The Better Deal

November 13, 2016

Part Ten of Greater Than: Lessons from the Book of Hebrews

by Dr. Scott F. Heine

Recap
This autumn, we’ve been exploring the New Testament
letter to the Hebrews together. Along the way, as we’ve
explored new themes and topics raised in the letter, I’ve
been trying to offer something of a recap each week just to
make sure we’re all on the same page.
In the interest of not becoming too repetitive, I thought
I’d let you recap some of the major things we’ve learned from
the letter so far. We know that the main purpose of the letter
to the Hebrews was to persuade new Jewish believers to
remain strong in their faith and not return to the bondage of
the rules and rituals of their old religion. Over and over
again the letter to the Hebrews demonstrates that Christ is
greater than everything they once relied upon.
1. Which of the following is Christ greater than
(according to the letter)?
A. Prophets
B. Angels
C. Moses
D. All of the above
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Okay. An obvious summary question, I admit. The
reality is that Christ is greater than anyone and anything.
Those are just some of the first examples mentioned in the
letter to the Hebrews.
Let’s try another:
2. What are some of the reasons the letter to the
Hebrews mentions regarding why Jesus is greater
than anyone or anything else in which we might
place our faith?
A. He is the perfect revelation of the heart and
character of God
B. He is the Son, not a servant
C. All things exist by him and for him
D. All of the above
What? These are too obvious? That’s actually kind of the
point Hebrews is making. For anyone who is pursuing God
and who has discovered the love and grace of Christ, it
should be obvious. Why go back to a system of Law and
endless sacrifices and an impossibly long list of do’s & don’ts
when we can be swept up in an intimate relationship with
Christ? When he becomes our very life and guides us day-today? When he sets us free from all our striving?
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Of course, the letter includes several severe warnings to
the Hebrews about moving backward from Christ and
returning to the Law. They’re warnings designed to shock
and motivate believers to staying strong in their faith and
committed to Christ, even in the face of suffering and
rejection.
3. According to Hebrews, what is the consequence of
knowingly & willfully abandoning faith in Christ?
A. It is impossible for those who have fallen
away to be restored to repentance
B. There is no sacrifice remaining if we
deliberately keep on sinning after knowing
the truth
C. Fearful judgment and a fury of consuming
fire awaits God’s adversaries
D. All of the above
Hmm. I’m starting to detect a pattern here. 
Remember that there are 5 warnings in Hebrews, and
each one is increasingly severe. But the goal of these
warnings is not to drag us into an intellectual trap of trying
to figure how much sin we can get away with before we face
any risk of severing our relationship with God (if that’s even
possible), but rather to spur us forward in the pursuit of an
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ever-deepening relationship with God so that we won’t
worry about such consequences.
Okay, one more, based on our last time together in the
book of Hebrews:
4. Pastor Scott encourages which theological position
for us at Hope?
A. Calvinism, focusing on God’s grace,
predestination, and eternal security
B. Arminianism/Wesleyanism, focusing on
God’s love, universal invitation, and free will
C. None of the above
D. All of the above
Yeah. I was a bit surprised by the feedback I received
after we explored some conflicting theological opinions
about the implications of the warnings of the letter to the
Hebrews.


I discovered that some people who have already chosen
a more Calvinist or Reformed understanding of the
doctrine of election heard me basically promoting
Calvinism, predestination, and eternal security.
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Meanwhile, those who already lean more Wesleyan
heard me promoting their emphasis of free will,
personal responsibility, and the possibility of apostasy.

The truth is that I’m not really big on embracing
theological labels, because once you’re identified as holding
a certain position people assume you’ve embraced all the
logic associated with that position. Instead, I like the ancient
quote (Chrysostom? Augustine? Who knows?):
In essentials, unity.
In non-essentials, liberty & charity.
In all things, love. In all things, Christ.
If our discussion of theological ideas and implications
draws us closer together and into a deeper pursuit of God’s
Word and a knowledge of Christ, I’m content.
Besides, the actual answer to the question of where I
stand on the debate of irresistible grace and free will,
predestined election and personal responsibility, or eternal
security or apostasy is pretty simple: I appreciate the
“mystery,” as the New Testament frequently calls it. I’m a
“both and” kind of guy instead of an “either or” person. The
older I get, the more I study, the more I’ve come to know
how much I really don’t know. And I’m okay with that. 
To borrow a phrase from Hebrews…
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And so, God willing, we will move forward to
further understanding. (Hebrews 6:3 NLT)

Greater Than the Old Priesthood
So one of the big subjects in the letter to the Hebrews
has to do with how Jesus is greater than the priests that the
Jews had been trusting to represent them before God. (We
actually talked about this a few weeks ago on October 16.)
In the old days, a prophet would represent God to the
people, and a priest would represent the people to God. The
priests inherited their role as members of the Hebrew tribe
of Levi and as descendants of the household of Aaron, the
brother of Moses. The whole role of the priest was part of
the Old Covenant.
But Hebrews points out that we no longer need that
priesthood, because…
[Jesus became] our merciful and faithful High Priest
before God. Then he could offer a sacrifice that
would take away the sins of the people. (Hebrews
2:17 NLT)
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Jesus didn’t inherit his role as priest because of his
tribal ancestry. He isn’t even part of the tribe of Levi; he is
part of Judah. But…
God designated him to be a High Priest in the order
of Melchizedek. (Hebrews 5:10 NLT)
Melchizedek, the priest mentioned in Genesis long
before the Old Covenant of Moses was established, the king
of Salem (or, literally, the king of peace), the forerunner of
Christ in his timelessness & royalty & priesthood. The letter
to the Hebrews spends all of the 7th chapter reviewing how
we no longer need any human priest to represent us before
God, because we have been extended an invitation to come
to God directly. Christ is greater than every other human
claim to priesthood, and Christ himself is the only priest
we’ll ever need.
He is the kind of high priest we need because he is
holy and blameless, unstained by sin. He has been
set apart from sinners and has been given the
highest place of honor in heaven. (Hebrews 7:26 NLT)

Away With the Old
And because of this, Hebrews says…
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This makes Jesus the guarantor of a better
covenant. (Hebrews 7:22 ESV)
Here is the main point: We have a High Priest who
sat down in the place of honor beside the throne of
the majestic God in heaven. (Hebrews 8:1 NLT)
There he ministers in the heavenly Tabernacle, the
true place of worship that was built by the Lord and
not by human hands. (Hebrews 8:2 NLT)
(We’re told in this passage that the whole system of
worship under the Old Covenant — under the rules and
rituals of the Law given to Moses — is but a “shadow” or a
“copy” of the greater, truer worship that transcends time and
space in heaven. Why settle for the copy when Jesus has
invited us to join him in the greater truth?)
Jesus, our High Priest, has been given a ministry
that is far superior to the old priesthood, for he is
the one who mediates for us a far better covenant
with God, based on better promises. (Hebrews 8:6 NLT)
If the first covenant had been faultless, there would
have been no need for a second covenant to
replace it. (Hebrews 8:7 NLT)
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So the letter of Hebrews describes Jesus as both…
Jesus the guarantor of a better covenant (Hebrews 7:22)
He is the mediator for us of a far better covenant
(Hebrews 8:6 NLT)

He’s the one who makes the New Covenant possible for
us, and he’s the one who guarantees it for us. A New
Covenant, one that is consistently described as “a better
covenant,” because the first one was faulty. (Literally, it was
“found lacking.”) Because…
The former commandment is set aside because of
its weakness and uselessness (for the law made
nothing perfect); but on the other hand, a better
hope is introduced, through which we draw near to
God. (Hebrews 7:18–19 ESV)
I realize we talk about this a lot here at Hope, but it’s
hugely important that we understand why we celebrate a
faith that is not based on a list of rules and behaviors to
govern our decisions.
Consider this example. Let’s make me the supreme
authority of all life and justice for just a moment. I’m
“playing god” for this example.
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If I establish a moral rule, then I’m also establishing a
standard by which people can be found guilty. For example,
if I create a law that says it is evil for anyone to wear the
color blue, suddenly everyone who is wearing blue this
morning becomes guilty. Prior to the rule, it didn’t matter
what color you were wearing. But not anymore. And if I say
the law against blue clothing is timeless, then anyone who
has ever worn blue is guilty. Even if you never wear blue
again for the rest of your life, it’s too late. At some point you
wore blue, so you’re guilty forever. And if, when you were
born, your parents wrapped you in a blue blanket, then
you’ve been guilty since the moment you entered this world.
It’s hopeless for you.
But because I’m a merciful and benevolent being who
wants to be friends with you, I don’t want you to be guilty.
We can’t do anything about the fact that you’ve worn blue.
It’s too late. So I create a new law that says for every single
article of blue clothing you wear, or ever will wear, or ever
have worn, you can bring me a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup
and I will wipe away the record of your wearing blue. I will
gladly accept your sacrifice of Reese’s and restore your
innocence… at least, until you wear your favorite pair of blue
socks again. Then you’ll have to bring me more Reese’s.
Suddenly we have a problem. On the one hand, you’ve
discovered how easy it is to get away with wearing blue.
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You’ve figured out the loophole in my system of rules. You
just buy a big ol’ bag of Reese’s and drop a handful off at my
house every week. So my law — which was designed to keep
you from wearing blue — isn’t really eliminating blue
clothing from the world. It’s just making me fat on Reese’s,
which was never my goal.
Moreover, even if you appease me with enough Reese’s,
we’re really only acting out a drama. I’m declaring you
innocent of wearing blue, but we both know that you’ve
worn blue. You’re legally innocent, but you’re not really
innocent.
My laws can’t fix you. They can’t perfect you and
complete you in innocence.
For the law never made anything perfect. (Hebrews
7:19 NLT)

Thankfully, you’re not bound by my ridiculous law
against wearing blue clothing, and I don’t have the power to
make you innocent no matter how many Reese’s Peanut
Butter Cups you might sacrifice to me.
In the same way, because of Christ, we’re not bound to
the Old Covenant’s system of rules and sacrifices any more.
It’s not that God’s moral instructions of the Law are
meaningless. When God says, “You shall not murder,” that’s a
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good thing. “Don’t steal. Tell the truth.” Those are good rules.
The whole dietary instructions about not feeding ourselves
with the bottom-feeders of the food chain as an illustration
of the value of human life, that’s a good illustration.
But the rules never really made us righteous. So Christ
has brought us a New Covenant.
For sin will have no dominion over you, since you
are not under law but under grace. (Romans 6:14 ESV)
Now we are released from the law, having died to
that which held us captive, so that we serve in the
new way of the Spirit and not in the old way of the
written code. (Romans 7:6 ESV)
No one can be made right with God by trying to
keep the law. For the Scriptures say, “It is through
faith that a righteous person has life.” (Galatians 3:11 NLT)

In with the New
So, the letter to the Hebrews tells us,
For if that first covenant had been faultless, there
would have been no occasion to look for a second.
(Hebrews 8:7 ESV)
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But because the Old Covenant could not make us truly
innocent, God declares:
“The day is coming,” says the LORD, “when I will
make a new covenant with the people of Israel and
Judah.” (Hebrews 8:8 NLT)
The author of Hebrews begins quoting from the Old
Testament book of Jeremiah — a promise God made while
that Old Covenant was still in effect. God promised a New
Covenant.
“This covenant will not be like the one I made with
their ancestors when I took them by the hand and
led them out of the land of Egypt.” (Hebrews 8:9 NLT)
That generation of Hebrews — those who experienced
firsthand the miracles of the Exodus, who witnessed the
plagues of God’s judgment upon the Egyptians, who walked
on dry land across the Red Sea, who were led by a towering
cloud and a pillar of fire guiding them through the
wilderness — the generation of Hebrews who should have
been the most likely to fully embrace the righteousness
instructed by the Old Covenant…
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“They did not remain faithful to my covenant, so I
turned my back on them,” says the LORD. (Hebrews
8:9 NLT)

Or, literally, “I no longer regarded them.” In fact, the
book of Jeremiah where this is quoted from adds more
detail:
For I solemnly warned your ancestors when I
brought them out of Egypt, “Obey me!” I have
repeated this warning over and over to this day, but
your ancestors did not listen or even pay attention.
(Jeremiah 11:7–8 NLT)

Instead, they stubbornly followed their own evil
desires. And because they refused to obey, I
brought upon them all the curses described in this
covenant. (Jeremiah 11:7–8 NLT)
Therefore, this is what the LORD says: I am going to
bring calamity upon them, and they will not escape.
Though they beg for mercy, I will not listen to their
cries. (Jeremiah 11:11 NLT)
They chose to live apart from the Covenant, so God
responded to them with the judgment they deserve rather
than the mercy they rejected.
Page 14 of 21

But he did not leave the Hebrews without hope. God
may have explained his judgment through the prophet
Jeremiah, but he also declared his promise through
Jeremiah.
“The day is coming,” says the LORD, “when I will
make a new covenant…” (Jeremiah 31:31 NLT)
And that’s the promise that is being explained in the
New Testament letter to the Hebrews.
“This is the new covenant I will make with the
people of Israel on that day,” says the LORD: “I will
put my laws in their minds, and I will write them on
their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my
people.” (Hebrews 8:10 NLT)

In Minds & Hearts
Notice where we’ll find a record of this New Covenant.
It’s not inscribed on tablets of stone. It’s not found in some
sort of governing document, constitution, or bylaws. It’s not
inked into a published code of conduct.
No, the New Covenant is established by God within his
people. In our minds — the way we think. In our hearts —
the motives that drive us.
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And this drives some Christians nuts. There are a lot
people who are either wired or have been trained to be
“religious” in their way of thinking. They seek some kind of
external, objective “to do” list. The “rules” are how they feel
good about themselves, or feel ashamed of their mistakes, or
feel smug in their judging of others.
But God has set us free from memorizing the rules.
Instead, he beckons us to simply know him more. Because
the more intimate our knowledge and experience of God
becomes, the more we reflect who he is in the choices that
we make.
You see, the New Covenant doesn’t disregard
righteousness in favor of some kind of emotional mumbojumbo of “feeling close to God.” Instead, the New Covenant
leads us to a closeness with God that naturally reveals itself
in our righteousness.
I remember growing up in church and not quite
understanding this. Being a performance-driven person, I
was seeking to achieve things in life. I wanted something
external, something objective, by which I could measure
success. So I studied the Bible in order to know the message.
And it wasn’t until I matured and had a bit more “life under
my belt” that I realized I must study the Bible in order to
know the Author.
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I need to know God’s desires as a reflection of knowing
him. And, knowing his desires, I need to live them out. The
very “word” of God isn’t simply a message; it’s a “revealing”
of God. A λόγος [lógos]. And as I learn and understand God
being revealed to me, the experience is transforming.
…Humbly accept the word God has planted in your
hearts, for it has the power to save your souls. (James
1:21 NLT)

Your new life will last forever because it comes
from the eternal, living word of God. (1 Peter 1:23 NLT)
The “living word.” The revealing of God that is more
than some external message, more than can be printed on
paper or carved in store. The revealing of God — his passion,
his purpose, his purity, his priorities — a true knowing of the
living, relevant, present, life-changing revelation of all of
who God is in my mind and heart. This is where God has
placed his New Covenant.

Forever Bonded
And the results of this New Covenant aren’t measured
in some kind of external experience. The idea that “good
things happen to good people & bad things happen to bad
people” is absurd. It’s not like if I obey a list of rules and
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carry out all the ceremonies of a religion then I can expect
happiness, or healthiness, or prosperity.
No, the results of the New Covenant — an ever-growing
knowledge of the living Word of God established in my
thinking and my motivations, my heart and my mind —
those results are seen in an intimate, eternal bond with the
Creator who loves us.
I will put my laws in their minds, and I will write
them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they
will be my people. (Hebrews 8:10 NLT)
This bonding with God is the same promise that’s
always been offered with his covenants, because it reflects
his greatest desire for us.
Back in the days of Moses, God offered this:
I will claim you as my own people, and I will be your
God. Then you will know that I am the LORD your
God who has freed you… (Exodus 6:7 NLT)
When God provided the Law of the Old Covenant, he
extended this opportunity:
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I will walk among you; I will be your God, and you
will be my people. (Leviticus 26:12 NLT)
But in the New Covenant, instead of merely drawing
close to God, he draws close to us. In fact, he takes up
residence in us. All of who God is becomes expressed in the
core of who we are and the life that we experience.
We are the temple * of the living God. As God said:
“I will live in them and walk among them. I will be
their God, and they will be my people.” (2 Corinthians
6:16 NLT)

* Literally, the “dwelling place” of the living God.
And this is the same promise that God establishes with
his people forever, beyond the confines of time and space,
after history has reached its conclusion and the new heavens
and new earth become our home forever.
Look, God’s home is now among his people! He will
live with them, and they will be his people. God
himself will be with them. (Revelation 21:3 NLT)
He will wipe every tear from their eyes, and there
will be no more death or sorrow or crying or pain.
All these things are gone forever. (Revelation 21:4 NLT)
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And the one sitting on the throne said, “Look, I am
making everything new! …What I tell you is
trustworthy and true.” (Revelation 21:5–6 NLT)

Pursue the New
So, once again, I realize there’s something almost cliché
about this message, spoken once again by the same old
pastor in the same place most of us gather at the same time
every week.
God loves you. God desires you. God doesn’t want you to
be stuck in an endless, hopeless loop of striving to make
things right with him by following some kind of religious
code.
God sets us free in the context of a New Covenant,
written with his blood, carved into the way with think,
inscribed on our hearts and motivations and desires.
We’re not bound to accomplishing some task. Instead,
we’re bound to pursuing relationship — an intimacy with
our Creator that results in a totally different way of thinking
and living.


We sing a new song.



We stand redeemed and made new.
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We who were far away are brought near.



We are reconciled to God not by Law, but by love.
Let’s pray.

PRAYER • SONG: New Song We Sing
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