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BETTER! THE NEW COVENANT IN HEBREWS

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
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As we embark on a brief consideration of one of the most remarkable New Testament epistles, we shall examine the teaching of this book, unique among the New Testament letters to disciples in churches of God, and share thoughts also on the practical instruction it contains.

Careful instruction on doctrine in the Scriptures is always linked to a practical outcome in the lives and service of Christians, whether at the individual or the collective level.  The teaching in this epistle is very specially directed towards the people of God. The way in which His people serves Him, particularly in priestly service, stands out in importance relative to their great High Priest, the Lord Jesus Christ. 

A people is, of course, composed of individuals, and so there is much in Hebrews to challenge the heart of each disciple of Christ who aspires to share in the collective priestly service of the sanctuary “... the true tabernacle which the Lord pitched, not man” as described in chapter 8 verse 2. As we observe the comparisons and contrasts of the teaching of the Old Covenant on the one hand, and the New on the other, we shall ask who comprises the highly privileged company, the people of God, today; and relate the teaching of Hebrews about the house of God to other relevant scriptures in the New Testament. 

First of all, let us think about this wonderful New Testament book as a whole; its principal purpose and its likely origins. It is wonderfully true that every scripture is inspired of God, as Paul assures Timothy in chapter 3 verse 16 (RV margin) of his second epistle to his younger fellow servant. And yet it is always valuable to note the human authorship of the books of the Bible; to observe, among other things, how the Lord the Spirit uses human gifts and experiences in presentation of divine truth. This is apparent as God expresses His thoughts through the minds of men prepared by Himself. 

So, who wrote the epistle to the Hebrews? The truth is that we simply do not know for sure, and this being so, it is probably wiser not to spend too much time on speculation. The book was never seriously doubted as worthy of a place in the canon of New Testament scripture despite the uncertainty of the authorship. The spiritual quality of the language and doctrine strikes too high a note for that to have happened. Paul, Barnabas, Apollos, and others have been championed by different writers, and it has been suggested that we have Paul’s thinking and Luke’s writing! Certainly the lofty spiritual tone, and the authority and assurance of the instructions, might well incline us towards Paul as the author. But we simply have to leave the issue and move on to the interesting question of the likely date of Hebrews. 

Again there is less certainty about this matter than there is about some letters to the New Testament churches. The direction of the teaching in keeping with the title of the book, is towards Jewish Christians, whether manly in Palestine or Rome, or both. Probably the best estimates as to dates is around 64-68 AD, about the time when the major Jewish war started, leading ultimately to the first century holocaust of AD 70/71, and the sacking and destruction of Jerusalem.

We have the impression from the writing that the Temple and its service still existed when the writer was at work on his treatise. Certainly, he makes it plain that the background of his writing is severe persecution of the disciples he is addressing. The passage at the end of chapter 10 draws attention to “a great conflict of sufferings”. “For ye have need of patience, that, having done the will of God, ye may receive the promise”. Part of that promise concerned the awaited return of their Lord. “For yet a very little while he that cometh shall come, and shall not tarry. But my righteous one shall live by faith”. 

The persecution referred to stemmed from adherence, on the one hand to the teaching of the Law of Moses, with its continuing temple sacrifice and worship; and on the other, to the vision of the divine service and worship of a New Covenant people of God. Not surprisingly, many Jews were trying to accommodate themselves to both, but the conflict and contrast involved was so apparent that a polarization inevitably took place. Rejection of the old inferior order prompted intense persecution of the disciples who had felt constrained to turn away from it to something infinitely better, centered on the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ. So it is not surprising that the word ‘better’ is a key word in this great epistle; and that it opens with a resounding declaration of excellences of the Saviour. 

We shall return to say more of this in a later chapter, but for now let us note the basic structure of Hebrews. Commencing with a lofty appreciation of the Person of the eternal Son of God, the author proceeds to develop in some detail the theme of the superiority of the risen Christ, especially in His heavenly offices; superiority over all that was associated with the service and worship of the Old Covenant. This involves comparison and contrasts with the ancient prophets of Israel; with the exalted company of angels; with Moses the mediator of the Old Covenant; with Joshua, who succeeded Moses and led the people of Israel into the Promised Land; and with Aaron, the head of the priestly line which officiated in the tabernacle and Temple, standing between God and men, which is really the priestly function. 

Linked to this is an exposition of the heavenly grandeur of “the true tabernacle, which the Lord pitched, not man”, compared with the shadowy character of the early Tabernacle and Temple sanctuary which preceded it. Both the Person and the place associated with the worship of a New Covenant people become prominent as the writer develops his theme, and this carries as far as the middle of chapter 10. It is essential that no effort be spared in laying a secure foundation for the important appeal of chapter 10 verse 22: “Let us draw near with a true heart in fullness of faith, having our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience, and our body washed with pure water.” More on this in a future chapter.

Details of the priestly service of God’s New Covenant people are not dealt with at any length in the book of Hebrews, and we can learn more about this from other New Testament scriptures. Rather, the author of Hebrews moves on into exhortations and warnings about the spiritual condition of disciples of Christ. This includes his monumental discourse in chapter 11 on faith, and the illustrious men and women of God who adorned that virtue with such distinction. Then, we have to “consider one another”, to “lay aside every weight, and the sin which so easily doth beset us”, to “run with patience”, to “ley brotherly love continue”, and to “go forth unto him without the camp, bearing his reproach”.  These, and many other exhortations and encouragements close the epistle to the Hebrews, and leave us in awe at a biblical gem of immense value and solemn challenge.   
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CHAPTER TWO: “THOU ART MY SON”


[image: ]


We turn to the opening chapter of Hebrews and their sublime treatment of the person of Christ. The lofty themes of chapters 1 and 2, concern his glorious character, first as eternally superior in His deity to the highest of created beings – “Thy throne, O God, is for ever and ever”; and then, as the One who in the fullest sense really became man – “in all things to be made like unto his brethren”.  The assertion of the Lord’s deity and true humanity in the opening two chapters of Hebrews, has often been compared to two majestic pillars through which we enter the spacious courtyard of doctrine which forms the rest of this marvelous letter. 

So we begin with the first opening verse of chapter 1: “God having of old time spoken unto the fathers in the prophets by divers portions and in divers manner, hath at the end of these days spoken unto us in his Sin, whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom also he made the worlds; who being the effulgence of his glory, and the  very image of his substance, and upholding all things by the word of his power, when he had made purification of sins, sat down on the right hand of the majesty on high.”

These powerful words flow which such authority that it is almost impossible to break into them. Indeed, the entire opening chapter of Hebrews carries along the reader in a great sweep of praise of the divine Son of God, and leaves the angelic hosts, despite all their splendid dignity so far behind that the chapter closes with this reference of them, “Are they not all ministering spirits, sent forth to do service for the sake of them that shall inherit salvation?” This is no way detracts from the greatness of the hosts of heaven, but rather directs us to the vast superiority of the Son of God, who has ‘become by so much better than the angels, as has inherited a more excellent name than they”. 

A very telling occasion in Scripture which reveals the greatness of angelic beings in relation to men and women, is in Luke chapter 1. There Zacharias, the father of John the Baptist, responds to the angel’s promise of a son in his old age. He asks, “Whereby shall I know of this? ... And the angel answering said unto him, I am Gabriel that stand in the presence of God” (vv.18,19). Gabriel was a being of awe-inspiring dignity, who had access to the very presence of Deity. When that same being appeared to Mary of Nazareth, he spoke in the most reverent terms of the Saviour to come. “He shall be great”, he said, “and shall be called the Son of the Most High”. Gabriel then responded to Mary’s natural question, “How shall this be?” with the gentle rejoinder, “The Holy Spirit shall come upon thee, and the power of the Most High shall overshadow thee: wherefore also that which is to be born shall be called holy, the Son of God’ (vv.34, 35). We can almost share the deep sense of awe Gabriel felt as he uttered those words about his majestic Lord.

Doubtless Gabriel felt overwhelmed at the far-reaching implication of his announcement of the birth of the eternal Son of God, “For”, says Hebrews chapter 1 verses 5,6: “unto which of the angels said he at any time, Thou art my Son, this day have I begotten thee? And again, I will be to him a Father, and he shall be to me a Son? And when he again bringeth in the firstborn into the world he saith, and let all the angels of God worship him”. These verses contain one of the most profound of all scriptural mysteries. 

Abundant Bible evidence points to the eternal sonship of our Lord Jesus Christ. Consider one matter in particular, Paul’s representation of Him in his letter to the Colossians. He writes of the Lord Jesus Christ as “the Son of his love”, and says that, “in him were all things created, in the heavens and upon the earth, things visible and things invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers; all thongs have been created through him and unto him; and he is before all things, and in him all things consist” (Col.1:16,17). We can readily see, therefore, that Moses’ words in Psalm 90, “From everlasting to everlasting, thou art God”, applying equally to the Lord Jesus as they do His Father. 

What Hebrews chapter 1 verse 8 says is, “But of the Son he saith, Thy throne, O God, is for ever and ever”. When Isaiah, by the Spirit, recorded his remarkable prophecy of the child to be born and the Son given, he added, “his name shall be called ... Everlasting Father”, or as some versions have it, “Father of Eternity”. As for angels, their place was one of worship.  “And let all the angels of God worship him”. When the apostle John was overcome in wonder at the things he heard in the Revelation under the guidance of the angel, we read, “I fell down to worship before the feet of the angel which showed me these things. And he said unto me, See thou do it not ... worship God” (Rev. 22:9). 

It is very interesting and instructive to observe how the author of Hebrews employs the Old Testament scriptures here, and in particular the Psalms, to undergird his presentation of the Son of God. From Psalm 2 comes the declaration, “Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee”. Probably from Psalm 89, and embracing 2 Samuel 7 and verse 12, we have the words, “I will be to him a Father, and he shall be to me a Son”. Then we are taken to Psalm 104 for the quotation, “Who maketh his angel winds, and his ministers a flame of fire”. This is a Psalm extolling the creative majesty of God. It includes the words, “O LORD, my God, thou art very great; thou art clothed with honor and majesty, who coverest thyself with light as with a garment, who stretchest out the heavens like a curtain”. 

Linking this with Paul’s word in the Colossians epistle, we have no difficulty associating the Son of God with these lofty expressions of omnipotence. Then the beautiful Psalm 45 is quoted in the words, “the scepter of righteousness”, and the divine anointing “with the oil of gladness above thy fellows”. 

Coming to Psalm 102, we have the citation: “Thou, Lord, in the beginning hast laid the foundation of the earth, and the heavens are the work of thy hands: they shall perish; but thou continuest: and they all shall wax old as doth a garment; and as a mantle shalt thou roll them up, as a garment, and they shall be changed: but thou art the same, and thy years shall not fail.”

This is probably also a Psalm of David, and ascribes directly unto God, and to the Son of God also, the changelessness of Deity. Some of the scriptures quoted from the Psalms have a primary application in time to David; but a supreme application in doctrine to Christ, as demonstrated in Hebrews. Finally, in chapter 1 we have these words from Psalm 110, “Sit thou on my right hand, till I make thine enemies the footstool of thy feet.” When we refer back to this Psalm itself we find these words prefaced by, “The LORD said unto my lord”, the very words taken up by the Son incarnate when He challenged the unbelief of the Sadducees. “If David then calleth him Lord, how is he His son?” said Jesus (Matt. 22:45).

Our thoughts soar upwards with the Psalmist and the writer of this epistle in adoration and worship of the eternal Son of God. Yet we do well to remember that the disciples receiving this epistle, who were greeted in the opening lines of the scroll with such uplifting truth about Christ, were under the shadow of severe religious persecution. This was from fellow Jews who tried to drag them back to what Paul called described to the Galatian Christians as “the weak and beggarly rudiments” of a form of worship which had been totally eclipsed by the brilliant revelation of the Son of God. 

The strain of their daily harassment called for a vision to captivate their spirits; to lift their thought above; to enhance their appreciation of the place to which they had been brought in God’s grace and of the Person of the Lord Jesus Christ. Every enemy of their souls must one day become His footstool.  

Our burden of trial may be a different one today, but our need is the same, and our temptation to unbelief is just like theirs. 
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CHAPTER THREE: THE AUTHOR OF OUR SALVATION
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“Therefore we ought to give the more earnest heed to the things that were heard, lest haply we drift away from them.”  This opening verse of chapter 2 of Hebrews injects a short warning passage between the theme of the deity of the Lord Jesus Christ, which dominates chapter 1, and the main subject of the second chapter, which is the true and perfect humanity of the Saviour, preparatory to His redemptive work. So why should these warning verses come in at this point?  Verse 2 says, “For if the word spoken through angels proved stedfast, and every transgression and disobedience received a just recompense of reward; how shall we escape, if we neglect so great salvation?”

This salvation, says the writer, had been spoke through the Lord, and was confirmed by those who heard him. Moreover, God had enhanced their witness by miracles and gifts of the Holy Spirit as He willed. We must remember that those addressed in this letter were devout Jews who were struggling to come to terms with a whole new order of worship and service based on the ministry and sacrifice of Jesus. This short passage refers to something which had been very important to them hitherto, namely the important role of angels in connection with the giving of the law of Moses. 

They are here being reminded, even before the second golden strand of truth about the humanity of the Lord is woven in, that the Law of Moses required obedience, and exacted a fitting penalty for disobedience. This principle still stands. When applied to this new revelation of God in Christ, it demanded their full attention and compliance. It is as though their spiritual teacher is saying to them, ‘What I am now writing of is something established beyond all by the Lord, and commanding your total commitment. Give me your full attention while I expound to you God’s great purpose in Christ’. 

He then takes up again from the point where he had left off - angels and their exalted role. “For”, we read, “not unto angels did He subject the world to come, whereof we speak”. There follows a remarkable quotation from Psalm 8: “What is man, that thou art mindful of him: Or the son of man, that thou visitest him? Thou madest him a little lower than the angels; thou crownedst him with glory and honor, and didst set him over the works of thy hands: thou didst put all things in subjection under his feet.” 

Now there is no doubt that Psalm 8 has an application to mankind, to Adam and his progeny. Yet here is an application of primary importance to the incarnate Son of God. In many respects humankind is a lower order of animate creation compared with angels. Lower in authority and in the reflected glory that comes from the presence of God. We see this in connection with Gabriel. Into this order of humanity, with many of its physical limitation, and the ultimate experience of death, came the eternal son of God from heaven. From although He himself was without sin, yet as Paul says to Philippian Church, He became “obedient even unto death, yea, the death of the cross”.

Let us take a few minutes to meditate on the deep significance of Psalm 8, as applied to Christ, as a man, for a while lower than the angels “because of the suffering of death”; yet also, “crowned with glory and honor”. The divine purpose of grace was that “He should taste death for every man”; that the One “for whom are all things”, that is God the Father Himself, might bring many sons to glory, and make the Author of their salvation, the Lord Jesus Christ, perfect, or complete, through suffering. 

To do this, the scripture says, “it became him”, or, “it was fitting”. Why was it fitting for God, or why did it become Him, that His Son should suffer death? The answer is in verse 11, “for both he that sanctfieth and they that are sanctified are all of one: for which cause he is not ashamed to call them brethren”. Having become truly a man, Jesus Christ, Son of God, must complete the work for which He had come by suffering death for His fellow-men.

This is the restoration of fallen man by the redemptive work of Christ on the cross, “bringing many sins unto glory”. In chapter 10, verse 14 we read, “For by one suffering he hath perfected for ever them that are sanctified.” Henceforth redeemed men and women are raised to a position that angels might well admire and revere. The redeemed are united eternally to Christ. He, and they, are now “all of one” as the scripture pus it. It is no coincidence that this is the point at which the Lord introduced that very precious designation of His own, namely “brethren”. 

Having “tasted death” and been made perfect through suffering, the Master chooses to refer to his disciples as “my brethren”. “Go unto my brethren, and say to them ...” were the risen Lord’s words to Mary in the garden of resurrection. Sons brought to glory – my brethren!  What a precious, and indeed exciting, relationship is revealed here! Savor this, you downtrodden Jewish disciples; treasure and appreciate this standing you have in Christ. Has the Old Covenant anything comparable to offer? Is not this something vastly superior? God became man, ‘for us men and for our salvation’, as the old cathechism eloquently expresses it. 

Now verse 14 declares, “Since then the children are sharers in flesh and blood, he also himself in like manner partook of the same; that through death he might bring to naught him that had the power of death, that is, the devil.” Space will not allow reference to each phrase, important as they all are to teaching of the passage. The point of verse 15 concerning the deliverance, or release, of those who though fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage, was of great significance to the Jewish Christians addressed. They certainly understood about the shadowy prospect which death brought to men and women of faith under the Old Covenant. Now, in Christ, to be “absent from the body” is to be “at home with the Lord” (2 Cor.5:8). 

As the Lord Himself had promised, referring to the Church His Body, “the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” – Hades, that uninviting prison house to which death brought Old Testament saints, is no part of the death experience of the Christian. Members of Christ make no acquaintance with such a place of confinement and waiting. Who would not exchange such a comforting hope for the shades of Old Testament prospects?

Finally, in Hebrews chapter 2, it is back to the angels for a farewell reference, where we are reminded that it was not with angels that but with “the seed of Abraham” that Christ was identified in His incarnation; it was not to angels that He was giving aid, as some translators put it, but to men and women in all the dire need of their fallen state.  And what is more, the whole glorious work of salvation had more in view than deliverance from divine judgement.  Another vista was to be opened up for, when “in all things” he had “to be made like unto His brethren”, it was in order: “that he might be a merciful and faithful high priest in things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. For in that he himself hath suffered being tempted, he is able to succour them that are being tempted.”

We can imagine those who received this letter reading, re-reading and pondering these words. As Jews they knew about high priests, and what they had seen of them in their own lifetime would hardly inspire confidence. They also knew a lot about temptation, temptation to go back, temptation to renounce their new faith.  These strong, instructive, encouraging words about the Lord Jesus would surely stiffen their resolve, and help them grasp the truth later expressed in Hebrews 12:2, “looking unto Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith.”
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CHAPTER FOUR: OUR CONFESSION AND REST
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We come now to chapter 3, and part of chapter 4, in our consideration of the epistle to the Hebrews.  There are many “therefore’s” and “wherefore’s” in this epistle and chapter 3 opens with one of these.  This is entirely appropriate since the opening two chapters have presented Christ so perfectly in His full deity and true humanity.  Such a portrayal of the eternal Son of God in His redemptive work of bringing many sons unto glory must contain a challenge.  And here it is: “consider the Apostle and High Priest of our confession, even Jesus.”

The author of Hebrews was about to launch into an extended passage of teaching about the high priestly work of the risen Christ in relation to the people of God in the house of God.  But first, the disciples are reminded of the rounded and complete ministry of Christ as the Apostle, the sent One who has now gone into heaven to accomplish a priestly service for God’s people.  Moreover, the disciples are addressed as “holy brethren, partakers of a heavenly calling”.  The sons brought to glory, and declared by the Lord Jesus to be “my brethren”, are now reminded that holiness must characterize them; their calling is heavenly. And so we move on to a studied comparison between the service of the great Moses who related to God’s house of Old Covenant times and the role of Christ in God’s spiritual house today. 

Christ Jesus, we read in verses 2-6 of
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