, he is still active today as a part of the covenant.  Christians have an active Savior who serves and is right next to the Majesty in heaven.

D. We should all be thankful for the better covenant and the better promises that come with it.  We should continually make sure that covenant is written on our hearts.

VI. Personal Study:

A. Memorize Hebrews 8:6

B. The last few verses of Hebrews eight is a quote from Jeremiah 31:31-34.  Jeremiah lived through the crisis of Israel’s faith before and after the capture of Jerusalem by Babylon in the sixth century B.C.  He saw the destruction of Jerusalem as punishment for Israel’s unfaithfulness.  Early in his ministry, he had seen the reforms that Josiah sought, but it was only an external reformation.  For Jeremiah, the ineffectiveness of the old covenant was in its inability to change man.  Read Jeremiah chapter 31.  Look for ways in which Jeremiah saw the old covenant as ineffective.  Look for what he saw as a new covenant.  Compare to this lesson.  Be sure to write down your findings.

C. Hebrews 8:6 links a superior covenant to a superior ministry.  A similar argument is also presented in 2 Corinthians 3:7-18.  Compare the two passages.  Note the similarities and contrasts.  Write down the results.

D. Read Hebrews 9:1 - 10:18 for next week.

VII. Additional Reference – Jeremiah

Since it is quoted in our lesson today, it is helpful to understand the original meaning by Jeremiah when he wrote Jeremiah 31:31-34.  The text below comes from pages 579 – 581 of The book of Jeremiah by J.A. Thompson.
(31) This is the only reference to a new covenant in the OT.  The short passage which develops from the simple announcement in this verse is one of the most important in the book of Jeremiah.  Indeed it represents one of the deepest insights in the whole OT.  It was taken up in later centuries by two different groups.  The sectarians of Qumran understood themselves to be the men of the New Covenant.  But the New Covenant for them was nothing more than the Mosaic Covenant with strong legalistic tendencies.  The other group was the Christians, who saw the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s words in the emergence of the Christian church, which was comprised of those who confessed Jesus as Lord (Luke 22:20; 1 Cor. 11:15, Heb. 8:8 – 9:28).

(32) The background to this announcement is the covenant inaugurated between Yahweh and Israel at Sinai (Exod. 19:1 – 24:11).  Integral to that covenant was the concept of Yahweh as the sovereign Lord of the Covenant who laid upon those who accepted it the stipulations of the covenant.  The continued existence of the covenant depended on the continuing recognition of Yahweh as Lord, and continuing obedience to the terms of the covenant (Jer. 11:1-8).  Failure to obey these laws would result in judgment and the operation of the curses of the covenant.  Obedience brought the covenant of blessings.

The history of Israel since the days of Moses was one of persistent failure to live according to the terms of the covenant.  They had not merely refused to obey the law or to acknowledge Yahweh’s complete and sole sovereignty, but were incapable of such obedience.  Here was a crisis for Israel’s faith which Jeremiah understood clearly.  “Can the Nubian change his skin or the leopard its spots?” Jeremiah asked (13:23).  Clearly not.  And could Israel do good when she had been taught evil (13:23)?  It was a dilemma.  A new covenant was needed because they broke the first one despite the fact that Yahweh had undertaken mighty acts of deliverance on their behalf, seizing them by the hand and leading them from Egypt, and despite the fact that he was their Lord.

(33) Yahweh himself proposes to bring about the necessary change in the people’s inner nature which will make them capable of obedience.  He will set his law (tora) within them and write it on their hearts, that is, on their minds and wills.  The old covenant was written on stone (Exod 31:18; 34:28-29; Deut 4:13; 5:22) or in a book (Exod 24:7).  The heart as a writing material is spoken of in 17:1 in relation to sin.  There are parallels of a kind in Deut 6:6; 11:18; 30:14.  But there could be no obedience and no recognition of Yahweh’s sovereignty as long as the covenant was externalized.  It needed to touch the life deeply and inwardly in mind and will.  Then the covenant correlative could be realized: I will become their God and they, on their part, will become my people.  The formula was well known (7:23; 11:4; 24:7; 30:22; 31:1; 32:38; Ezek. 11:20; 36:28, etc.).  Its actualization had escaped Israel.

(34) The extent of the transformation in those days would be that intermediaries like Moses, priests, prophets, teachers would no longer be needed to instruct people and say “Know Yahwah,” because all of them shall know (yada) him, young and old, from the least to the greatest.  The verb know here probably carries its most profound connotation, the intimate personal knowledge which arises between two persons who are committed wholly to one another in a relationship that touches mind, emotion, and will.  In such a relationship the past is forgiven and forgotten.  I will forgive (salah) their wrongdoing (‘awon) and will remember (zakar) their sin (hatta’t) no more.
It was a noble picture adumbrated already in Deut. 30:5,6: “Yahweh your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of your descendants so that you will love him with all your heart and soul and you will live.”  Jeremiah’s picture is somewhat more detailed but essentially the same.
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Lesson Eight – Teacher’s Lesson Plan

1. Begin the lesson with a review of the Better or Superior or New things we have seen so far in the book of Hebrews.  Solicit responses from the class and put their thoughts on the board.  Some answers could include superior to Moses, superior to angels, better high priest, etc.

2. Spend a couple of minutes reviewing the results of the lesson last week where we saw how Jesus is a priest that is comparable to Melchizedek.  Remind the class of the significance of this comparison.

3. Cover the first six verses of Hebrews chapter 8 where it provides the discussion about the importance of a new High Priest.  As you discuss this, begin an equation on the board by writing “NEW HIGH PRIEST”

4. Go back and take a look at verses two and five to focus on the new sanctuary (heaven) that is now in use.  Add to your equation on the board so that it now shows “NEW HIGH PRIEST + NEW SANCTUARY”

5. Now study verses six through 13 about the new covenant.  Complete your equation on the board so that it now shows “NEW HIGH PRIEST + NEW SANCTUARY = NEW COVENANT”.  Spend sufficient time emphasizing the fact that the new covenant is superior to the old one.  Use the context and quotation from Jeremiah to show how a new one was needed because the people could not live up to the old one.  Emphasize the fact that God’s people today, Christians, are extremely blessed because of this new covenant.

6. Apply the lesson by soliciting comments from the class about what this new covenant means to us personally.  How does it change our lives?  How does it change our thoughts and behavior?  What impact does it have on our view of God and his son Jesus?

7. Conclude the lesson, encourage personal study and preview next week’s lesson.

Hebrews – Lesson Eight
A SUPERIOR COVENANT – Hebrews 8:1 – 8:13
STUDENT GUIDE

The scope of Lesson Eight will center on Hebrews chapter eight.  The lesson will establish that a new priest plus a new sanctuary implies a new covenant.  Furthermore, a quotation from Jeremiah will be used to show how this covenant differs from the old one.
How can you describe the High Priest of the New Covenant?
How can you describe the Sanctuary of the New Covenant?
Why is the New Covenant superior to the Old Covenant?
What should be the response of Christians to the New Covenant?
Personal Study

1. Memorize Hebrews 8:6

2. The last few verses of Hebrews eight is a quote from Jeremiah 31:31-34.  Jeremiah lived through the crisis of Israel’s faith before and after the capture of Jerusalem by Babylon in the sixth century B.C.  He saw the destruction of Jerusalem as punishment for Israel’s unfaithfulness.  Early in his ministry, he saw the reforms that Josiah sought, but it was only an external reformation.  For Jeremiah, the ineffectiveness of the old covenant was in its inability to change man.  Read Jeremiah chapter 31.  Look for ways in which Jeremiah saw the old covenant as ineffective.  Look for what he saw as a new covenant.  Compare to this lesson.  Be sure to write down your findings.

3. Hebrews 8:6 links a superior covenant to a superior ministry.  A similar argument is also presented in 2 Corinthians 3:7-18.  Compare the two passages.  Note the similarities and contrasts.  Write down the results.

4. Read Hebrews 9:1 - 10:18 for next week.

Preview for Lesson Nine
In the Old Testament, the Levites had a sanctuary and a sacrifice.  But these were only shadows of the real sanctuary and sacrifice provided by Christ.  In fact, his sacrifice was perfect.  Lesson Nine explores the new covenant made possible by the once-for-all sacrifice of Jesus.
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