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8:1- 10:18 CHRIST’S MINISTRY SUPERIOR TO THE OLD TESTAMENT 
MINISTRY  
 

8:1-6 Christ’s more excellent ministry 
  

“Having set forth the superiority of Christ to prophets, angels, Moses, and 

Aaron, the epistle now considers how this leads to the inescapable conclusion that 

Christ as the believer’s high priest performs an incomparably better priestly 

ministry. This ministry operates from a better covenant, in a superior sanctuary, 

and with an offering whose efficacy is beyond question.” (Kent, 145) 

 

8:1 Now the main point in what has been said is this: we have such a 
high priest, who has taken His seat at the right hand of the throne of the 
Majesty in the heavens,   

8:2 a minister in the sanctuary, and in the true tabernacle, which the 
Lord pitched, not man.   

 

These verses form an important link to chapter 7. We have “such a high 

priest,” but we also have a superior offering for sin (8:3-13).  

 

In verses 1 and 2 the greatness of Christ is seen in the position of supreme 

honor He holds at the right hand of the Father. His place of service demonstrates 

His superiority. Christ had been appointed to this position by an oath from God 

(Psa. 110:4).  

 

The implications of His priesthood are fleshed out by calling Him a minister 

in the sanctuary – a term also used for OT priests (Isa. 6:1; Neh. 10:31, etc.). Being 

a minister, He offers intercession (7:25) and “both gifts and sacrifices” (8:3).  

 

The heavenly sanctuary is that which is genuine and represents the true 

state of affairs. The earthly simply foreshadowed it. In the same way, the Aaronic 

priests can only serve in the earthly pattern. Christ serves in the true sanctuary in 

heaven not made with human hands (Heb. 8:4-5; cf. 4:11; 9:23). The sanctuary in 

heaven is said to not be a part of this creation (9:11). 

 
8:3 For every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and 

sacrifices; hence it is necessary that this high priest also have something to 
offer.   

 

Verse 3 further elaborates on the nature of Christ’s ministry. He offers 

both gifts and sacrifices. It has already been pointed out in 5:1 that “every high 

priest taken from among men is appointed on behalf of men in things pertaining to 
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God, in order to offer both gifts and sacrifices for sins.” Without a sacrifice, the 

role of a priest would be empty, for the favor of God upon men can only be obtained 

through sacrifice. This is now repeated to emphasize that what is true of priests in 

general is also true of Christ. What Christ offers has already been stated in 7:27 – 

He offered up Himself once for all. What He means by this is further developed in 

9:11-14 and 10:1-15.  

 

8:4 Now if He were on earth, He would not be a priest at all, since 
there are those who offer the gifts according to the Law;   

 

Since Jesus is not a Levitical high priest, there is no place for Him to 

administer His priestly service on earth.  However, since He is a priest of a 

different order, He must, therefore, function in a different sanctuary. Though the 

priests functioned under the command of God, they did so only for a time and the 

effect of their ministry was limited.  

 

8:5 who serve a copy and shadow of the heavenly things, just as Moses 
was warned by God when he was about to erect the tabernacle; for, "See," He 
says, "that you make all things according to the pattern which was shown you 
on the mountain."   

 

“The tabernacle no doubt is what is meant; and it is called a “model,” or 

likeness, because it emblematically represented, or exhibited things heavenly, and a 

“shadow,” because it was not the substance or the reality.” (Calvin, Commentary on 

Hebrews n. 130) 
 

From the very beginning, the earthly tabernacle was not intended to be an 

end in itself – it was a shadow of a heavenly reality. The first word translated as a 

“copy” (huodeigma - ùpo,deigma) “was used as a moral example of ‘disobedience’ 

(4:11), discipleship (Jn. 13:35), or other matters (Ja. 5:10; II Pet 2:6). But it 

was also employed for the observable shape like a temple (Ezek. 42:15 LXX). 

The second word “shadow” (skia - skia, ) is used here in a temporal sense to 

distinguish a present shadow from a future reality (so 10:1; Col 2:17). That 

this shadow was only a copy of the heavenly reality consigns it to ‘the realm 

of changing and transitory, which has only limited validity because it must 

ultimately pass away’” (O’Brien, 290).  

 
The heavenly sanctuary corresponds to the earthly counterpart. When 

Moses was instructed to build the tabernacle in Exodus 25:40, he was told to follow 

the pattern that was shown him. That is, he wasn’t just following verbal 

instructions; he actually saw something (the Hebrew in Exodus 25:40 is literally 
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“the pattern which you are caused to see” - Bruce, 184 n.28) and then built the 

tabernacle like it. Moses may have seen a “model” that he was to copy, or he may 

have actually seen the dwelling of God. The verbal instructions were commentary on 

what he saw. In any case, if there is a pattern to follow, what was built and what 

was seen are two different things. One is simply a copy of the other. The earthly 

temple was to be a replica of God’s heavenly dwelling place. . . but it was ONLY a 

shadow.  

 

Therefore, though the Levitical priests who served in the tabernacle 

(lateuro - latreu,w) exercised their functions, they had nothing but a shadow and a 

copy that they were working with. It goes without saying that a shadow of 

something is vastly inferior to the reality that it represents. Christ, on the other 

hand, serves in the heavenly temple and therefore has a much better ministry, as 

verse 6 goes on to say.  

 

8:6 But now He has obtained a more excellent ministry, by as much as 
He is also the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted on 
better promises.   

 

The first paragraph concludes with verse 6. Jesus has been given a ministry 

vastly superior to the Levitical priests.  

 

Jesus is also the mediator of a better covenant (Heb. 8:6). A mediator is a 

legal term of one who arbitrates between two parties (Morris, 76; Bruce, 185). 

Jesus is the go-between, or the middle-man who gets the parties together and 

makes the agreement. The covenant He mediates is better than the old, for the 

promises in it are unconditional in nature.  

 

“But now” shows how flawed the idea was that Jesus would not even be a 

high priest, but also draws attention to the time frame – in these last days Jesus 

obtained a more excellent ministry.  

 

The focus now turns to Jesus’ superiority, not just because He is a better 

priest, or because He serves in a better sanctuary, but because He is the mediator 

of a better covenant that has better promises. “A covenant is a binding agreement 

which provides an established basis for interaction between its parties” (O’Brien, 

292). A mediator is an arbitrator or someone who is there to settle disputes. Moses 

was the mediator in Sinai. In Hebrews, however, the covenant is not about mutual 

agreement or a negotiation that needs an arbitrator.  Instead, the covenant is a 

gracious gift from God. So Jesus is not a mediator in the normal sense in Hellenistic 

thought, because the covenant is not in dispute or up for discussion. Jesus is not 

trying to hammer out disagreements between two parties to reach an agreement. 
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Rather, He is the one in whom rests divine authority; He is God’s pledge that the 

covenant will not fail (cf. 9:15; 12:24).  

 

The covenant that Christ guarantees is superior because it is established on 

better promises. The superiority of the covenant is emphasized by the repeated 

“better” and the fact that in both occurrences, it appears in an emphatic position in 

Greek. Furthermore, the passive verb “has been enacted” implies that God is the 

one who has drawn up the covenant.  

 

The Old Covenant given through Moses was primarily legal regulations; by 

contrast, the new covenant includes the presence of God’s Spirit, a new heart, and 

the forgiveness of sins.  

 

8:7-13  The two covenants 
 

8:7 For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been 
no occasion sought for a second.   

 
The fact that God introduced a new covenant reveals that the first covenant 

is flawed. It did not bring people to perfection (7:11). “There would have been no 

occasion sought” is passive and implies that God faulted the old covenant and sought 

a new one (O’Brien, 296). This is supported in the verse that follows which speaks 

of God’s initiative.  

  
The existence of the new covenant proves the inadequacy of the old, for if 

the Mosaic covenant was sufficient, a new one would not be needed (see 7;11 for a 

similar argument).  

 

The old covenant was faulty in that it was not written in people’s hearts, it 

did not have within it the Holy Spirit to empower, nor did all under it truly believe 

(cf notes on 8:10 ff.). 

 

 For those reasons, a new covenant was needed. 

 

NOTE: In order to clearly understand what is being said, it is important to 

see how the different biblical covenants relate to each other. The Davidic and new 

covenant are elaborations of provisions of the Abrahamic Covenant and, therefore, 

partake of the eternal nature of the Abrahamic Covenant. But the Mosaic Covenant 

(the law given by Moses in Genesis- Deuteronomy) was temporal – it was added to 

provide structure and conditions for the temporal enjoyment of the Abrahamic 

Covenant by God’s people until the final provision of salvation came in Christ. It 
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therefore, was not eternal in nature and as Hebrews 8:13 says, “whatever is 

becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear.” 

 

The enjoyment of the Abrahamic Covenant was conditioned upon living a 

righteous life, but the ability to do that was not fully provided for by the law of 

Moses.  The law was useless and weak in making things perfect (7:18, 19). Because 

men could not live righteously under the Mosaic Covenant, they could not bring the 

Abrahamic promises to perfection (Heb 10:1-18). As 8:7 says, “If that first 

covenant (the Mosaic Covenant – Jer 31:32; cf Heb 8:9) had been faultless, there 

would have been no occasion sought for a second (the new covenant)..” Therefore, 

something else was needed.  

 

Righteousness WITH GOD is provided for by justification through faith 

(which Abraham and others had); true righteousness OF LIFE is only produced by 

the indwelling Spirit in the new covenant (Ezek. 36:27 - "And I will put My Spirit 

within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you will be careful to observe 

My ordinances.).  

 

8:8 “But God found fault with the people and said: "The time is coming, 
declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel 
and with the house of Judah.”  
 

 The faultiness of the Mosaic law was not that God gave bad commands, but 

that the people had bad hearts and the law could do nothing to change them. The 

law could demand obedience, but could not inspire or empower it. So the law was 

weak; it had its faults. But the people were also weak in that they could not obey 

the law without divine intervention. 

 

Deuteronomy 29:4 is instructive. There Moses is speaking after reflecting 

on over forty years of rebellion in the wilderness and he says: "To this day the 

LORD has not given you a heart to know, nor eyes to see, nor ears to hear." 

 

This new covenant was actually announced under Jeremiah the prophet (Jer. 

31:31-34). At the time he received it the nation was split. The northern kingdom 

(Israel) was ravaged by Assyria and in exile, and the southern kingdom (Judah) was 

about to fall to Babylon. Jeremiah 30-33 was a section of hope that was offered to 

the Jews in exile and is clearly prophetic as the phrase “the time is coming” 
indicates. They were to serve God and David their king (Jer. 30:9 – a reference to 

David’s greater Son).  Sorrow would be replaced with joy: "Then the virgin shall 

rejoice in the dance, And the young men and the old, together, For I will turn their 

mourning into joy, And will comfort them, and give them joy for their sorrow. And I 
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will fill the soul of the priests with abundance, And My people shall be satisfied 

with My goodness," declares the LORD.” (Jer. 31:13-14)  

 

Under the new covenant (Heb. 8:8, cf. Jer. 31:31) the nation would be 

reunited. Both Israel and Judah would be regathered into the land (Jer. 30:1-3) and 

their homeland rebuilt (Jer. 30:17-18) after the tribulation period (Jer. 30:16 

“Jacob’s trouble”) when all their enemies are destroyed (Jer. 30:16). The new 

covenant would bring spiritual transformation nationally and individually. 

 

This covenant would not be like the one established by Moses at Sinai. 

 

8:9 Not like the covenant which I made with their fathers On the day 
when I took them by the hand To lead them out of the land of Egypt; For 
they did not continue in My covenant, And I did not care for them, says the 
Lord.   

 

The ratification of the old covenant was recorded in Exodus 24:1-8 and 

mentioned in Hebrews 9:18-20.  When God “took them by the hand” He acted 

powerfully and beneficially on Israel’s behalf to deliver them from slavery in Egypt. 

The same word was used of Christ who took hold of His followers (2:16 –

epilambanetai - evpilamba,netai – to take hold of, seize, translated as “give help” by 

most versions).  

 

Because the covenant with Moses was based upon the people’s obedience to 

it, when they failed to keep it, God withdrew. The new covenant would be different. 

It would be better. 

 
8:10 "For this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel 

After those days, says the Lord: I will put My laws into their minds, And I 
will write them upon their hearts. And I will be their God, And they shall be 
My people.   

 

1) First, the new covenant is better because it would be written in the 

people’s minds and hearts.  

 

The law of Moses consisted of external rules that people were to comply 

with (Ex. 32:15-16). When the law was first given to the nation, the people replied. 

“All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient!" (Exo. 24:7), but 

it didn’t take long for them to rebel against it. The law brought about a degree of 

external conformity, but it did not create an inward desire to obey. In the new 

covenant, people would be so transformed that they would desire to obey God and 
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the law would be internalized. God Himself would write the law in people’s hearts 

and minds. 

 

In essence, the difference is regeneration.  

 

The same promise is found in Ezekiel 11:19-20: "And I shall give them one 

heart, and shall put a new spirit within them. And I shall take the heart of stone 

out of their flesh and give them a heart of flesh, that they may walk in My statutes 

and keep My ordinances, and do them. Then they will be My people, and I shall be 

their God.” And Ezekiel 36:26-27:  “I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit 

within you; I will take the heart of stone out of your flesh and give you a heart of 

flesh. I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My statutes, and you 

will keep My judgments and do them.” 

 

2) Second, the new covenant is better because all who are under it enter 

into a true relationship with God.  

 

In the Old Testament God made His covenant with Israel, a nation which 

consisted of both believers and unbelievers. The old covenant could instruct people 

how to have a relationship with God, but it couldn’t give people the experience. 

Hebrews 3 reviewed how God had shown His power in Moses’ day, yet the people 

were said to have never known His ways (3:9-10). The new covenant guarantees that 

those under it believe. God said, “I will be their God, and they will be my people.” 
 

Though this is similar to statements in the Old Testament (Exo. 6:7; 29:45; 

Lev. 26:12; Deut. 26:17-18), it is fulfilled in a fresh way under the new covenant (II 

Cor. 6:16; Rev 21:3). 

 

Hosea also said, “. . . For you are not My people, And I will not be your God. . . 

Then I will sow her for Myself in the earth, And I will have mercy on her who had 

not obtained mercy; Then I will say to those who were not My people, 'You are My 

people!' And they shall say, 'You are my God!' " (Hosea 1:9; 2:23)  

 

3) Third, the new covenant is better because all who participate in it have 

the same knowledge of God uniformly distributed to them. 

 

8:11 "And they shall not teach everyone his fellow citizen, And everyone 
his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' For all shall know Me, From the least to 
the greatest of them. (Jer. 31:34a) 

 

Knowledge of God varied from person to person in the old covenant. Some 

had access to more revelation than others. Still others did not know Him at all (cf. 
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Heb. 3:7-13). In the new covenant this knowledge will be implanted in everyone’s 

hearts and the Holy Spirit will guide each man alike. No one will have to exhort his 

brother to know the Lord, for all will know Him.  

 

The fact that they didn’t need to be taught didn’t mean that teachers would 

not be needed, but a teacher’s role would be to clarify and unfold truth for people 

who already knew God.   

 

4) Lastly, the new covenant is better because all who enter into it will be 

completely forgiven.  

 

Every believer under the new covenant is able to approach God in a direct 

way because he has a High Priest who makes this possible (4:14; 7:25; 10:19-22; 

12:22-24).  

 

8:12 "For I will be merciful to their iniquities, And I will remember 
their sins no more."  (Jer. 31:34b) 

 

Though forgiveness took place through the sacrifices (Mic. 7:18ff.; Exo. 

34:6ff.), now forgiveness of sins is written into the very terms of the covenant in 

the most unqualified fashion (Bruce, 192).  

 

To “remember” in Hebrew was not just a mental effort, it involved action. 

When people remember their sins, they either repent and forsake them (Deut. 9:7), 

or continue to persist in them (Ezek. 23:19). When God “remembers,” He does 

something to the advantage or disadvantage of the person remembered (Bruce, 

192). When Cornelius prayed, God heard his prayers and acted on his behalf 

bringing salvation to him and his household (Acts 10:4, 31; 11:13ff.). In Acts 4:31 it 

says, “Cornelius, your prayer has been heard, and your alms are remembered in the 

sight of God.” On the other hand, when God remembered the sins of Babylon, He 

gave her “the cup of the wine of the fierceness of His wrath.” (Rev. 16:19; cf.18:5). 

Under the new covenant, God gives complete and continual pardon. He remembers 

our sins no more. 

 

Though there were similarities between the old and new covenants, the new 

covenant was formed on better promises (8:6). God empowers people, assuring that 

they will follow His will; knowledge of God is readily accessible, and forgiveness 

requires no other sacrifice.  

 

 The conclusion is then drawn from the terminology of Jeremiah: 
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8:13 When He said, "A new covenant," He has made the first obsolete. 
But whatever is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to disappear. 
 

The old covenant was already called “old” by Jeremiah about 600 years 

before Hebrews was written so the readers should feel comfortable knowing that it 

is superseded.  

 

[For the relationship of the church to the new covenant see appendix 3.] 

 


