
 

P
ag

e1
  

HEBREWS 
A Study in Contrasts 

Lesson Notes by Paige Britton 

Vol. 3 (Chs. 7-9) 
Contents 

Lesson 20 (6/2/13): 7:1-10  ……………………………….…………….p.2 

Lesson 21 (6/16/13): 7:1-25 ………………………………………………….p.8 

Lesson 22 (8/11/13): 7:26-28; Review………………..………………….p.14 

Lesson 23 (8/27/13): 8:1-6; Platonism………………………………….p.18 

Lesson 24 (9/8/13): 8:1-13………………………………………………….p.24 

Lesson 25 (10/6/13): 8:1-13…………………………………….p.29 

Lesson 26 (10/20/13): 9:1-10……………………………………………………p.35 

Lesson 27 (11/3/13): 9:1-14 ……………………………………………..p.40 

Lesson 28 (11/17/13): 9:11-22………………………………….p.43 

Lesson 29 (12/1/13): 9:11-28………………………………….p.48 

Lesson 30 (12/29/13): Ch.9 review; 10:1-10………………………………..p.52 



 

P
ag

e2
  

Hebrews Study Lesson 20 (6/2/13) 

Heb. 6:13-20; 7:1-10 

 

 Getting the big picture:  Joanne took us to Heb. 10:19-25 for a view of what our high 

priest enables us to do – draw near to God with assured hearts – and what is also asked 

of us, that we hold fast our confession and encourage one another.  She reminded us to 

keep reading all of Hebrews, marveling along with the rest of us that because of our 

careful study of this complex book, it all looks very different than it ever did before.  

Hopefully these lessons and notes have helped you, too, to grow familiar with this 

difficult terrain and to find your way (so far!) through these intricate arguments and 

details.   

 

 Revisiting Abraham, Oaths, & Promises (Heb. 6:13-20) 

o You can find more details about this section in the notes from Lesson 19.  We 

briefly reviewed this “hinge” paragraph, which connects the personal 

exhortation section (5:11-6:12) with the author’s return to the discussion of 

Melchizedek and Jesus’ high priesthood (ch. 7).  The significance of oaths, which 

guarantee the content of a promise, will be revisited at 7:20-22, where the 

specific oath that our author has in view here is shown to reinforce the great 

promise that Jesus’ priesthood continues forever and is of a completely different 

order than the one prescribed by the Law. 

 

o We recalled, too, that while we might feel a cultural-historical distance from 

the author’s emphasis on oaths (and from this peculiar oath in particular!), the 

promises that are guaranteed by this oath are shown in this section to apply to 

ALL Christians at ALL times, not just the 1st c. Jewish Christians who were the 

original intended audience of this letter.  The phrases “heirs of the promise,” 

“we who have fled for refuge,” and “Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our 

behalf” all indicate that these promises are universally relevant to believers; it 

remains for us to learn the meaning of these promises, so that we, too, may taste 

their significance. 

 

 The Mysterious Mr. Melchizedek – an Overview (7:1-10) 

o We encountered Mr. Melchizedek in two complicated paragraphs that open 

chapter 7: 

 7:1-3 = establishing Melchizedek’s similarity to the Son 

 7:4-10 = establishing M’s superiority to Levitical priests 
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o Two background texts, the only other places where Melchizedek appears in 

Scripture, are important for our author’s argument in this chapter: 

 Gen. 14:18-20 – the history of Abraham’s encounter with Melchizedek, 

which is as important to our author for what it DOES NOT say about Mr. 

M. as it is for what it DOES say! 

 Ps. 110:4 – what we will call “the oracle,” an oath-based promise 

expressed to a Messianic figure. 

 

 Our author’s high view of Scripture will become apparent as we discuss 

these texts, both because he takes seriously what the Holy Spirit leaves 

out, and because he takes seriously a later oracle as superseding what 

was spelled out in Torah.  Since God’s speech is the only thing that can 

trump God’s law, it is evident that our author believes that Psalm 110 is 

also a true instance of God’s speech.1 

 

o There are two sets of interpretive questions to puzzle out as we encounter this 

confusing section… 

 Should we read Gen. 14:18-20 as allegory or typology? 

 Allegory assigns a symbolic, spiritualized meaning to the events 

and figures mentioned; usually the historical reality drops by the 

wayside.  (Many early Christian theologians went overboard with 

this approach; it is still a temptation for preachers today!) 

 

 Typology maintains the historicity of a narrative, but sees patterns 

sovereignly arranged between the lives, events, and rituals and 

what they foreshadow (e.g., Christ or the church).  (This is 

generally considered the more respectable approach, and seems 

to be how our author reads the story of Melchizedek.) 

 

 Should we read Heb. 7:1-10 literally, or literARILY?  

 A literal reading brings us to some rather startling conclusions 

about Mr. Melchizedek… 

                                                           
1
 Our author’s view that Scripture is the very word of God has already been demonstrated each time he has 

introduced a quotation from the Old Testament.  Often he simply identifies the words as God’s direct speech, or 
the Holy Spirit’s commentary.  His belief that the Psalms continue God’s speech acts (which were begun in Torah) is 
somewhat unusual in later Judaism, where the Pentateuch is revered almost exclusively as Yahweh’s 
communication of his will for Israel, and the subsequent books seem to fade into a role of supportive decoration.  
Certainly it would have been a shocking thing to assert that a Psalm could trump what was written in the Law! 
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 It may seem suspicious to talk about reading the passage 

“literarily,” given the modern era’s tendency to a low view of 

Scripture that sees it as no more than ancient literature.  But 

indeed the Bible IS literature, even though it is so much more; it is 

crafted in a literate, literary way – especially the book of Hebrews, 

which has already demonstrated our author’s love of and skill in 

verbal rhetoric and poetry.  So be open to the possibility that his 

words about Mr. M. do not mean what they literally seem to 

mean. 

 

 Melchizedek’s Similarity to the Son (Heb. 7:1-3) 

o I invite you to go back and read about Melchizedek’s historical – and very cameo! 

– appearance in Genesis 14:18-20 to refresh your memory about his intersection 

with Abraham’s story.  What do you notice about the incident?  What questions 

does it raise for you?  (We thought of a lot!) 

o Heb. 7:1-3 reviews this story, and ends with this startling statement: 

 “He is without father or mother or genealogy, having neither beginning 

of days nor end of life, but resembling the Son of God he continues a 

priest forever.”2 

 What do we get from a straightforward, literal reading of these words?  

And why is this problematic? 

 

 Historically, there have been several strains of thought that have taken 

these words at their face value and have ended up with a Melchizedek 

who does not resemble your normal, biologically reproduced human 

being: 

 Gnostics (an early Christian/Jewish/Zoroastrian sect) saw the 

mysterious Melchizedek as a high, angelic power… 

 

 Christians (both past and present) have sometimes understood 

this to mean that Melchizedek WAS Jesus himself, in a pre-

incarnation appearance (usually called a “Christophany”3).  (We 

                                                           
2
 The Greek here has a poetic rhythm and sound to it, as each word in the first triad (“without father, etc…”) begins 

with the prefix “a” (not):  apatōr, amētōr, agenealogia. 
3
 Christian theologians sometimes call the unusual OT appearances of heavenly beings who might be the Lord 

“Christophanies,” meaning “Christ-appearances,” to indicate that they think these were sightings of the Son in 
human form before his incarnation.  (For example, the fourth figure in the fiery furnace at Babylon, and the captain 
of the Lord’s army who appears to Joshua.)  Without further revelation to confirm this, at best these “sightings” 
are only speculative. 
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will unpack below why this is disproved by our author’s main 

argument about the Levitical priesthood.) 

 

 In the Hellenistic climate surrounding the early church, to have 

“no father or mother or genealogy” was simply one more mode of 

divine generation (think of Aphrodite floating in on the sea 

foam…). 

 

 Calvin had a pretty low opinion of this sort of interpretation: 

 “It seems not to be worth one’s while to refute the delirious 

notions of those who dream that Christ himself, or the Holy Spirit, 

or an angel, appeared at that time…” 

 

 Here is our alternative – a literary, context-specific reading: 

 Remember that the oracle from Ps. 110:4 introduces a 

conundrum, namely a King-Priest Messiah.  This was not possible 

in Israel, since “this principal and fundamental separation of 

functions distinguished Israel from surrounding nations” (M. J. 

Paul).  How could the Messiah be legitimately a priest, then? 

 

 In order to sort this out, our author will now be making an 

argument about descent, superiority, and inferiority as it relates 

to Abraham’s family and the priesthood inaugurated by the 

Mosaic law. 

 

 For this reason, we can understand “without father, mother & 

genealogy” NOT to mean that Melchizedek was a biological 

anomaly, but rather that he did not have the RIGHT genealogy 

that would allow him to be a priest according to the Law.  His 

priesthood was entirely outside the Law’s demands. 

 

 That Melchizedek “continues forever” is also meant to be taken 

literarily, not literally:  as far as we are told in the text of Gen. 14, 

Melchizedek’s office does not end with his death and a 
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replacement afterwards.   The text thus holds a picture – only a 

picture! – of a perpetual priesthood.4 

 

 Melchizedek’s Superiority to the Levitical Priests (Heb. 7:4-10) 

o The parts of the historical Melchizedek’s story that concern our author are 

BLESSING and TITHING.  (Don’t get hung up on the fact that he offered bread 

and wine – it was probably just to refresh the troops!) 

 

o Abraham’s act of tithing indicated that he knew right off the bat that 

Melchizedek was his superior – and Melchizedek’s blessing in return was a 

confirmation of that evaluation!  

 

o Now watch what our author does with this historical information.  He will lay out 

a case for Jesus’ superiority as a high priest based on Melchizedek’s superiority to 

Levi!  Pretty complex and confusing, especially if you don’t have all the 

generations straight in your head.  The diagram below may help: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

o When we read about the “priests and the Levites” in the Gospels, we are hearing 

shorthand for the arrangement for service in the temple that was begun way 

back in Aaron and Moses’ day.  All Jews traced their descent from Abraham, but 

officiating priests must be of the line of Aaron – and have their genealogical 

paperwork in order (remember Heb. 5:4, about Aaron’s divine appointment!).  

Now, when the golden calf was made and Moses called out for loyal Israelites to 

rally to him, the faithful responders were all from the tribe of Levi (one of 

Abraham’s great-grandsons).  In return for their loyalty, Levi’s family group was 

                                                           
4
 Interestingly, although the English obscures this, the word “forever” (Greek diēnekes) in v.3, referring to 

Melchizedek’s priesthood, is NOT the same “forever” as in 6:20 (Greek eis ton aiōna), which repeats the oracle 
about the Messiah being “priest forever.”  The latter is used exclusively about Jesus’ priesthood; the former is used 
to show that Melchizedek’s situation of (textually speaking) uninterrupted priesthood is similar to the “forever” 
priesthood of the Son of God (in the way a light pencil sketch is similar to the three-dimensional person it 
resembles!). 

Melchizedek 

Jesus 

 

Abraham 

Levi 

Aaron 
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set aside among the twelve tribes specifically to serve in the temple.  In other 

words, Aaron’s cousins were appointed as assistants to his family’s priesthood.  

But note that this means that Aaron was also a Levite!  As our author continues 

to talk about the Levitical priesthood, remember that it is the narrower branch 

(the tribe of Aaron) that actually serves at the altar.   

 

o So here is a significant similarity between Jesus and Melchizedek:  neither one 

descended from the RIGHT TRIBE, and yet both are declared priests.5 

 

o In this paragraph, Melchizedek’s superiority to Levi is established through his 

actions of superiority to Abraham (receiving the tithe, conferring the blessing).  

Follow the logic to its conclusion: 

 IF Melchizedek is superior to Levi, 

 THEN  a priest of the order of Melchizedek is superior to the 

Levitical priests. 

 IF such a priest does not need to conform to the Torah’s genealogical 

requirements for the priesthood,  

 THEN the Torah has been trumped at this point. 

 IF the Torah is trumped at any point, 

 THEN the whole of Torah is trumped. (The argument of 7:11-16.) 

 

o By the way, this is the reason why Melchizedek could NOT have been a 

Christophany, as some Christians have thought:  the Son would trace his human 

descent from Abraham; but in order for our author’s argument in this section to 

work, Mr. M. must stand outside Abraham’s family circle, so that his superiority 

to Levi (such as Levi was at the time!) could be clearly established. 

 

o Heb. 7:8 again presents us with a literal/literary choice, since of Melchizedek, “it 

is testified that he lives.”  The key word here is “testified”:  what does God say 

about him, in the text of Gen. 14:18-21?  We only hear about his living actions.  

Again, we are not to think of Mr. M. being alive forever (a literal reading).  

Instead, we are to think that this literary portrait of a mysterious priest of the 

Most High is like a pencil sketch, resembling in outline but not in detail the 

risen, reigning Son – who truly does live forever.    
                                                           
5
 Of course, this does not mean that Jesus is descended from Melchizedek.  Jesus must be part of Abraham’s family 

because of the other promises, that all the families on the earth would be blessed through that line (Gen. 12:3) 
and that David, descendant of another of Abraham’s great-grandsons, Judah, would himself have a descendant 
who would sit on his throne forever (2 Sam. 7).  Yet concerning the priesthood, the oracle of Ps. 110:4 assigns 
Jesus the Messiah to the “order of Melchizedek,” so that his non-Levitical priesthood is officially legitimized.   
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Hebrews Study Lesson 21 (6.16.13) 

Hebrews 7 

 

 Summer Challenge:  Although we will not meet again for about a month and a half, we 

are not done with Hebrews yet!! Eventually we will get back together and pick up the 

discussion where we left off.  We have worked our way through about half of this 

sermon-letter, so (at least for those of you who have attended our studies or kept up 

with the notes) we have a pretty rich base from which to continue to read and 

understand Hebrews on our own for this next while.  Joanne shared her excitement that 

verses she has always known and loved (like 7:25!) are no less precious to her personally 

now that we have examined Hebrews so closely in context – but their goodness is 

somehow bigger than before.  She challenged us to read Hebrews through at least one 

more time between now and our next meeting (Aug. 11).  Let’s do it!6   

 

 So Far in Ch. 7… 

o We retraced our steps through the first couple of paragraphs of this chapter, 

reminding ourselves of the Mysterious Mr. Melchizedek’s role in OT history (Gen. 

14:17-20), in a Davidic oracle (Ps. 110:4), and in our author’s argument.  We 

noted again that a literal reading of Heb. 7:1-3 leaves us with a problematic 

priest-figure who spontaneously generated and lives forever – not really in 

keeping with the historically-minded presentations we encounter in both Genesis 

and Hebrews.7  Looking at these verses literarily, though, helps us understand 

that our author is offering the spare cameo of Gen. 14 as a verbal outline that 

merely resembles and suggests the reality of the incarnate, exalted Son. 

 

o Taking a literary view, then, we may understand that Melchizedek, resembling 

Jesus, was a priest without legal qualifications – that is, he could not produce 

the genealogical papers that would link him with the Levitical priesthood.  

Melchizidek’s superiority to Levi is established in the Genesis account through 

the actions of Abraham’s tithe and the priest’s blessing in return. 

 

 
                                                           
6
 If you would like to spend some of this down-time catching up on the notes, too, they are available on our 

FaceBook Hebrews Study group page, and at Quarryville Academy Online, and of course by email from me if you 
get in touch.  I invite you to continue to talk about what you are seeing and puzzling over in these next weeks via 
FB or email, too! 
 
7
 Christians, too, have read these verses literally, arriving at the explanation that Melchizedek was actually Jesus 

showing up in an OT scene.  Again, our author in Hebrews distinguishes between the two figures, indicating that he 
understood Melchizedek to be a separate, historical person.  See the study notes to Lesson 20 for more details. 
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o Here is the logical progression of our author’s argument: 

 IF Melchizedek is superior to Levi, 

 THEN  a priest of the order of Melchizedek is superior to the 

Levitical priests. 

 IF such a priest does not need to conform to the Torah’s genealogical 

requirements for the priesthood,  

 THEN the Torah has been trumped at this point. 

 IF the Torah is trumped at any point, 

 THEN the whole of Torah is trumped. 

o Note that the whole is intimately connected to its parts:  

it’s like pulling one thread on a sweater and unraveling the 

whole thing. 

 

 Continuing the Logic:  7:11-14 

o “If perfection had been attainable through the Levitical priesthood…” (7:11) 

 Leaving aside for the moment the question of what our author means 

by “perfection” here, what may we conclude about God’s original 

intention for the Levitical priesthood?  Interestingly, this argument 

comes to the same conclusion about the Law that Paul does, though from 

a different direction.8  It was always God’s intention to replace it with 

“something better”; the law was always meant to be temporary. 

 

 Joanne raised the excellent question of whether readers of the OT 

Scriptures would have been able to know that God’s law was intentionally 

temporary, or whether only post-resurrection believers could understand 

this.  While there is much to say about the possibility that readers of the 

Pentateuch could have come to this conclusion,9 the author of Hebrews 

demonstrates that readers of the Psalms and prophets were indeed given 

revelation about an imminent new priesthood (Ps. 110:4) and a new 

covenant (Jer. 31; see Heb. 8).  So, yes, readers of the Hebrew Scriptures 

                                                           
8
 Paul is concerned about how the moral and judicial aspects of God’s Law were temporary, until Jesus met those 

requirements and replaced law with gospel; our author focuses on how the priesthood was temporary, until Jesus 
both met and superseded its requirements and replaced a weak priesthood of many with a perfect priesthood of 
One.  Both authors arrive at the understanding that the Law was always intended to be temporary. 
 
9
 John Sailhamer’s major work, The Meaning of the Pentateuch, attempts to demonstrate exactly this claim 

through a detailed literary analysis of the structure of the Pentateuch. 
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in their entirety should have expected the eventual demise of the 

priesthood and the Mosaic Law.10 

 

 Our author’s high view of Scripture is evident in that he takes the 

chronologically later oracle of Psalm 110:4 as God’s voice, which is the 

only authority that could supersede God’s law. 

 

o “For when there is a change in the priesthood, there is necessarily a change in 

the law as well.”  (7:12) 

 “Change” is really too mild a word – this word specifies a change by the 

abolition of one thing and the substitution of another.  (“It’s the end of 

the law as we know it…”) 

 

 More evidence that the law has been trumped (7:15-19) 

o Jesus has showed up on the scene – and he is a DIFFERENT priest! 

 He has a different lineage – Judah, not Levi 

 He holds the priesthood forever – he is done with death! 

 He brings perfection! 

o “…the power of an indestructible life” (7:16) 

 Note that this detail will be easier for us to get excited about than the 

need for the Christ to be outside Aaron’s line:  slavery to the fear of death 

is a universal, so hanging on to one who has “the power of an 

indestructible life” looks really good! 

 

o “not on the basis of a regulation as to his ancestry” (NIV, 7:16) 

 Literally, this phrase reads “not according to carnal (or fleshly, sarkinēs) 

commands” (see KJV); our modern translators have chosen to clarify this 

as relating to the family line. 

 

 While our author does not use “fleshly” in the same way that Paul usually 

does (with a connotation of unrighteousness), this word does introduce a 

note of weakness and mortality which will be pursued in the next verses. 

 

                                                           
10

 Particularly after the destruction of the temple in 70AD (though anticipated earlier by the formation of 
synagogues throughout the Roman Empire and the rise of various rabbinical schools of thought), Judaism changed 
from a religion centered on ritual and sacrifice into a religion based on the study of a text.  The most foundational 
text, Torah (the Pentateuch), dominated the teaching of the rabbis and the attention of the people.  While 
different sects made much of later oracles (from Psalms and the minor and major prophets), the idea that later 
Scriptures could supersede the Torah would have been unusual, to say the least. 
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o Why was the law “weak and useless” (v.18-19)?  Although the law was good, 

having been given by God, it was inadequate with regard to the human need for 

reconciliation with the Creator.   

 

The “weak & useless” priesthood & law Our “better hope” in Jesus  

 It could not bring perfection 

 It was run by dying men 

 

 Those running it were sinners 

themselves (cf. 5:3; 7:27) 

 God remains at a distance11 

 It brings perfection 

 It lasts forever, since it is administered 

by one who lives forever 

 This high priest is without sin! 

 

 It allows us to draw near to God in a 

real way – subjectively and 

objectively12 

 

o The “perfection” that the law could not bring about is understood here to be 

the right to draw near to God.  (What other “draw near” verses have we seen 

so far in Hebrews?) 

 

 Oaths about Forever (7:20-25) 

o There’s a “monkey link” here – remember where we encountered oaths already?  

After the series of personal addresses in 5:11-6:12, our author introduced the 

concept of the oath as an extra form of assurance that the Lord used to 

encourage trust in his promises.  (See the notes from Lesson 19 for more on 

oaths in Hebrews and the ancient world.) 

 

o Here our author brings out a striking contrast between the Aaronic priesthood 

and Christ’s:  although both were divinely appointed to their office (cf. 5:4-6), 

only Christ’s appointment came with an oath, making his calling significantly 

more dignified. 

 

                                                           
11

 The priesthood under the law reinforced the idea of a gulf of separation between God and man because of sin. 
This is not to deny that individuals during OT times could approach God relationally, loving him and praying to him 
and experiencing his personal care for them (see the Psalms, for example!).  But the closeness they experienced 
was a matter of faith, not law – an observation that has intriguing implications for our understanding of how the 
gospel was in play during the time of the law. 
 
12

Subjectively means how I experience this “drawing near”:  I really may approach my Father God through Jesus 
and ask him for anything in prayer.  Objectively means what I may claim as my legal status before God:  I no longer 
have any need for ritual sacrifices, because I am saved “to the uttermost.”  You might say that the “objective” 
piece is my backstage pass; the “subjective” is me getting to go backstage. 
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o Do you notice a difference in the quotation of Ps. 110:4 here in v.21?  For the 

first time, our author includes the initial lines of David’s oracle – “the Lord has 

sworn and will not change his mind” – because his interest is in the implied oath.  

Also, he cuts the quotation off just before the part about Melchizedek – in fact, 

he is all done milking the Melchizedek detail, and now wants to concentrate on 

the part about forever. 

 

o “a better covenant” (v.22) – “Covenant” will become an important theme in 

Hebrews from this point forward; this is its first mention, anticipating what is to 

come. 

 What is IN the “better covenant”?  What good things can you name 

from Hebrews so far?  …We will revisit this question when we next meet, 

but ponder it ahead of time! 

 How is this covenant fixed and guaranteed? 

 First by the oath pronounced in the oracle of Ps. 110:4; 

 …then by the resurrection and exaltation of the one who fulfills 

this prophecy – Jesus, who possesses all the power and authority 

of an “indestructible life.” 

 

o “Jesus is the guarantor (or surety) of a better covenant.” 

 A “surety” is a person who pledges to pay another’s debt if they default 

on a loan.13 

 F. F. Bruce has this to say about the difference between the old and the 

new covenants: 

 “The old covenant had a mediator (Gal. 3:19) but no surety; there 

was no one to guarantee the fulfillment of the people’s 

undertaking [to obey the law]…But Jesus guarantees the perpetual 

fulfillment of the covenant which he mediates, on the manward 

side as well as the godward side.  As the Son of God, he confirms 

God’s eternal covenant with his people; as his people’s 

representative, he satisfies its terms with perfect acceptance in 

God’s sight.”   

 

 

 

                                                           
13

 If you were worshipping with us on a recent Sunday, did you catch the references to this chapter of Hebrews in 
the song “Arise, My Soul, Arise”?  “Before the throne my Surety stands…” and “He ever lives above, for me to 
intercede” come directly from Heb. 7:22 and 25. 
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o The Many & the One 

 Notice the contrast drawn here between the Levitical priesthood and 

Jesus’ priesthood:  the former required many priests, “because they were 

prevented by death from continuing in office.”  But Jesus is the only 

priest of his line – only one is needed, and only one sacrifice (a theme to 

be developed in the next three chapters). 

 Where else in Hebrews have we seen the pattern of “many” being 

replaced by “one”? 

 

o “he is able to save to the uttermost” (v.25) – Sometimes also translated “save 

completely,” this expression suggests a salvation that is applied to all parts of us, 

from head to toe (similar to the very thorough penetration of the double-edged 

sword of God’s Word in 4:12-13!).  But the Greek phrase behind “to the 

uttermost” or “completely” also carries the idea of time – this salvation is “to the 

uttermost” because it lasts forever.14 

 

 Our Intercessor (7:25) 

o What does it mean that Jesus “always lives to make intercession for us”?  What 

is it that he is praying?  In invite you to consider this question in light of Jesus’ 

prayer for believers in John 17.  What does he ask on our behalf? 

 

 

 

   SOLI DEO GLORIA!   

  

                                                           
14

 Notice the many time-markers in this paragraph:  continuing, permanently, continues, to the uttermost 
(completely, absolutely), always. 
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Hebrews Lesson 22 (8/11/13) 

 WELCOME BACK, everybody!  We had a good start to this SECOND YEAR of our Hebrews 

study.  We were especially glad to have Shannon join us again – it’s been a really rough 

summer for her.  Please keep her in prayer, for healing and mommying both.   

 

 Seismic Shifts 

o Joanne started us out this time with the question, “When have you had some 

deeply cherished belief(s) challenged by the text of Scripture?”  She offered her 

own experience of encountering the message of God’s sovereignty in salvation, 

first in Romans and then throughout the Bible, and of having to let go (not 

easily!) of her earlier understanding of how a person becomes “born from 

above.”  Can you think of times when you, too, realized you had to let go of an 

earlier and dearly held interpretation, because you had learned something new 

from Scripture?  You’re invited to share your experience with us over the next 

few study meetings. 

 

 Motifs in Hebrews 

o Most of our time together was spent in pairs, researching a handful of themes 

that run throughout the book of Hebrews.  Sharing what we found in the first 

seven chapters helped us all to revisit sections we studied a while ago.  Here is 

(from my faulty memory, so it won’t be exact!!) some of what we reviewed: 

 

o Jesus’ High Priesthood15 

 We get glimpses of Jesus’ high priesthood in the earlier chapters, where 

he is said to have made purification for our sins, and to be a merciful and 

faithful high priest who can sympathize with our weaknesses.  Like Aaron, 

Jesus was appointed high priest, in this case through the oracle in Psalm 

110:4.  Unlike Aaron, Jesus’ priesthood was not according to the law or 

the expected genealogy.  We learn many details about this different high 

priest in ch. 7:  Jesus belonged to the tribe of Judah, not Levi; his 

priesthood is established by the “power of an indestructible life,” rather 

than by the law; his priesthood involves not many, but One, because he 

continues forever; and he always lives to intercede for us and to help us 

draw near to the Father. 
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o Contrasts16  

 From the very beginning of this sermon-letter, we’re presented with 

contrasts:  First there is the difference between the way God spoke in the 

past, and his new way of speaking through the Son.  The Son is then 

compared with the angels, being in every way superior.  He is also 

eternal, while all other things in creation will pass away.  There is a 

contrast between the law and the gospel, and rejecting the latter is 

shown to be even more serious than transgressing the former.  We notice 

a contrast between the present time, when all things are not seen to be 

in subjection to Jesus, and a future when their subjection and his 

sovereignty will be made clear.  Jesus’ help is extended not to angels, but 

to the children of Abraham.  He is worthy of more honor than Moses, as 

the builder of a house is more honored than the house itself; and he has 

been faithful as a Son over God’s house, rather than (like Moses) as a 

servant.  Our author also speaks about the contrast between the “rest” of 

the promised land in OT times, and the ultimate “Sabbath rest” of 

salvation. 

 

o Believers17 

 In this letter believers are described as “holy brothers who share in a 

heavenly calling,” Jesus’ brothers, the “children” that God has given 

Jesus, those who share flesh and blood, sons being brought to glory, 

those who are sanctified, the offspring of Abraham, those who are being 

tempted, “his house,” sharers in Christ, those who have fled to God for 

refuge, those for whom Jesus prays.  Believers are encouraged to avoid 

the deceitfulness of sin and unbelief, particularly displayed by the 

wilderness generation in Moses’s day.  They are urged to pay attention to 

what they have heard, to consider Jesus, to hold fast to the faith and 

their confident hope, to listen to the Holy Spirit speaking in Scripture, to 

look out for one another’s hearts and exhort one another, to strive to 

enter God’s rest, to draw near the throne of grace with confidence, to 

pursue mature understanding of the gospel, and to imitate those who 

through faith and patience inherit the promises. 
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 Thanks to Marion and Susan! 
17

 Thanks to Elizabeth and Joanne!   
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o Benefits of Salvation18 

 In Hebrews 1-7 we learn of so many exciting benefits of being believers in 

Jesus and his gospel:  the cleansing of sins; rescue from the fear of death; 

a permanent, sympathetic priest who continually intercedes for us; the 

living and active Word of God; free access to the throne of grace, where 

we can find help in times of trouble and temptation; the examples of the 

faithful; the love of the saints and the caring oversight of one another in 

the Body of Christ; entry into God’s Sabbath rest; hope like a sure and 

steadfast anchor; and oaths and promises to establish these good things 

for us forever! 

 

 Finishing Chapter 7 

o We didn’t quite finish this chapter when we took a break for the summer, so 

here are some details about 7:26-28 for you: 

 Our author asserts that “it was fitting” that Jesus was the high priest that 

he was – blameless, separated from sinners, and pure.  Think of his 

“fittingness” like jigsaw puzzle pieces fitting just exactly where they 

were designed to go. 

 

 The adjectives describing Jesus here reflect his role as a sinless high 

priest, whose ministry was acceptable – but think also of the allusion to 

the “spotless” animals who were sacrificed for sin.  In the coming 

chapters, we will hear much about the mystery of the perfect high priest 

who is also the perfect sacrifice! 

 

 Note that Jesus’ death only makes sense in light of the OT sacrificial 

system, with its physical demonstration of the need for a substitute to 

die for the sinners.  There are theologies of the cross that attempt to 

portray it as nothing more than a motivating moral example of self-

sacrifice.  Most of these theologies arose in the 19th and 20th centuries, 

out of a desire to distance the attractive moral teacher, Jesus, from the 

barbaric and primitive sacrificial religion of OT Judaism.  Obviously, 

there’s no point in Jesus’ death if it doesn’t actually accomplish anything.  

But some have found this alternate path attractive, not understanding 

the power of the biblical pattern. 
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 Thanks to Amy Brown and Shannon! 
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 The contrast between Jesus and the human high priests is reiterated in 

this paragraph:  They are finite, while he is eternal; they must sacrifice 

daily for their own sins as well as those of the people, while he offered 

himself as a sinless sacrifice once only; they were appointed by law, but 

his priesthood was confirmed by an oath. 

 

 Where are WE in this paragraph?  We are the ones who have this great 

high priest to call our own! 

 

 

  Looking forward to more – see you on the 25th!   
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Hebrews Lesson 23 (8/27/13) 

 Be thinking about a time when the text of Scripture challenged and changed an 

understanding that you had long held dear.  Do you have an example of such a “seismic 

shift” in your experience as a believer? 

 

 We were glad to welcome Jessie and Sammie Brown to our group this week! 

 

 Accomplishing things with words 

o We took some time to list out the things we try to DO with our words, especially 

as we communicate to others.  We ask, entertain, explain, command, praise, 

warn, rebuke, teach, catch up, hurt, encourage, exhort, try to persuade or 

prove… As we have already seen in Hebrews, our author is extremely deliberate 

and purposeful in his use and choice of words.  Entering into this second half of 

the book, we should be alert to his verbal aims as we track with his complex 

discussion of priests, tabernacles, and sacrifices. 

 

 Getting to Know Ch. 8 

o Hebrews 8 is a comfortably short chapter covering three seemingly disconnected 

themes: 

 8:1-6 Jesus’ priesthood compared to the earthly one; 

 8:1-5  The existence of a heavenly sanctuary that is superior to the 

earthly one; 

 8:7-13  The New Covenant, which replaces the old Mosaic one. 

 

o So what connects the dots between these different subjects?  What’s the 

“transitional glue”? 

 Here it helps to identify our author’s goal, which is to persuade his 

readers in a new way to acknowledge the superiority of Jesus.  The 

contrast he uses throughout the chapter is Old vs. New, although he also 

introduces the contrast between Heavenly and Earthly.   

 

o Note again our author’s high view of Scripture.  The OT is used in three ways in 

ch. 8: 

 A quotation from Ex. 25:40 offers ancient, authoritative support for the 

notion that Jesus’ high priesthood is currently taking place in a Heavenly 

Sanctuary! 
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 The extended passage from Jer. 31, the longest OT quotation in the NT, is 

another example of a LATER oracle superseding what went before 

(compare his use of Ps. 110:4 in ch.7!).  Our author sees this prophecy, 

which came many years after the Mosaic Law was given, as an OT 

acknowledgement that the Law was essentially flawed and would 

eventually be replaced – not a conclusion that would have been intuitive 

to Jews who revered the Torah (Pentateuch) above all the other 

Scriptures.  Our author demonstrates that he believes the prophecy in 

Jeremiah to be just as much God’s Word as the Law; and since the 

prophecy came later, he reasons that it must express a plan that 

inevitably makes the old one obsolete. 

 

 The third reference to the OT is indirect:  it has to do with the way the 

Law established the priesthood (from a certain family) and the 

requirements it made of the priests (to bring gifts and offerings).  This 

written code has now been replaced by a better arrangement founded 

on better promises! 

 

 The Heavenly and the Earthly  

o We spent most of our discussion time exploring the idea introduced in Heb. 8:1-

5, that there is a heavenly counterpart to the earthly sanctuary.  This led to a 

further conversation about Greek philosophy, and how it has affected Christian 

thought for centuries, in ways we don’t even realize.  More on that heady stuff 

below.  But first, some observations about what is taught in Hebrews about the 

heavenly and the earthly realms: 

 

o If we ask the question, “Where is Jesus located now?” we are confronted with 

the biblical assertion that he exists as a resurrected human being, in a physical 

body – something that is all too easy to forget.  To say that he is “in heaven,” or 

even “seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven” (8:1), 

isn’t metaphorical language for spiritual ideas:  there is a physical reality, a 

PLACE-ness, to this “heaven.”  And this seems to be confirmed by our author’s 

discussion of the earthly and heavenly sanctuaries. 

 

o We noted these contrasts between the heavenly and the earthly “tents” (or 

tabernacles, or sanctuaries, depending on the translation): 
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 The heavenly one is the “true” one (v.2) – not that the earthly one was 

“false,” for it was designed and commissioned by God; the contrast here 

is rather between “original” and “copy.” 

 The Lord himself set up19 the heavenly one (v.2). 

 The earthly one is a “copy and shadow” of the heavenly one (v.5).  Our 

author reinforces this assertion with the quote from Exodus 25, 

introducing the historical fact that Moses was shown something and told 

to copy it. 

 So, what was Moses shown?  When we read the word “pattern,” 

we might think “blueprint” – a map or diagram of how a physical 

representation of a person’s idea should be constructed.  If that’s 

all that is meant here, then Moses was not shown a “real” thing or 

place at all, just a picture-plan of a tent he was supposed to build. 

 But is this our author’s point?  Does he seem to be saying that 

something like a blueprint or knitting pattern was revealed to 

Moses, and he copied it down in words and built it into a big tent?  

The context suggests, actually, that  Moses was shown the 

original, the superior sanctuary, “the true tent that the Lord set 

up, not man,” an idea reinforced by the fact that Jesus is presently 

a physical being, not a non-material spirit, located in a place called 

“heaven.”  Indeed, the translation of “pattern” here for the Greek 

“typos” is an unhelpful one:  what is meant by “typos” is the 

original (the “prototype”) from which something is copied. 

 

o It might be helpful at this point to consider the biblical view of total reality, 

that is, reality as God sees it.  Francis Schaeffer, in his thoughtful book True 

Spirituality, reminds us that we (usually!) only see “one half of the orange,” but 

there is a lot more going on in God’s universe than typically meets the eye.  In 

“the other half of the orange,” what we might call the “supernatural” world 

(though it is all “natural” from God’s point of view!), there are beings and objects 

that have material, physical reality, not just spirit-beings.  (Think again of Jesus, 

resurrected a human being forever!)  Can you think of any instances in biblical 

history where the other half of the orange is made visible to God’s people? 

 

o So why do we reflexively assume that the supernatural world is entirely non-

material?  (Get ready for some PHILOSOPHY now!) 
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 Literally “pitched,” as you would “pitch a tent”! 
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 Brush up on your Platonism 

o First, a disclaimer:  the author to the Hebrews is NOT addressing Platonic 

thought in this section.  We are bringing Greek philosophy into the conversation 

because, as heirs to its influence on the church, we have been unknowingly 

trained to think in Platonic terms – and in fact this section of Hebrews, as well as 

several others in the NT, have long been interpreted according to Platonic 

categories.  (Briefly, this means that MATERIAL existence is less valuable, and 

even less inherently good, than NON-MATERIAL existence. 20  More below.) The 

corrective to this view is first the biblical perspective that physical reality is 

valued by the God who created it, and second the biblical understanding of the 

“heavenly” and the “earthly” as PLACES. 

 

o Here’s a little history of philosophy for you:  In the centuries just before and after 

the birth of Christ, the influential culture of Greek thought was undergoing a 

seismic shift, powered mainly by the teachings of philosophers like Plato and 

Aristotle and their followers.  While Paul would still encounter polytheists in his 

missionary travels, they were the illiterate backwoods provincials who still held 

to the old superstitions (see Acts 14:8-18). In the cosmopolitan center of Athens, 

he was more likely to talk to folks who valued conversation about ideas (see Acts 

17:16-21).  This honoring of ideas, reason, and philosophical speculation 

reflected the values of a philosophical climate in which the immaterial had more 

inherent worth than the material.  Here’s how Plato and his students got there… 

 

o What do you see here? 
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 If all of this is new to you and kind of overwhelming, just think about our colloquial use of the word “platonic” to 
describe (or maybe defend!) a relationship that might be mistaken for romantic, but isn’t.  You know that literally 
this means “we’re not physically intimate, we just enjoy talking together,” right?  Think of this as the difference 
between physical and non-physical, or material and immaterial, and you’ve got the basic idea of Platonism.   

It’s a pipe, right?  Well, wait a minute – don’t 

try to add tobacco and light it!  What, it’s not 

a pipe after all, you say?  It’s a picture of a 

pipe?  Aha! If you can read the French 

caption, you will see that the artist, René 

Magritte, is playfully challenging your ideas 

about reality – the title is, “This is Not a 

Pipe.”  There is a difference in “realness” 

between this and a physical pipe, right?  

Read on to find out Plato’s opinion of the 

realness of pipes… 
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o So let’s say you have a pipe in your hand, a three-dimensional one that has 

weight and a bowl for tobacco, that Huck Finn or any hobbit21 could happily light 

and smoke. You would agree, I think, that such a pipe in your hand would have 

more realness than the one in René Magritte’s painting, yes?  And it would be a 

BETTER pipe, having physical existence and usefulness and all.  Yet Plato would 

caution you not to stop there in your thinking – your particular pipe, whether 

corncob or polished wood, is only one representation of the TRUE pipe, not 

made by human hands, that exists in the realm of Ideas, and from which all 

particular pipes derive their Pipeness!  The Pinnacle of Pipes is NON-PHYSICAL, 

because IDEAS are superior to MATTER in this system of thought. 

 

o Do you see now the inevitable connection that has been made between Plato’s 

IDEALISM and Hebrews’ earthly vs. heavenly sanctuary?  Of COURSE we’re going 

to think “non-material” for the superior sanctuary, if we are trained to 

conceive of matter as inferior, and the non-material as superior.  According to 

this view, Moses “saw” with his intuition the high ideals that should be 

embodied symbolically in a physical sanctuary; he did not see a tabernacle that 

exists “in the other half of the orange,” because the supernatural part of reality 

is entirely immaterial.  There’s no such thing, really, as a “heavenly sanctuary.” 

 

o And this is just where much Christian thought went in the centuries after the 

Apostolic age.  We can still see the trickle-down effect of Platonism in our 

automatic assumption that Jesus is an immaterial spirit again now that he’s back 

in heaven with the Father (who himself has no material existence).  We can also 

see it in the way we are trained as Christians to consider the worthiness of 

certain callings as opposed to others:  if the non-material “spiritual” realm is 

more valuable than the physical, then what’s really worth doing as a believer 

has got to be limited to “spiritual” pursuits like soul-winning, Bible-reading, 

and prayer.  Other pursuits and callings may be morally acceptable for 

Christians, but they really have nothing to do with the life of faith; they’re just 

ways to earn our daily bread or pass the time waiting for the heavenly bus.   

 

 Can you think of any other “Christian” messages, whether nowadays or in history, that 

demonstrate a de-valuation of the physical (including the earth itself, and the human 

body)?  Jesus, who is embodied forever as a human, affirms by his Resurrection the 

God-ordained worthiness of the physical body, and of the material creation. 

 Next time we will consider these good questions, and more: 
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 Although one might legitimately question the material realness of any pipes smoked by Huck or hobbits. 
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o What sort of work does Jesus the High Priest do in the heavenly sanctuary?  

(Did you notice that he is a sitting-down priest?) 

 

o What is similar and different about the “gifts and sacrifices” offered by the 

priests in the earthly and heavenly sanctuaries? 

 

o How is the New Covenant superior to the Old? 

 

o If the New Covenant truly was inaugurated by Jesus, how come Jeremiah’s 

prophecy leads us to expect that believers won’t need teachers anymore?  

(Why are we in a Bible study, if we’re just supposed to know this stuff straight 

from God now?) 

 

  Bring other curious queries, and join us on Sept. 8!   

 

 

S. D. G. (8/31/13) 
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Hebrews Lesson 24 (9/8/13) 

 Once again, be thinking this week about a time when the text of Scripture challenged 

and changed an understanding that you had long held dear.  Do you have an example of 

such a “seismic shift” in your experience as a believer?  Please share your story, if you 

do!  Maybe most changes to our thinking are more subtle and incremental, like changes 

to your prescription lenses.  But sometimes we do experience epiphanies – or 

onslaughts – that come from our Scripture studies, so that the difference in our thinking 

is more like getting used to bifocals for the first time (just you wait, young’uns!). 

 

 The Main Ideas of Hebrews 8 

o 8:1-6 discusses Jesus’ priesthood compared to the Levitical, especially in terms of 

its location, its purpose, and its relative worth.  What’s going on with this 

heavenly/earthly distinction?  What priestly work is Jesus doing NOW?  What 

makes his priesthood better? 

 

o 8:7-13 introduces and elaborates on the idea of the New Covenant, of which 

Jesus is the mediator (v.6), using the prophecy of Jeremiah 31.  This prophetic 

word lays out the New Covenant particulars and presents several puzzles for us 

(which we only began to try to solve in our study meeting!). 

 

 The Heavenly and the Earthly 

o We reviewed the basics of Platonic thought (see notes from Lesson 23 for more 

details), reminding ourselves how this worldview produced (and still produces) 

in the church an unbiblical bias towards the immaterial realm of ideas, favoring 

the non-physical with more worth and “reality” than the physical, material 

world.  In Plato’s way of conceiving reality, the “realest” things have no physical 

substance:  the purest and most original form of every physical entity or object is 

immaterial. 

 

o This has implications for our reading of this section of Hebrews – and, in fact, a 

platonic interpretation of the heavenly vs. the earthly sanctuary has always had 

a strong representation among Christian theologians.  Unfortunately a platonic 

worldview is incompatible with the biblical affirmation of the created order, 

and with the continued affirmation of physical existence in the resurrection of 

Jesus.22   
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 Note that the Greek philosophers in Athens thought Paul was crazy when he held out the resurrection of the 
Savior as something GOOD, something that boded well for those who threw their lot in with the Son of Man:  the 
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o While we do not need to suppose that when Moses put together the earthly 

tabernacle he reproduced, curtain for curtain and lampstand for lampstand, a 

heavenly tabernacle that he had seen on the mountain, we also do not need to 

suppose that what was revealed to him had no physical substance at all.  God’s 

reality is so much higher and more complex than our minds can fathom, and 

the earthly tabernacle’s objects and rituals may be merely a translation of the 

heavenly realities that we cannot yet grasp or articulate.23 

 

o What evidence have you bumped into, in present-day thinking or in church 

history, that reflects a teaching that the physical body and the physical earth 

are less “real” or important than heavenly, spiritual things (defined as pious 

things, or invisible, immaterial things)? 

 

 On Continuity and Discontinuity 

o Related to the idea of similarity and difference between the heavenly and 

earthly tabernacles is the biblical pattern of continuity and discontinuity.  This is 

a really helpful concept to keep in mind as you read the Scriptures, because we 

are constantly being asked by the biblical writers to compare and contrast Now 

and Then, Here and There, Old and New, the Present and the Future, etc. 

 

o For example, think about the movement from Old Testament times to New:   

 In what ways is the life of saving faith the same in the OT as it is in NT 

times and beyond?  (CONTINUITY) 

 In what ways is the experience of God’s saints different between OT and 

NT?  (DISCONTINUITY) 

 

o A big question that has occupied many a theologian over the centuries is: 

 In what ways, and to what extent, will the New Heavens and the New 

Earth be like the original creation?  (CONTINUITY) 

 In what ways will they be different?  (DISCONTINUITY) 

 The answers given to these questions mark the major Christian 

eschatological (“study of the end”) schools of thought. 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
philosophers were appalled that a return to physical existence was being advertised as “good news”!  (See Acts 
17:16-34, especially v.32.) 
23

 In the same way, biblical language about God brings his majestic “otherness” closer to our comprehension 
through familiar concepts like Father, King, Shepherd, Warrior, Artisan, etc.  We can’t grasp exhaustively all that 
God is; but we can know him sufficiently, and truly. 
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o And again, as Paul tries at some length to articulate in 1 Cor. 15, there is the 

question of CONTINUITY and DISCONTINUITY in the resurrection of the body.  

Jesus is the forerunner of the Resurrected Ones, and his post-resurrection 

appearances raise many puzzling questions!  On the one hand he was 

recognizably human – no one ran from a bizarre alien life form when they saw 

him – and (when he allowed it) he was also recognizably himself.  He ate, he 

could be touched, he walked, he held bread and broke it, he talked, he built a 

campfire and cooked fish…and yet he now had what Paul called a “spiritual” 

body,24 and according to Col. 2:9 he still possesses it, the same one.  So what will 

be carried over, and what will be different, in these our new bodies?  (Inquiring 

minds would like to know!) 

 

 Continuity and Discontinuity:  Earthly Tabernacle  Heavenly Tabernacle 

o While we cannot say for certain how the objects and form of the heavenly 

tabernacle are similar or different to the earthly one described in Hebrews and 

the OT, we can say a little more about the continuity and discontinuity between 

the purpose of the two sanctuaries and the functions of the respective high 

priests within them.  What is our high priest doing (and NOT doing) now? 

 Note how often “sitting down” is mentioned in Hebrews!  Jesus does not 

need to stand before the heavenly altar, offering sacrifices:  he offered 

himself once for all.  Our seated high priest has accomplished atonement 

one time for all of his people. 

 

 We learned from Heb. 7:25 that his priestly work now is intercession, a 

mediator’s role.  (See also Heb. 2:18 and 4:14-16.  What else can you 

gather about Jesus’ priestly role from these verses?) 

 

 Continuity and Discontinuity:  Old Covenant  New Covenant 

o Hebrews 8:7-13 includes the longest NT quote of an OT passage, a prophecy 

from Jeremiah 31 about the coming of a superior covenant to replace the old 

(Mosaic) one.  From where Jeremiah stood on the timeline of redemptive 

history, at the fall of Jerusalem and the Babylonian exile, he could look back to 

the Mosaic Law and forward to the establishment of something new and 

                                                           
24

 Here is another area where platonic thought has done the church a disservice:  the word “spiritual” has come to 
mean “immaterial,” when it ought instead to carry its biblical meaning of “reflecting the character of God.”  The 
opposite of “spiritual,” biblically speaking, is not “non-physical”; its proper opposite is “worldly,” i.e., having the 
character of the rebellious world (including the corruption of the physical that is a result of the Fall). 
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improved, and offer to his own despondent neighbors the hope of what was 

coming.   

 

o Notice our author’s high view of Scripture here, by the way:  like the prophecy 

about the high priest “after the order of Melchizedek” (from Ps. 110:4), this 

prophetic word about the New Covenant is as much God’s speech as the original 

Mosaic Law; and because it comes later in redemptive history, it must 

necessarily supersede what came before. 

 

o We identified a series of five questions that this passage raised for us, and set 

about answering them.  We only got through the first two or three in our last 

meeting, but I will list them all for you here now before elaborating on the initial 

ones: 

 #1 – Who/what was found faulty? 

 #2 – What makes the NC better? 

 #3 – What’s the continuity/discontinuity here? 

 #4 – Has the NC arrived?  What does our author think? 

 #5 – What’s with the bit about not needing teachers? 

 

o #1:  Who or what was found faulty? 

 If you happened to have read the footnote in your Bible at v.8, you would 

have seen that while the translators have decided that God found fault 

with “them,” i.e., the wilderness generation, and so launched into this 

statement about the New Covenant, in fact the sentence might have been 

rendered “God found fault with it,” i.e., the Mosaic Covenant itself. 

There’s history behind this footnote: somewhere along the line the 

original “i” in a Greek word was miscopied as a “u” – or was it the other 

way ‘round? – and now we are uncertain as to whether our author meant 

“to them he said” or “he found fault with them.” 

 Does the difference matter?  In fact it does not, because both 

ideas are already established in Hebrews.  (See if you can find 

places where the Law is shown to be imperfect, or inferior to the 

New Covenant of the gospel, and also places where the 

wilderness generation is faulted for their unbelieving 

disobedience.) 

 

 What does it mean, though, for the Mosaic Law to be found “faulty”?  

Like our word “fault,” the same Greek word can be used to indicate a lack 
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that is inherent to a person or system or thing25 and a falling-short for 

which a person is blameworthy.  We know which of these connotations 

our author means us to understand for the wilderness generation. Can 

we really say that the Law is “faulty” in the sense that it was a mistake, 

God’s error, and that he had to quickly come up with Plan B?   

 Maybe a good contemporary parallel here would be the “planned 

obsolescence” of a computer program or system whose creators 

intentionally left out features that they could then get you to buy 

in a later upgrade or replacement (grrrrrrrrr!!!).  Planned this way 

from the start, the Law could never bring perfection – it could only 

point to our faulty fallenness, and our deep need for divine rescue. 

 

o   #2:  What makes the New Covenant better? 

 We will spend more time discussing this next meeting, so I will just sketch 

here the things the prophet (and, by quoting him, our author) 

emphasizes as being different enough to remark on as improvements 

from the Old to the New: 

 A personal, direct application of the law to the hearts and the 

minds of God’s people 

 Personal, direct knowledge of God 

 “I will be their God, they will be my people” 

 Forgiveness complete 

 

 As Joanne remarked, none of these concepts are new in the biblical story.  

We will explore the continuity/discontinuity in more detail next time, but 

for now I’ll leave you with this quote to ponder from F. F. Bruce (20th 

century Reformed theologian): 

 “The new covenant was a new one in that it could impart this 

new heart.  It was not new in regard to its substance.”   

 

  See you on the 22nd!   
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 As in Kandi’s illustrative comment, “I lack height!” 
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Hebrews Lesson 25 (10/6/13) 

Hebrews 8:7-13 

 

 We were delighted to welcome for the first time Frankie, Jan, and Robin!  So nice to 

have a full table and good discussion together.  Hope to see all of you again! 

 

 Ongoing Outline Challenge:  We spent some time reviewing the big picture of this 

carefully connected sermon-letter so far, noting the major sections of our author’s 

steady argument underscoring why faith in Jesus is both superior to the law and this 

congregation’s only option – no back door to Judaism any longer.  If you’d like to 

continue challenging your knowledge of the structure of Hebrews 1-8, take a look at the 

quiz attached to the end of these notes.  I’ve picked verses that I did NOT mention when 

we met; see if by just looking at your outline you can identify what chapter and major 

section they came from.  When you’re done, find those passages and see if you are 

right! 

 

 Old Covenant  New Covenant 

o We spent most of our time in Heb. 8:7-13, though we prefaced this by reading 

8:1-6, in which Jesus’ high priesthood is located in the heavenly tabernacle and is 

therefore superior to the Levitical priesthood, even as the covenant that he 

mediates is superior to the Mosaic covenant. 

 

o The second part of chapter 8 comprises a quotation from Jeremiah 31, the 

longest OT quote in the NT.  We noted these historical details, using our 

redemptive-historical timeline: 

 Jeremiah and the words of his prophecy belong to the time of the fall of 

Jerusalem and the exile to Babylon; 

 He looks backward in time to the  Mosaic covenant, and the failure of the 

newly freed Israelites to keep it; 

 He looks forward in time to the coming of the New Covenant, sometime in 

the future from where he is standing. 

 

o Two themes we paid attention to in this section were: 

 Continuity vs. Discontinuity – what in the OC carries over into the NC?  

What is completely different? 

 Inauguration vs. Consummation – when we talk about the fulfillment of 

Jeremiah’s prophecy, can we speak of ways in which the fulfillment is 

begun already, but is not yet fully realized? 
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o Jeremiah’s prophecy, and our author’s use of it here, raise the following 

questions that guided our study: 

 #1 – Who/what was found faulty? 

 #2 – What makes the NC better? 

 #3 – What’s the continuity/discontinuity here? 

 #4 – Has the NC arrived?  What does our author think? 

 #5 – What’s with the bit about not needing teachers? 

 #6 – Where are the terms of the NC spelled out? 

 

 #1 – Who/what was found faulty? 

o In most translations, Heb. 8:8 reads, “For he finds fault with them when he 

says…[insert Jeremiah 31:31-34 here].”  But a footnote will usually acknowledge 

that this could also have been “he finds fault with it,” meaning the Old Covenant, 

in  the original.  There’s a mystery here, involving one Greek letter that was 

replaced with another – but nobody knows which came first, the iota or the 

upsilon, so we have to consider the possibility that either “they” (the wilderness 

generation) or “the Old Covenant” was meant. 

 

o Already in Hebrews, the wilderness generation has clearly been shown to be “at 

fault,” i.e., “blameworthy.”  Think of the long treatment of Ps. 95 in Hebrews 3, 

where we learned that God swore that they would “never enter My rest.”  Here 

in the Jeremiah 31 passage there is also an acknowledgement that “they did not 

continue in my covenant.”  So “he finds fault with them” is a legitimate reading. 

 

o The Mosaic Law (here referred to as “the covenant that I made with their 

fathers”) has also been shown by our author to be “faulty,” though here the 

“fault” must be understood as “designed incompleteness” (or planned 

obsolescence) so as not to imply that God made a mistake and had to come up 

with a Plan B.  We have already heard that Christ’s message of the gospel is 

superior to the Law that was mediated by angels (2:1-3) and that “the law made 

nothing perfect” (7:19).  Here in chapter 8, the quote from Jer. 31 is framed by 

two comments on the old covenant: first, that its imperfection necessitated a 

second covenant (8:7); and second, that the old is now obsolete (8:13).  So “he 

finds fault with it” is also a legitimate reading. 

 

o Regarding the blameworthy people, we wondered at the comment in 8:9 

(restating Jer. 31:32) that God “showed no concern for them” when they had 

abandoned his covenant.  Doesn’t God always providentially care for his people, 
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and feel compassion for them?  Well, here we must make the distinction 

between the compassion of God and the justice of God.  To “show no concern” 

means to turn aside his protective care and allow temporal judgment to fall on 

sinners.  This is a statement about the judgment of God, not about his heart for 

his people.  Remember also that those disobedient ones “whose bodies fell in 

the wilderness” were identified earlier in Hebrews as unbelievers (see Heb. 3:16-

19).  A parallel passage in the NT is Rom. 1:24-32, where God “gives [unbelievers] 

up to” further hardening, sinful behaviors, and works that lead to death. 

 

 #2 – What makes the NC better? 

o This prophetic passage celebrates these things about the New Covenant: 

 Personal, direct application of the law to the hearts and the minds of 

God’s people 

 Personal, direct knowledge of God 

 “I will be their God, they will be my people” 

 Forgiveness complete 

 

 #3 – What’s the continuity/discontinuity here? 

o So what is “New” about this New Covenant?  These are really very familiar 

themes.  F. F. Bruce comments that “The new covenant was a new one in that it 

could impart this new heart.  It was not new in regard to its substance.”  Here are 

some thoughts about the continuity and discontinuity involved: 

 Hearts   

 Discontinuity -- Beyond memorization:  the Lord himself would do 

the writing of the law on the heart.  “The internalization of the 

law, that is, obedience from the heart, which was expected under 

the old covenant, will now be accomplished by God.”  (Peter 

O’Brien) 

 Continuity – justification by faith was always God’s way of 

salvation. 

 

 Personal Knowledge of God 

 Continuity:  individuals had always had this possibility; think of 

the intimate relationship expressed by the believers who wrote 

the psalms. 

 Discontinuity:  unmediated knowledge for WHOLE group will now 

be available; every believer may approach God in a personal and 
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direct way, without the requirements of sacrifices, priests, and 

the annual Day of Atonement.   

 “We also see that the promises were then obscure and intricate, 

so that they shone only like the moon and stars in comparison 

with the clear light of the Gospel which shines brightly on us.”  

(Calvin) 

 

 Forgiveness 

 Continuity:  God is a forgiving God; the entire sacrificial system 

pointed to his intention to forgive those who believed his word. 

 Discontinuity:  This forgiveness is completely accomplished, 

whereas before it was only symbolically available; no repetition of 

sacrifices is now necessary. 

 

 “I will be their God, and they will be my people” 

 “While the covenant slogan remained the same throughout 

salvation history, ‘I will be your God’ was filled with fresh meaning 

with every unfolding revelation of his character, while ‘you will be 

my people’ acquired deeper significance as his will was more fully 

known by them.”  (Guthrie) 

 

 #4 – Has the N C arrived?  What does our author think? 

o We considered what parts of the timeline of redemptive history Jeremiah could 

be referring to in his prophecy about the New Covenant.  From the standpoint of 

Christian faith, we can identify as possibilities both the first coming, ministry, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus as the arrival of the NC, and the second coming 

of Jesus for judgment and the restoration of all things at the End. 

 

o Why couldn’t it be both?  The biblical theme of “now-and-not-yet” could well be 

reflected here, too:  Jesus inaugurated the New Covenant for his people, but 

there is still more to look forward to when it is finally consummated in the New 

Heavens and the New Earth. 

 

o What does our author think?  He has already (and immediately!) identified the 

time in which he is writing as “these last days” (see 1:2!).  He calls for believers 

to see that no one among them has an “evil, unbelieving heart,” implying that 

the heart-change worked by God in the New Covenant is already true of those 

who have faith (3:12).  His emphasis on how Jesus as our high priest allows us 
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immediate access to the throne of grace reflects the New Covenant idea of 

unmediated knowledge of God (see, for example, Heb. 4:16).  And finally, he has 

already taught that the forgiveness achieved by Jesus’ sacrifice is eternally ours 

(7:25, 27).  We can see ways in which all of these benefits of the New Covenant 

will have fuller expression in the future, but we can certainly acknowledge that 

our author believes that they have indeed been accomplished or inaugurated in 

Christ. 

 

 #5 – What’s with the bit about not needing teachers? 

o 8:11 says “And they shall not teach, each one his neighbor and each one his 

brother, saying, ‘Know the Lord,’ for they shall all know me, from the least of 

them to the greatest.”  What’s problematic about this statement?  

 

o Obviously, the church is replete with teachers and instructional situations.  I’ll 

bet you can think of numerous places in the NT where teachers are assumed to 

be necessary gifts of God to the church.  And consider what our author is doing 

in the first place – teaching these people! – and his rebuke in 5:12, “For though 

by this time you ought to be teachers, you need someone to teach you again the 

basic principles of the oracles of God.”   

 

o So maybe this is a place where the prophetic language, often hyperbolic 

(exaggerated) for effect, ought to be read not literally but literarily.  One 

commentator describes this verse as a “rhetorical device underscoring the 

unmediated knowledge of God by all within the covenant.” 

 

o It’s possible to see a “now” and “not-yet” aspect to this prophecy, too:  in the 

present time, we do not need an earthly priest to mediate between us and God 

(think of how the Roman Catholic Church has traditionally reserved the 

interpretation of Scripture for the clergy, even discouraging the laity from 

reading on their own for many centuries!).  Also, all believers, “from the least to 

the greatest,” may have the privilege of approaching God and hearing from him 

in his word.  But there is still a need for learned men and women to introduce, 

explain, and apply God’s truth to God’s people, until the Time of the End when 

we will know even as we have been fully known (1 Cor. 13:12). 

 

o Believe it or not, John Calvin had to contend with people who used this prophecy 

of Jeremiah to protest that the church didn’t need preachers!  He wrote, “As 

then Christians, as long as they live, ought to make progress, it cannot surely be 
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said, that any one is so wise that he needs not be taught; so that no small part of 

our wisdom is a teachable spirit.” 

 

 #6 – Where are the terms of the NC spelled out?  (Thanks to Jessie Brown for this one!) 

o In the Old Covenant, the parties, mediators, and terms of the Mosaic Law were 

spelled out by God at Mt. Sinai and written down by Moses for posterity.  Is 

there anything comparable in the communication of the New Covenant? 

 

o Like the Old  Covenant, the New includes the designation of: 

 The Parties.  Still between God and man:  “I will be their God, and they 

will be my people.” 26  

 

 The Mediator.  God’s Son, both High Priest and sacrifice. 

 

 The Terms.  Blessings for obedience (defined now as faith), curses for 

disobedience (defined now as unbelief). 

 

o But where & when are these terms spelled out?  My friend Dr. Fowler White 

wrote a helpful answer to this question when I asked him.  I like this because it 

gives a sense of how the message was progressively revealed over the course of 

Jesus’ ministry and the apostles’ missionary work, and then finally captured for 

us in the written books of the NT: 

“The Gospels introduce the new covenant mediator, the book of Acts introduces the new 

covenant ministers, and then the Epistles provide the terms of the new covenant (regulations for 

God’s household under the new covenant). At their core, and comprehensively speaking, the 

terms of the new covenant in the Epistles are continuous with and an elaboration of “all that 

[Jesus the new covenant mediator] commanded,” including all that Jesus said and did in relation 

to His own person and work, in relation to the gospel of forgiveness by grace through 

repentance and faith, and in relation to the law of love.” 

 

  Tune in next time for Chapter 9!  

  

                                                           
26

 Note that this New Covenant, according to Jeremiah, will be made “with the house of Israel and the house of 
Judah.”  This does not seem to predict the involvement of the Gentiles, who eventually became God’s people by 
being “grafted” onto the original olive tree through faith in Christ.  But consider the pattern of the NT narratives, 
how Jesus and the apostles always prioritize “the Jews first,” and only when “the house of Israel” has rejected their 
message do they turn to the Gentiles.  Jeremiah’s prophecy doesn’t mention the Gentiles, but it also doesn’t 
contradict the biblical witness that “first to the Jew, then to the Gentile” was always God’s plan for the gospel. 



 

P
ag

e3
5

  

Hebrews Lesson 26 (10/20/13) 

Hebrews 9:1-10 

 

 Seismic Shifts:  We revisited the idea of the major shifts that have occurred in some of 

our lives, when the understandings we’ve held dear have been challenged by the text of 

Scripture.  Though our personal earthquakes might occur in different parts of the terrain 

of the faith, common threads in our stories are our initial resistance to new thinking and 

the reality that this kind of shift happens over time, not all at once.  Remembering our 

own experience helps us recognize how hard it is for someone to encounter new and 

threatening ideas.  We can come alongside others with the knowledge of our own 

experience and gently walk them through their own discoveries. 

 

   Reviewing Christ’s Priesthood 

o In chapter 9, we venture further into the section of Hebrews that explores 

Christ’s priesthood and the nature of sacrifice in the Old and New Covenants.  S 

Much of what we will read now will seem very distant from our day and our 

experience.  Remember learning about Melchizedek in ch. 7?  This rather 

obscure information was so far removed from our understanding and context 

that we had to admit we probably couldn’t enter into the original audience’s 

feelings about it.  For us, Melchizedek was an academic subject; for them, the 

author’s words were either a threat (to those who were edging towards a “back 

door” to Judaism that was now permanently shut) or a comfort (that indeed a 

long-promised shift had been made from an old priesthood to a new one, and so 

from the old way of the Law to the new way of the gospel). 

 

o In the case of the priesthood and sacrifices, though, we really don’t have to 

stretch quite as far beyond our prior knowledge as we did when reading about 

Mr. M.  We have been long enough exposed to Christian teaching to be 

somewhat used to thinking in terms of priest and sacrifice when we consider 

Christ’s death.  As we researched the places where Christ’s high priesthood has 

already been mentioned in Hebrews, we found a multitude of things that were 

familiar to us already – appointment, permanence, sympathy, intercession, 

substitution, atonement, mercy, faithfulness, access to God, and more.  Though 

we may find it necessary to add categories and concepts to our thinking about 

Jesus as both priest and sacrifice as we read on in chapters 9 and 10, we have a 

familiar thought-structure already available to us so that we, too, can respond 

with gratitude to what we learn.  (If you would like to review for yourself the 
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earlier information about Christ’s high priesthood, the research activity sheet we 

used is attached to the end of these notes.) 

 

 New Covenant Review (Heb. 8:8b-12) 

o Remember the idea of “monkey links,” those words and phrases that connect 

each part of Hebrews with the sections that occur before and after?  The 

transition from the end of chapter 8 to the topics introduced in chapter 9 is 

pretty abrupt, and it might seem that there are no connections at all between a 

prophetic vision of the New Covenant and an itemized inventory of the contents 

of the Tabernacle’s Holy of Holies.  But looking closer, we find these monkey 

links: 

Jer. 31 (Heb. 8) Heb. 9:1-10 

Forgiveness The mercy seat (atonement cover) 

Access to God Limited access symbolized by the 

curtain(s) and the high priest’s once-

yearly office of atonement 

Law written on hearts Tablets of the covenant written on 

stone (external law) 

Disobedient wilderness generation Jar of manna, Aaron’s rod (which 

blossomed during a time of dispute 

about leadership to confirm God’s 

choice and favor) 

The presence of God with his people He is enthroned between the cherubim 

New Covenant Tablets of the covenant, ark of the 

covenant 

 

 Old Covenant Nouns (9:1-5) 

o In this paragraph our author lists the place and some of the most important 

objects associated with the Old Covenant cult.27  I’ve attached some interesting 

commentary from F. F. Bruce and our own Greg Donovan to the end of these 

notes if you would like to read about these nouns in more detail.  Here’s Calvin 

for now: 

 “Our author is speaking of the tabernacle, and not even of the temple; 

still less of the second temple, which must have lacked even the tables of 

the testimony.  The probability is, that the ark, during its many removals, 

                                                           
27

 I’m using the word “cult” here in a technical sense to refer to the sacrificial and priestly part of Israel’s religion, 
not to a brainwashing religious group. 
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and in particular during its captivity by the Philistines, was deprived of 

those sacred deposits; for we hear no more concerning them.” 

 

o Our author’s purpose here in detailing these objects is to emphasize the 

temporary character of the earthly sanctuary, whether tabernacle or temple (or 

Second Temple!).  Everything here pointed to Christ, and only had significance in 

its foreshadowing of the Coming One who would be both faithful high priest and 

perfect sacrifice entering the heavenly sanctuary. 

 

 Old Covenant Verbs (9:6-10) 

o If the first paragraph inventoried the nouns, this paragraph emphasizes the 

actions taken by the priests in the outer and inner tents.  The principle services 

undertaken in the first tent were burning incense, trimming lamp wicks, and the 

weekly replacement of the showbread.  Any priest could perform these duties 

(and in fact we see that Zechariah, father of John-who-would-baptize, was 

chosen by lot from the many priests in his day to take his turn doing just this). 

 

o As with the nouns, the rituals described here have significance in their symbolic 

foreshadowing of Christ and his work: 

 Offering of blood:  from the beginning, God’s scheme involved the 

physical death of a living being, symbolized by its blood, in order to 

provide forgiveness for sinners. 

 

 Day of Atonement: The high priest’s job is distilled to one singular, 

annual, crucial act:  his role is symbolic of one singular, once-for-all crucial 

act. 

 

 The limitations of the Old Covenant system:  “Throughout the age of the 

OC there was no direct access to God.”  (F. F. Bruce) 

 

 WHENS – there are two different ages or epochs alluded to here (and some translation 

difficulties involving past and present tenses, which makes things more confusing still!) 

o v.8-9a = By this the Holy Spirit indicates that the way into the holy places is not 

yet opened as long as the first section is still standing (which is symbolic for the 

present age).  (Or is it, “was still standing”?) 

 

o The best we can do here is to acknowledge that our author definitely believes 

that the New Covenant has arrived in Christ, and the old way of the Levitical 
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priesthood has been rendered obsolete.  There may be a reference here to the 

ongoing nature of the Jewish rituals (remember, we don’t know whether the 

temple was still standing at the time Hebrews was written!), and certainly we’d 

have to recognize even in this book an understanding of the “now” and the “not 

yet.”  As Peter O’Brien writes, “The new covenant had been inaugurated, but the 

old had not yet disappeared. The listeners have already experienced the powers 

of the age to come, but they have not entered into their inheritance in the world 

to come.” 

 

o v.10 refers to “the time of reformation,” which our author identifies with Christ’s 

completed work of salvation.  The Greek word translated “reformation” or 

“correction” was used when a building was in disrepair, when an account was in 

arrears, or a law proved to be ineffective. 

 

  We’ll investigate the New Covenant Mediator and the nature of his sacrifice as we 

continue Hebrews 9 next meeting!  See you on the 3rd!   
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REVIEW OF CHRIST’S PRIESTHOOD IN HEBREWS (Chs. 1-8) 

 

Passage Summary 

1:3b  

 

2:17-18  

 

3:1-2  

 

4:14-16  

 

5:5-6  

 

5:9-10  

 

6:19-20  

 

7:11-28  

 

 

 

8:1-2  
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Hebrews Lesson 27 (11/3/13) 

(Heb. 9:1-14) 

 

 One of our themes this time around was the need we have to stretch ourselves in Bible study 

sometimes, beyond what we might normally do for our devotional reading.  On occasion, 

because we are curious, or maybe frustrated with our own lack of knowledge, or we are 

presented with a question we can’t answer, we have a reason to dig further, using 

commentaries or concordances (big indexes of words in the Bible) or books or articles or other 

people to help us research our inquiries.  What do we gain from this kind of extra work, 

especially when we undertake it entirely by our own will, and not because a prof assigned it?  

New knowledge, certainly, and a greater appreciation for the interrelatedness of Scripture, and 

the confidence and the words to say to explain things to others.  But also, regardless of the 

specific subject matter under consideration, we gain in character and in ability:  character, 

because we’ve exercised self-discipline, diligence, and respect for truth; and ability, because 

we’ve actually built some new pathways in our brain that will be there for us the next time we 

need them.  It’s akin to having more strength for the next race because you’ve made yourself 

run this one.  So if much of this chapter feels like an “academic” exercise because there’s a good 

deal of background information to learn, be of good cheer:  you are being stretched! 

 

 Review:  Terms of the New Covenant (8:10-12) 

o The long quotation from Jeremiah 31 offers a picture of the New Covenant that will 

eventually replace the Old, Mosaic Covenant.  Our author believes that the time of the 

New Covenant was inaugurated in Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection.  What are the 

terms of this New Covenant, as spelled out in these verses? 

 God’s law internalized in hearts 

 Unmediated access to God for everybody 

 Thoroughgoing mercy and forgiveness 

 God’s presence dwelling among his people. 

 

 Review:  Nouns & Verbs of the Old Covenant (9:1-10) 

o The first two paragraphs of chapter 9 offer a view of the Old Covenant place, things, 

people, and rituals, all of which point to and are fulfilled in Jesus.  The inventory includes 

the setup of the tabernacle, the furniture and objects contained in it, the Ark of the 

Covenant and its contents, and the daily and annual duties of the Levitical priests.   

 

o In painting this verbal picture, our author does not go so far as to delineate how each 

item prefigures Christ, although he does make that Christological connection with regard 

to the Day of Atonement ritual in the argument that follows.  Still, by naming these 

things he implies (because of his ongoing theme of typology, the earthly sanctuary 

reflecting the heavenly realities) that the whole kit and caboodle has a heavenly 

counterpart.  Greg Donovan speculated about the Christ-centered meaning of the nouns 
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of the Old Covenant, specifically those objects identified as being inside the Ark.  He 

wrote this in his brief commentary on Hebrews: 

One last thing about “solid food” for the mature.  The Holy Spirit (through David) in Psalm 110 

took an “obscure” detail from Genesis about the mysterious, only-once-mentioned Melchizedek and made 

it an important part of the truth about the ascended Messiah (who is told to “sit at My right hand” in v.1, 

much cited in the NT).  Then the author of Hebrews builds a large teaching around Melchizedek, even, 

for example, using the absence of a genealogy for him in Genesis as a positive proof that we can see the 

eternal Son of God illustrated in the original historical Melchizedek (7:3).   

If all this is a true method of Bible interpretation, then other OT details have true symbolic 

meaning (when this is carefully done), and so finding them is part of the “solid food” of the mature.
28

  For 

example, what was in the ark of the covenant in Hebrews 9:4 had meaning which the author says he 

could detail, but not “now” (note 9:5 end).  Hebrews 8:5 also implies there are “heavenly 

truths/meanings” intended by the whole Tabernacle, which was a copy or shadow of the heavenly things.  

(Add the important cross-reference here of Col. 2:16-17.)  So mysteries in relation to Christ may be 

expected in the items in the ark, and to find them would be to find “solid food,” as the writer to the 

Hebrews found when he enlarged upon Melchizedek. 

Thus, I offer this interpretation:  each article in the ark in Heb. 9:4 symbolizes an aspect of 

Christ.  The manna is his earthly life (cf. “bread of life” in John 6), up through His death (as broken 

bread, John 6:51).  Aaron’s rod which budded is His resurrected and ascended life: the lifeless rod 

budding is a picture of the resurrection, and Aaron as priest represents the ascended priestly ministry of 

Christ, after his earthly life (cf. Heb. 7:16).  The tables of the covenant (the Ten Commandments, the 

essence of the covenant) stand for the eternal life of Christ, the eternal reality of Him as the Word (cf. 

John 1:1; Rev. 19:13).  Is this not a beautiful parallel to what Hebrews did with the detail about 

Melchizedek?  There is a wide field (or, a lavish banquet) for true meditation on the Word of God, which 

will be enjoyed by those who are diligent to enter it!   (Greg A. Donovan on Hebrews) 

 

 The New Covenant Mediator and Sacrifice (9:11-14) 

o Jesus’ dual role as priest and sacrifice begins to emerge in our author’s discourse 

now, and a set of contrasts are laid out that further distinguish Christ from the 

earthly high priests.  We have talked about continuity and discontinuity before, 

and here we can see a whole collection of similarities and contrasts between 

these figures: 

 CONTINUITY:  Both enter the Holiest Place ALONE, and (in some sense) 

ONCE. 

 DISCONTINUITY:  Christ’s sacrifice was truly ONCE for ALL TIME. 

 

 CONTINUITY:  Both enter THE HOLY OF HOLIES (the “Holiest Place”). 

 DISCONTINUITY:  Christ entered the [superior!] HEAVENLY sanctuary. 

 CONTINUITY:  BLOOD is offered. 

                                                           
28

 Cf. the OT Wisdom Literature theme of becoming wise by “figuring out” what God has hidden: Prov. 1:5-6; 25:2; 
cf. Col. 2:2-3. 
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 DISCONTINUITY:  Christ offers his OWN BLOOD, not the blood of beasts. 

 

 CONTINUITY:  CLEANSING happens. 

 DISCONTINUITY:  The cleansing offered by Christ’s sacrifice is INTERNAL, 

EFFECTIVE, and PERMANENT. 

 

o Note that mere human high priests needed the mediatorial effects of the blood of 

a being who died in their place:  and Jesus WAS the mediator who died in their 

place.  So every high priest who was a true believer was intimately, though only 

symbolically, connected with the Savior who would eventually make their work 

obsolete and complete it on their behalf.  How profound, then, when they went 

Home to God, for them to finally meet this Savior they had been ‘picturing’ all 

those years! 

 

o So, did the OT sacrifices actually cleanse people from sin and take away their 

guilt?  The answer has to be a combination of Yes and No: 

 YES:  first, in an outward, ceremonial, symbolic sense, these sacrifices 

were God’s gracious arrangement for making his people fit to be in his 

presence.  Also, for those who had true faith, the sacrifices had a deeper, 

inward effectiveness because they pointed to the ultimate sacrifice of 

Christ.  This introduces the puzzle of how OT saints were saved by Christ 

before they even knew Jesus’ name.  That’s a big topic, but it’s enough for 

now to say that our author understands those saints to have been full of 

expectation for what God would do to bring about full and complete 

salvation.  We’ll read more about their forward-looking faith in later 

chapters. 

 NO:  our author is clear that the sacrifices, in themselves, could not 

perform that inner cleansing of conscience that was truly needed.  The 

fact that the Day of Atonement was an annual ritual reminds us, too, that 

the Old Covenant could not provide the permanence of cleansing that 

God’s people required.  So in these ways, the sacrifice of Christ is vastly 

superior and is alone truly effective. 

 

o WHENS 

 We will explore this idea further next time, but be alert in this chapter to 

references to different WHENS, whether past, present, or future, that are 

important to our author.  Where else has our author mentioned WHENS? 

  
  See you on the 17th for more of Hebrews 9!  
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Hebrews Lesson 28 (11/17/13) 

(Heb. 9:11-22) 

 

 Review:  A Spectrum of Confidence 

o This week I introduced a self-evaluation tool that helps us measure our 

confidence level as we encounter questions, in this case questions about 

Hebrews.  How confident do you feel about being able to answer the following 

questions?  (Do you know basically where to go in Hebrews to find out the 

answers, so that with a little time you could come up with a response?  Or would 

it help to have an outline of Hebrews so you’d know where to start?  Or could you 

find an answer easily, with just the flip of a few pages?) 

 Where do we see our author’s high view of Scripture in Hebrews? 

 Do people turn into angels when they die? 

 In what ways are Moses and Jesus alike?  In what ways are they 

different? 

 

o Sometimes it helps to break questions like these into smaller ones, e.g.:  What 

would a “high view of Scripture” look like?  (Do we even understand the term?)  

What will our author probably be doing whenever he indicates his high view?  Do 

you know any places where he is doing this in Hebrews? 

 

o Evaluating our reaction to these questions is not the same as getting a grade in a 

class:  it’s just a way to establish a starting point, and get a sense of how 

independent we actually might be (or how DEpendent we need to be!) as we 

work towards an answer.  You will probably feel sometimes more, sometimes 

less confident, depending on the question.  Of course, it’s always helpful to dig 

into such things in the company of friends, who can vet our responses and share 

their own insights and familiarity with the text.   

 

o Remember that all confidence about our biblical knowledge should be tempered 

with caution – ALWAYS do your homework and make sure you have recently 

checked your resources before you speak authoritatively to others!  And all 

caution and uncertainty can be graced with the confidence that God will increase 

our knowledge of his Word as we invest in the hard work of digging into it.  

Remember Heb. 5:14:  “But solid food is for the mature, for those who have had 

their powers of discernment trained by constant practice to distinguish good 

from evil.”  The verb used here is the root of our word “gymnasium” – so making 

these extra efforts in our studies is like giving your mind a workout! 
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 Some Thoughts on Typology 

o The book of Hebrews is a “study in contrasts,” as Christ and the gospel are set in 

comparison to other realities (angels, the law, etc.).  But Hebrews is also a 

display of the fulfillment of typology – all of those signposts pointing forward to 

the Coming One, and to the New Covenant.  We see this especially in chapters 9 

and 10, where the priestly sacrificial system under the Mosaic Covenant is shown 

to have its counterparts and fulfillment in Christ.  Here’s how one Reformed 

writer described the relationship of the OT to the NT in terms of sign and 

fulfillment: 

 The OT does not contain just a few isolated messianic texts; on the 

contrary, the entire OT dispensation with its leading persons and events, 

its offices and institutions, its laws and ceremonies, is a pointer to and 

movement toward the fulfillment in the NT…There exists a direct and 

intentional preparation and adumbration* of the λογικη λατρεια [logikē 

latreia, ‘spiritual worship,’ RSV, NIV] in the institutions and events of the 

OT.  Temple and altar, priest and sacrifice, Zion and Jerusalem, prophet 

and king – they are all models and shadows of a higher spiritual and 

genuine reality.  (Herman Bavinck, 1854-1921) 

 

 Orientation – the high priestly chapters 

o Jesus’ role as high priest has already been mentioned and discussed in Hebrews 

before we arrive at the significant sacrificial/ceremonial arguments of chapters 9 

and 10.  Here is where we have been so far: 

 Chs. 2, 4 – We see our great high priest’s identification with us, and learn 

that through him we have access to God. 

 Ch. 5 – We learn the legitimacy of Jesus’ priesthood by appointment, and 

we begin to hear of his connection with Melchizedek. 

 [Here there is a lengthy interruption for personal commentary] 

 Ch. 7 – Our author argues that the appearance of priest of a different 

order means that a change to the law is also necessary; there is an 

extended discussion here of Christ’s superior priesthood, which is 

permanent and without sin. 

 Ch. 8 – It is noted that Christ’s priesthood is superior because it is located 

in the true sanctuary in the heavens, and that his priestly work of sacrifice 

inaugurated the New Covenant. 

 Hebrews 9:11-14 – Continuity and Discontinuity 
                                                           
*
 Don’t worry, I had to look this one up, too!  It means “a sketchy outline” or “a shadowy prefiguring.” 
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o In this paragraph, the Day of Atonement and Jesus’ death are compared and 

contrasted.  There are some elements of continuity:  like the high priest on that 

holy day, Christ entered the Holy Place alone, and once; his offering involved 

blood; and his sacrifice brought cleansing from sin.  But there are some 

significant differences here:  the Holy Place that he entered is the true 

sanctuary, not the earthly one “made by hands”; he truly did enter once for all 

time, rather than the symbolic once annually; the blood he offered was his own, 

rather than that of animals; and the forgiveness he attains is permanent and 

extends to the worshiper’s conscience. 

 

o It’s fair to ask at this point, just what did those OT animal sacrifices accomplish 

for the worshiper?  We need to reconcile two things here:  first, the revealed 

promises in the Mosaic Law that assured the pious worshiper of forgiveness; 

and second, the further revelation in Hebrews that those animal sacrifices were 

ineffective and deficient when it came to cleansing the conscience of the offerer.  

So while we don’t want to merely call the OT sacrifices “symbolic” – because 

from an OT perspective they were said to accomplish forgiveness at some level –  

we still have to distinguish between their limited power to cleanse and the 

superior cleansing brought by Christ who fulfilled all that they “pictured” for the 

Jewish worshipers in earlier times. 

 

o We’ll talk about this further at our next meeting, but in the meantime here are 

some helpful words from a pastor-friend of mine, Andy Perry, who explains it like 

this: 

Your question is a good one.  Paul makes clear in Romans 3:25-26 that God deferred 

dealing with the sins of OT saints until the age of Christ.  Consequently, the OT sacrificial 

system pointed to Christ and gave them hope for their atonement but did not actually effect it in a 

full, eternal sense.  However, the ceremonial laws of Moses did have immediate ramifications in 

an earthly sense for lawbreaking and forgiveness.  The covenantal corollaries of earthly 

blessings for faithfulness and earthly curses for unfaithfulness were in full force.  So, a true 

believer who broke God's law both received the ill effects of the laws demands for his sin and 

true forgiveness through his repentance/restitution.   

Much of this centered on the physical presence of God in the camp.  Since God manifestly 

dwelt with his people, his holiness required that the holiness/purity laws be in force to uphold his 

glory.  Sin in that context often involved separation from God's presence - being put outside the 

camp - for a time.  But when one sincerely repented and followed the prescribed laws of 

cleansing, they were welcomed back into God's presence.  In this way, following the ceremonial 

laws (when combined with true faith) did provide true forgiveness even though it only had a 
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temporary and earthly manifestation and the full atonement needed to cleanse their sins fully and 

eternally would not come until Christ.    

Much more could be said of this important topic, but hopefully that helps. 

 

o Back in Heb. 9:11-14, we can also ask, What are we saved FROM?  What are we 

saved FOR? 

 We’re saved FROM “dead works” – those actions deserving of death, or 

those works that appear “good” but are done without a Godward heart. 

 We’re saved FOR service to the living God! 

 Think about where else in the NT we are taught the same concepts! 

 

o Did you notice in 9:14 how the Trinity is involved in Jesus’ sacrifice? 

 “…how much more will the blood of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit 

offered himself without blemish to God, purify our conscience from dead 

works to serve the living God.” 

 

 Sometimes in the NT we encounter verses or passages like this, where all 

three Persons of the Godhead are shown to have intertwining yet distinct 

roles in the accomplishment of our salvation! 

 

 WHENS 

o You may have noticed that our author writes with several different eras or time 

periods in mind – and this chapter gives a particularly rich (and sometimes 

confusing!) view of them.  If we were to name them, the “WHENS” of Hebrews 

might be listed like this: 

 An ongoing historical past (what people used to do, either before or 

after the Mosaic Law) 

 Accomplished acts (specific moment in the past) 

 Ongoing realities (maybe begun in a specific moment, but continuing into 

the present) 

 The present experience of believers 

 The future hope of believers 

 

o We will take more time on how this idea of “WHENS” plays out in our current 

chapter when we meet next, but for now try to identify the different times 

mentioned in these passages: 

 Hebrews 1:1-2 

 Hebrews 2:1-4 



 

P
ag

e4
7

  

 

 An Old Covenant Picture (9:15-22) 

o We will have more to say about this paragraph next time as well.  For now, 

notice the confusing part – why does our author shift to talking about wills 

here?? – as well as all the ways DEATH is woven into this section: 

 A death accomplishes redemption 

 A death puts a will into effect 

 A death must precede inheritance 

 Inaugurating the Old Covenant with blood required a death 

 A death is necessary for forgiveness 

 

o Of course, these things are true because GOD HAS DESIGNATED THAT IT 

SHOULD BE SO.  It is his idea, and he has graciously revealed it to us in the 

picture-making Old Covenant and the type-fulfilling inauguration of the New 

Covenant in Christ.  Think of the difference, then, between this religion and the 

many sacrifice-based pagan religions around the world and throughout human 

history:  unlike those bloody sacrifices, which were performed in the desperate 

hope of appeasing arbitrary and unpredictable false gods, the Jewish sacrificial 

system, though it also required the shedding of blood, from the start was full of 

MEANING given to it by our SPEAKING GOD.  (Remember?  “Long ago, at various 

times and in various ways, GOD SPOKE to our fathers through the prophets…”)  It 

is God’s interpretation of these sacrifices that sets this system apart from the 

others.  Nobody had to guess at the meaning:  it was given. 

 

o If possible, take some time to read the original account that is retold here in this 

snapshot of Moses’ actions to inaugurate the Old Covenant.  You will find this in 

Exodus 24:3-8.  Where does this story fall in the history of the Exodus and the 

journey to the Promised Land?  What differences do you note between the 

account in the OT and the retelling in Hebrews?  In what ways is Moses’ role 

similar to Jesus’ role as the inaugurator of the New Covenant? 

 

  See you on Dec. 1 for more digging into the details of this difficult chapter!  
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Hebrews Lesson 29 (12/1/13) 

Heb. 9:11-28 

 

 "Christians should need little reminding of the centrality of the Bible in their lives.  But 

though we recognize the importance of the Bible in theory, we have often failed to give 

any adequate practical demonstration of that conviction.  If we are to be the people 

God intends us to be and fulfill his purposes for us, we must not only take seriously the 

word he speaks to us in Scripture, but must also allow it to permeate every aspect of our 

lives."   (Derek Tidball, The Illustrated Survey of the Bible) 

 

 The “WHENS” of Hebrews 

o Our author is something of a time-traveler as he writes!  As you read Hebrews, 

see if you can locate the places where he refers to each of these eras or epochs in 

redemptive history: 

 Ongoing historical past (the way it used to be) 

 Specific acts/events accomplished in the past 

 Ongoing realities (maybe the results of those specific events) 

 The present experience of believers 

 Future hope 

 

o Our author definitely writes with an awareness of the gap between the “Now” 

and the “Not-Yet,” the time when Jesus will return and all that has been 

promised will be truly accomplished in us and for us.  In chapter 9, notice these 

forward-looking statements: 

 “…thus securing an eternal redemption” (9:12) 

 “…so that those who are called may receive the promised eternal 

inheritance” (9:15) 

 “…Christ…will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those 

who are eagerly waiting for him.” (9:28) 

 

o But some things are already ours in Christ!  “When Christ appeared as a high 

priest of the good things that have come…” (9:11) 

 Reread the earlier chapters of Hebrews and collect for yourself again 

the details of those “good things that have come” already in him! 
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 An Old Covenant Picture (9:15-22) 

o This passage brings us a snapshot of an OT moment involving Moses.  Once we 

understand what was happening in that historical moment, we can understand 

better the significance of the comparison our author is making. 

 

o The story is told in Exodus 24:3-8, although there are some differences in detail.  

Here we see Moses in the priestly role of Old Covenant inaugurator.  His work is 

both to make the people aware of God’s Law by reading to them the contents of 

the Book he has been writing, and to purify the people, the Book itself, and all of 

the places and things involved in the ceremonies described in that Book.  All of 

this takes place in the Exodus narrative between Moses’ encounter with God at 

Mt. Sinai and the Golden Calf incident that occurs under the high priest Aaron’s 

watch.  At this point Moses has a unique sort of priesthood, encompassing also 

the offices of prophet and shepherd of an entire nation. 

 

o So here is the link between this story and the gospel, and between Moses and 

Christ:  Jesus, too, is the mediator and inaugurator of a Covenant, a New and 

very different one (see chapter 8!).  Jesus’ offices of prophet, priest, and king 

are foreshadowed by Moses in his special role as speaker, sprinkler, and 

shepherd.  In both the Old Covenant picture and the New Covenant reality, a 

death (blood) is necessary to purify the worshipers.  As we have read over and 

over in Hebrews so far, Jesus’ priestly work is far superior to that set up in the 

Old Covenant, and the purification he provides is permanent and pervasive. 

 

 “Where a will is involved…” (Heb. 9:16-17) 

o The rather confusing segue into a discussion of wills (or “testaments”) here has 

an interesting historical background for readers of English translations.  In Greek, 

the word for covenant, diathēkē, is also used for will or testament.  Because our 

author has shifted into talking about DEATH being necessary for a “diathēkē” to 

take effect, the majority of translators have assumed that here he is working 

with a play on words suggested by the dual meaning of the Greek term (not to 

mention the idea of “inheritance,” in v.15). In other words, it does not make 

immediate sense that he would still be talking about a covenant, because 

covenants are established and made effective by LIVING participants.  So most 

English translations, following this thinking, link Jesus’ death with the concept of 

wills and inheritance. 
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o Commentator F. F. Bruce noted that even this reasonable conclusion has its 

limits, when it comes to talking about Christ: 

 “All analogies from ordinary life must be defective when they are applied 

to him who rose from the dead and is thus able personally to secure for 

his people the benefits which he died to procure for them.  He is testator 

and executor in one, surety and mediator alike.”   
 

o Recently the traditional translation choice has been revisited by scholars who 

point out that in some cases, notably the OT, ancient covenants WERE 

established by a death – which is in fact what we just noticed about Moses’ 

inauguration of the Old Covenant, involving the sprinkled blood of a sacrifice.  

It’s this parallel, after all, between the original, ineffective animal sacrifice and 

the later, superior, effective sacrifice that is the subject of this paragraph.  So it’s 

possible that there isn’t a play on words going on here at all.  (Wonder how long 

it will take the translators to adopt this new point of view!) 

 

 The blessing of special revelation 

o “Indeed, under the law almost everything is purified with blood, and without the 

shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.”  (9:22) 

 Note the key words, “under the law”!  This transaction, of blood in 

exchange for forgiveness, is so ONLY BECAUSE GOD HAS SAID SO.  As I 

mentioned in the last set of notes, the difference between the Hebrew 

and all pagan sacrificial systems is the special revelation of God, who 

gives clear meaning to the rituals and certifies the promised blessings 

with mighty acts that confirm his trustworthiness.   

 

 The Mosaic sacrifices told a story of substitution, sin, forgiveness, 

restoration of relationship, purification.  This is a gracious revelation, 

quite different than any other traditional reasons for sacrifices offered by 

the priests of the surrounding nations. 

 

 The effectiveness of Old Covenant sacrifices 

o The author of Hebrews is very clear that there is a difference between what the 

Old Covenant sacrifices accomplished and what Christ’s sacrifice brought about:  

e.g., “According to this arrangement, gifts and sacrifices are offered that cannot 

perfect the conscience of the worshiper…” 
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o Yet we must also keep in mind that the ritual sacrifices for sin, especially on the 

Day of Atonement, had real significance in the minds of the pious OT worshiper, 

and that these were connected by God himself with his promise of forgiveness.  

A worshiper COULD go away cleansed, restored, forgiven after such an offering. 

 

o How to reconcile these two true things?  Perhaps the best way is to consider that, 

while the animal sacrifices themselves were powerless to remove sin, combined 

with faith these substitutions became a picture of something that really 

happened many years later.  Faith in God and forgiveness of sins were 

immediate for the OT saints who sacrificed for sins; but the actual atonement 

that brought about their acceptance by God happened much later in time.   

 

 This arrangement may be indicated by the remark in v.15 that “a death 

has occurred that redeems them from the transgressions committed 

under the first covenant.”  (See Romans 3:25 for a similar statement 

about Christ’s death bringing about a fulfilled atonement for Old 

Testament saints.) 

 

 Finding ourselves in Hebrews 9 

o Much of our work in Hebrews 9 had involved filling in background knowledge of 

Old Covenant ideas, things, and people.  We may not resonate very much with 

an inventory of the Tabernacle, the discussion of priestly duties, or the 

inauguration of a covenant in blood.  But if you read Hebrews 9:23-28, you will 

find yourself in the story again.  All of the above has been designed and carried 

out in order for Christ to “appear in the presence of God on our behalf” 

because he “put away sin by the sacrifice of himself,” and we can count on him 

to “appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are 

eagerly waiting for him” – and that includes US! 

 

 

 

  Please join us if you can on Dec. 15 as we venture on into Chapter 10!   
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Hebrews Lesson 30 (12/29/13) 

 

 Review:  How is Jesus’ priesthood like and unlike the Levitical priesthood? 

o Before going on in Hebrews (and because we had not met for a month!) we did a 

collective review of what we had learned so far about Jesus and his priesthood 

from this book.  I’ll leave it to you to do this, too, as much as you can from 

memory.  Try these questions: 

 What chapters mention the priesthood? 

 How is Jesus’ priesthood LIKE the Levitical priesthood? 

 In what ways is his priesthood BETTER THAN that priesthood? 

 Try filling out the chart below from memory.  If you get stuck, check the 

references. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Chapter 9 in Review 

o This chapter can be broken into three main sections, which you might like to add 

to your ongoing outline: 

 9:1-10 Nouns & verbs of the OC 

 9:11-22 Superior sanctuary & blood 

 9:23-28 Once for all 

JESUS Details/Refs. LEVITICAL PRIESTS 

 Qualifications 
(Heb. 5:1-4) 

 

 Lineage/Order 
(Heb. 7:11, 13-14) 

 

 Length of service 
(Heb. 7:23-24) 

 

 Effectiveness of 
sacrifice 

(Heb.7:25; 9:9) 

 

 Means of 
Appointment 

(Heb. 7:20-21, 28) 

 

 How often 
(Heb. 9:8; 25-26) 

 

 For whom 
(Heb. Heb. 9:7; 

7:27) 

 

 What sanctuary 
(Heb. 9:11, 24) 

 

 What blood 
(Heb. 9:25, 12) 
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 Seeing Yourself in Heb. 9:23-28 

o While much of chapter 9 has required us to dig into OT scenes and ideas before 

we could understand it (let alone resonate with it!), this paragraph brings us 

close again to the work of Christ in a personal sense.  These words have 

something to do with US, too!  We thought these verses were particularly 

relevant to our own experience of and blessing in Christ: 

 9:24  For Christ has entered…into heaven itself, now to appear in the 

presence of God on our behalf. 

 

 9:26b But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to 

put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 

 

 9:27  …it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes 

judgment… 

 

 9:28  …Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will 

appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are 

eagerly waiting for him. 

 

o An Argument ad absurdum (“to absurdity”) 

 In 9:25-26, our author presents an argument for Christ’s once-for-all 

superiority by appealing to the absurdity of his having to “suffer 

repeatedly since the foundation of the world.” This comment brings to 

mind another difference between the gospel and pagan religions, and 

also between the biblical witness and the Roman Catholic ceremony of 

the Mass.  Notice that pagan religions and the repeated “bloodless 

sacrifice” of the Mass follow a dying-and-rising pattern that is both 

perpetual and cyclical: 

 

 

 

 

 

 We are familiar with a similar cyclical pattern because we follow a church 

calendar (Christmas  Good Friday  Easter, etc.) in order to 

memorialize the events of Christ’s life.  But keep in mind that, 

HISTORICALLY SPEAKING, Christ’s story (and ours!) is LINEAR, not cyclical:  

he is truly raised, and our salvation is perfect and permanent in him.   

Spring: Life Winter: Death 

DARKNESS 

LIGHT 

Read the Greek myth 

of Persephone and 

Demeter for an 

example! 
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 Here’s the linear, historical model that we should keep in our heads: 

 

 

 

 

 Calvin had a lot to say about the 

inappropriate (and even blasphemous!) 

cycle of the Roman Catholic Mass, 

especially in light of what is taught in 

Hebrews about Christ’s once-for-all sacrifice.  Certainly the idea of a 

“bloodless sacrifice” contradicts Hebrews 9:22 (“…and without the 

shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins”); and the notion of a 

need for a perpetual sacrifice contradicts Hebrews 9:26 & 28. 

 

o Heb. 9:26 mentions that Christ has appeared “at the end of the ages.”  Our 

author believes that in Christ a new era, the time of the New Covenant (Heb. 8), 

has begun, and he believes himself and his readers to be living “in these last 

days” (Heb. 1:2).  We, too, are living “in these last days,” which is the era of the 

church.   

 

 Hebrews 10:1-4 -- Consciousness of Sins 

o As we consider again the inadequacies of the Old Covenant sacrifices, our author 

states once more that “it is impossible for the blood of bulls and goats to take 

away sins,” and that these rituals “can never…make perfect those who draw 

near.” 

 Commentator F. F. Bruce notes that in the context of Hebrews, “perfect” 

means “access to God without the constant necessity of removing the 

barrier of freshly accumulated sin.” 

 

o When our author uses the words “shadow” and “image” to describe the law and 

then the completion of it in Christ, we should think of an artist’s sketch (the 

shadow) and then the completed masterpiece.  Calvin writes: 

“He now says that they were like rude lineaments, which shadow forth the perfect picture; for 

painters, before the introduce the living colors by the pencil, are wont to mark out the outlines 

of what they intend to represent…The difference then which the Apostle makes between the 

Law and the Gospel is this, -- that under the Law was shadowed forth only in rude and 

imperfect lines what is under the Gospel set forth in living colors and graphically distinct…The 

law was not useless, nor its ceremonies unprofitable.  For though there was not in them the 

Incarnation & Mortal Life 
Physical 

death 

Resurrected Life 

(Our lives are being 

lived during this part 

of Jesus’ history!) 



 

P
ag

e5
5

  

image of heavenly things, finished, as they say, by the last touch of the artist; yet the 

representation, such as it was, was of no small benefit to the fathers; but still our condition is 

much more favorable.”   

 

o Our author makes an interesting comment in the rhetorical question that he asks 

in verse 2:  if those sacrifices had been effective, then the worshipers would no 

longer have any consciousness of sin (ESV; NIV says they would no longer “feel 

guilty” for sin).  Of course his intent overall has been to demonstrate how Jesus’ 

superior sacrifice accomplishes what the Levitical rituals could not.  This means 

that Jesus HAS “made perfect” the worshipers who draw near through him – 

and that therefore those worshipers “no longer have any consciousness of 

sin”! 

 

o So if perfection has to do with not having a consciousness of sin, what about 

us?  Are we free yet from the consciousness of our sins? 

 We would immediately answer “no,” especially if we are growing up in 

Christ and increasingly find ourselves facing up to our own sins daily!  Part 

of the Holy Spirit’s work in us, to be sure, is to bring to mind the ways we 

have failed to “live a life of love,” and to move us to feel “sorrow unto 

repentance.” 

 

 Yet in Christ we are said to have reached the ideal state of no longer 

having a consciousness of sin.  What’s going on here?  I think it is helpful 

at this point to make a distinction between the objective and the 

subjective in our Christian lives: 

 By “objective” I mean what is true independently of my feelings 

or experiences or thoughts; so—what is outside me; 

 By “subjective” I mean my inner, personalized experience, made 

up of thoughts and feelings and reactions.  

 These are helpful distinctions to make, particularly because what 

is true does not necessarily match how I feel about it – and how I 

feel about a thing does not necessarily match what is true!  In 

fact we might say that a sign of maturity is the narrowing of that 

gap between our feelings and objective reality. 

 

 So, OBJECTIVELY speaking, our foundational status is that we are 

declared innocent in Christ.  We are in the Father’s hands, and nothing 

can snatch us out.  The Accuser can never level a “guilty” charge against 
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us in God’s courtroom.  Christ’s sacrifice indeed accomplished this 

permanent at-one-ment. 

 

 But there is another level of OBJECTIVE reality, which is that sometimes 

we truly are guilty of sinning against God and others.  Although these 

sins are also covered by Christ’s death for the believer in an ultimate 

sense, they hinder and distort our relationships with God and neighbor, 

and for this reason we, too, need “reminders of sin” (Heb. 10:3) so that 

we can face up to them honestly, feel remorse, and confess these sins.  

(And since “what is true does not always match how we feel about it,” 

sometimes God has to deal with us a while before we are willing to 

admit our wrongs and really feel the weight of them!)  Notice how 

“reminders of sin” are built into the liturgy of a Sunday service, anytime 

we take communion (“This is My body, broken for you for the forgiveness 

of sins”) and also whenever we read a prayer of confession. 

 

 There is still another level of OBJECTIVE reality to take into account, 

which is that “if we confess our sins, God is faithful and just and will 

forgive us and cleanse us from all unrighteousness” (1 John 1:9).  Again, 

our feelings do not always match up with this reality:  and we need one 

another, and the weekly preaching of the Word, and the other means of 

grace that God has ordained as reminders of this objective forgiveness.  

It’s not that we will now forget our histories and the errors we have 

made:  but now we may stand up straight because these things no longer 

define us. 

 

 What prevents us from FEELING FORGIVEN, even when we have sought 

and objectively received God’s pardon for the stupid things we do? 

 If we have left undone the possible “righting” of the horizontal 

relationships that we have injured, “as far as it depends on us”; 

 

 If the people we have sinned against will not forgive us and grant 

us a clean slate – this is sometimes the reality of living in a fallen 

world with fallen people! 

 

 If the wrongs we have done have lasting consequences that we 

cannot avoid. 
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 How can we help one another to experience subjectively the objective 

forgiveness of God, despite these obstacles? 

 Repeatedly point one another to Christ’s final sacrifice, and the 

objective witness of Scripture about God’s faithfulness to forgive; 

 

 Consider how our own words or behaviors might prevent someone 

from moving on in the dignity of forgiveness, even if we have 

offered verbal pardon for their sins against us.* 

 

 Hebrews 10:5-10 – “A body you have prepared for me” 

o Though we touched on these verses, we will spend more time on this section in 

our next meeting.  If you have a chance, read over it and consider these 

questions: 

 How does this passage indicate our author’s high view of Scripture? 

 

 For what reasons does God in the OT reject “sacrifices and offerings”?  Is 

that same reason present here? 

 

 

 What is valued more than the sacrifices? 

 

 In what ways does Christ’s life reflect what is spoken in this quotation 

from Psalm 40? 

 

 

 Read Psalm 40 to yourself.  Do you notice any differences? 

 

 

    See you on January 12!   

 

                                                           
*
 It’s true that sometimes we must draw new boundaries in relationships where someone has proved himself or 

herself characteristically or singularly untrustworthy – for example, an employee who has been forgiven for 
stealing might not be given similar responsibilities in the future, especially not right away.  That’s wisdom, and it’s 
part of the ongoing consequences that the thief has incurred for himself.  But “love always hopes,” so it is to be 
hoped that a new character and reputation will emerge over time, and perhaps some of those more restrictive 
boundaries might even be adjusted in the future.  Where boundaries have not needed re-drawing, though (and 
even when they have been set up), we should be especially careful not to let our subjective feelings overshadow 
the objective forgiveness that we have offered our neighbors.  (And don’t forget that parents, spouses and 
offspring are our “neighbors,” too!! ;) 


