
The Better Promises of the New Covenant (Heb. 8.6-13) 
WestminsterReformedChurch.org 
Pastor Ostella 
10-19-2008 

6But as it is, Christ has obtained a ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is 
better, since it is enacted on better promises.  7 For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no 
occasion to look for a second.  8 For he finds fault with them when he says: "Behold, the days are coming, declares the 
Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah, 9 not like the covenant 
that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt. For they did 
not continue in my covenant, and so I showed no concern for them, declares the Lord.  10For this is the covenant that I will 
make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on 
their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  11 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.  12For I will 
be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more."  13In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the 
first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away.   

Introduction 
 We have been following the flow of thought in the book of Hebrews. Along the way, we 
have noticed the use of the word better. (Heb. 6.9, better things…that belong to salvation; 7.19, better 
hope; 7.22, this makes Jesus the guarantor of a better covenant). This better covenant is the new covenant 
and now our writer places it securely on better promises. Thus, our theme for this message is 
“The Better Promises of the New Covenant,” the text is Hebrews 8.6-13, and the outline picks up 
two things, like moving from an outer circle to an inner circle (from a circle to a circle within it). 
Within the outer circle of 8.6-13 there is an inner circle of 8.8-12. Viewing the sections in this 
way yields two points: the argument as a whole (grounding the better covenant on better 
promises) and the argument at its core (absorbing the better promises of the better covenant).  
  
1A. Grounding the better covenant on better promises 
 In 8.1-6, the theme is the excellence of the ministry of Jesus, as the concluding remark in 
verse 6 indicates: But as it is, Christ has obtained a ministry that is… excellent. In typical fashion in this 
book, the writer introduces a new idea in practically the same breath that he concludes a previous 
idea (this fact makes the book a difficult read; knowing it eases the difficulty). Thus, he does not 
simply say that Jesus has an excellent ministry. In saying this, he makes a comparison between 
our Lord’s better ministry and the better covenant Jesus introduces (But as it is, Christ has obtained a 
ministry that is as much more excellent than the old as the covenant he mediates is better, 8.6). We could develop 
this point as another reason to conclude that Jesus is a perfect Savior in His serving (in His 
ministry, 8.1-5); that He is a perfect Savior in His ministry because, additionally, He mediates a 
better covenant. However, we can step forward and discuss the new covenant because the writer 
now grounds the better covenant on better promises (the covenant he mediates is better, since it is enacted 
on better promises, 8.6). We will now have some expansion on the covenant Jesus guarantees (7.22). 
 In effect, he argues in two steps (or by two premises) to the conclusion of 8.13: (In 
speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming obsolete and growing old is ready 
to vanish away). The new covenant is not only better than the first; it replaces it by making it 
obsolete. The two step argument shows why the new is better and thus why it replaces the old. 
 1B. Step one, premise one: faulting the old 
 7 For if that first covenant had been faultless, there would have been no occasion to look for a second.  8 For he finds fault 
with them when he says: "Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will establish a new covenant with the house of 
Israel and with the house of Judah, 9 not like the covenant that I made with their fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to 
bring them out of the land of Egypt. For they did not continue in my covenant, and so I showed no concern for them, declares the 
Lord.  
 To ground the better covenant on better promises, the first step the writer takes is to 
emphasize the fault filled inferiority of the old covenant. The old has fault. That is implicit in the 
superiority of the ministry of Christ if we think of fault in a mild and neutral way along the lines 
of the shadows that must give way to reality. However, there is no wrongful fault in the shadows 
and anticipations that prefigure the coming of Christ. They are inferior as shadowy promises of 
the gospel. Accordingly, OT prophets looked for a replacement of the first covenant, for a second 
covenant that is similar to it but that transcends it. Therefore, we have to grapple with more than 
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one thing here in the notion of superiority and being better. The new covenant is better because 
fulfillment is better than promise and reality is far better than shadows, but the new is also better 
because of the fault that attaches to the people of the old covenant (8.8, he finds fault with them).  
 Listen to the promises the people made when God gave them the old covenant on Mount 
Sinai: Moses went up to God, and the LORD called to him from the mountain and said, "This is what you are to say to the house of 
Jacob and what you are to tell the people of Israel:  4 'You yourselves have seen what I did to Egypt, and how I carried you on eagles' 
wings and brought you to myself.  5 Now if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my treasured 
possession. Although the whole earth is mine,  6 you will be for me a kingdom of priests and a holy nation.' These are the words you 
are to speak to the Israelites."  7 So Moses went back and summoned the elders of the people and set before them all the words the 
LORD had commanded him to speak.  8 The people all responded together, "We will do everything the LORD has said." So Moses 
brought their answer back to the LORD (Ex. 19.3-8). Obeying the Lord and keeping covenant are 
practically synonymous: if you obey me fully and keep my covenant, then out of all nations you will be my 
treasured possession (19.5). The people responded in unison with the firm promise: We will do 
everything the LORD has said (19.8).  
 This action at Mount Sinai introduced an overlap of covenants in the history of 
redemption. Paul calls the promise to Abraham “the covenant” in relation to the Mosaic covenant 
that he calls “the law”; and he tells us that the latter did not set aside the former: The law, introduced 
430 years later, does not set aside the covenant previously established by God and thus do away with the promise 
(Gal. 3.17). In Hebrews, the contrast is between the Mosaic covenant and the new covenant. The 
new covenant is not put in contrast with the promise to Abraham. The writer to the Hebrews tells 
us that the covenant that comes later does “set aside the covenant previously established by 
God.” The new does set aside the old Mosaic system, while it advances the promise to Abraham.  
 In an ultimate sense, promise characterizes the entire OT including the Mosaic 
administration. The very laws of sacrifice, for example, with their legal rigor were gospel signs 
that promised the coming of the final sacrifice. Good news permeated the entire law system. 
However, the Mosaic system of laws had a particular function in redemptive history. To be sure, 
obedience was the way of blessing and disobedience the way of cursing, but keeping the law was 
not a means of justification. It did not save, could not save, and only brought condemnation: Now 
it is evident that no one is justified before God by the law, for "The righteous shall live by faith" (Gal. 3.11). 
Nevertheless, the law is holy and served the purpose of a schoolmaster pointing the way to 
Christ, as Paul teaches in Galatians and Romans: 24 So then, the law was our guardian until Christ came, in 
order that we might be justified by faith.  25 But now that faith has come, we are no longer under a guardian (Gal. 
3.24-25); 12 So the law is holy, and the commandment is holy and righteous and good.  13 Did that which is good, 
then, bring death to me? By no means! It was sin, producing death in me through what is good, in order that sin might 
be shown to be sin, and through the commandment might become sinful beyond measure (Rom. 7.12-13).  
 Therefore, the Lord judged the people of the old covenant because as He said, they did not 
continue in my covenant, and so I showed no concern for them (Heb. 8.9). Showing no concern is a compact 
way of saying that His love for them disappeared giving way to displeasure and wrath. In other 
words, because God is consistent and immutable in His attributes, so, when man changes his 
relationship with God from obedience to disobedience, God’s curse falls upon him instead of His 
blessing.  
 Thus, the fault of the old covenant, that is, the disobedience of the old Israel to that 
covenant led to God’s promise of a new and better covenant on a different foundation.  
 2B. Step two, premise two: speaking of the new 
 The second step in the argument for a better covenant is the citation of Jeremiah that 
speaks of the new covenant. We should note that the new covenant has better promises precisely 
because it presents the solution to the problem of sin in the covenant family: 10For this is the covenant 
that I will make with the house of Israel after those days, declares the Lord: I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on 
their hearts, and I will be their God, and they shall be my people.  11 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.  12For I will be merciful toward their 
iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more" (Heb. 8.8-12).  
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 Therefore, after quoting the OT promise of the new covenant, the writer draws the 
following conclusion: 13 In speaking of a new covenant, he makes the first one obsolete. And what is becoming 
obsolete and growing old is ready to vanish away (8.13). Thus, from Jeremiah’s perspective, what 
becomes obsolete and grows old is about to end; that end has now come in the coming of Christ. 
  
2A. Absorbing the better promises of the better covenant 
 Let us now turn to these promises to absorb them for spiritual nourishment. In the better 
covenant, there is not just the idea of superiority, but “better” also includes the remedy to the 
problem of sin that is threefold: sin plunges man into darkness, alienation, and condemnation. 
Thus, there are three better promises that make the new covenant both new and better. We can 
combine them in a single sentence like this: the new covenant promises an intimate knowledge 
of God (I will put my laws into their minds, and write them on their hearts and… they shall all know me, from the least 
of them to the greatest), mutual ownership (I will be their God, and they shall be my people), and the 
forgiveness of sins (I will be merciful toward their iniquities, and I will remember their sins no more).  
  By asking and answering a number of questions, we will gain some necessary insights 
that will enable us to absorb, embrace, and apply the better promises of the better covenant.   
 1) To whom does God give the promises of the new covenant?   
 From the book of Hebrews, we can assume that the new covenant is for NT Christians. 
Just think of why this comes up in the book: because Jesus is our perfect Savior, He mediates a 
better covenant for us (readers then and now). However, in the prophecy in Jeremiah, God gives 
the new covenant to the descendents of Abraham known in Jeremiah’s day as Israel and Judah 
(Jer. 31.31 quoted in Heb. 8.8, Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I will establish a new 
covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah). Israel consisted of ten tribes to the north and 
Judah consisted of two tribes to the south; in Jeremiah’s day, Israel had already been destroyed 
and the prophet watched Judah fall into Babylonian captivity. 
 Jeremiah 31 is a prophecy and the words to Israel and Judah exemplify prophetic 
metaphor. We must take pains to interpret such metaphor properly. There are some steps that 
lead us in thought from Israel and Judah of the OT to the new Israel (the church) of the NT. First, 
the promise is that Israel and Judah will be brought back from exile among the nations (Jeremiah 
31:8   Behold, I will bring them from the north country and gather them from the farthest parts of the earth, among them 
the blind and the lame, the pregnant woman and her who is in labor, together; a great company, they shall return here). 
Second, from Paul, we know that when Israel is scattered among the nations, she becomes “not 
my people” and equivalent with the nations (Rom. 9.24-26). Thus, when God brings the remnant 
of Israel and Judah back from the nations, He is actually drawing out a remnant of the nations 
(both Jews and Gentiles) because people that are not God’s people become His people. Third, 
likewise, Jesus tells us that the formation of one flock that He will create as the Great Shepherd 
includes both Jews and Gentiles (Jn. 10, “I have other, Gentile sheep, not of this fold”). 
Therefore, we can understand the references to the gathering and keeping of Israel (referring to 
both northern and southern kingdoms) like a shepherd keeping his flock (Jer. 31.10), and we can 
understand the references to the gathering of His people from the farthest parts of the earth (Jer. 
31.8) as references to the new Israel made up of Jews and Gentiles alike. This is important 
biblical theology (it is an important way of understanding salvation in its historical unfolding). 
 “To whom does God give the promises of the new covenant?” He gives the promises to 
Israel made up of Jews and Gentiles; these are promises of a new Israel gathered as a remnant 
from being the nations, from being “not the people of God” to being the people of the living 
God.” In other words, the promise is fulfilled in the church of the NT. 
 2) How can the promises be something new when OT saints had them already? 
 David knew the forgiveness of sins and loved the law. Granted, he said that the 
knowledge of God is “too wonderful for me, it is high I cannot attain unto it.” But this expresses 
the smallness of his true knowledge of God as part of an intimate covenant relationship with 
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God. The contrast here is not saying that no OT saints knew God. Instead, it is saying that the 
nation as a whole was a stubborn and disobedient people that broke covenant with God.  
 What then is new about the new and better covenant? God through Christ will save all 
nations both Jews and Gentiles. He will give them forgiveness of sins, personal fellowship, and 
heartfelt and heart driven obedience to God’s law. Then, all people will know the Lord. 
 3) So, as the new Israel, will every member of the Christian church be saved?  
 The promise is that all will have true knowledge of God (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, Heb. 8.11). Thus, the new covenant with Israel (Israel divided into Israel and Judah, a 
broken stick and a divided flock) promises the salvation of a remnant of Israelites from among 
the nations and this remnant includes Gentiles. The remnant Israel is the remnant world that God 
will save through the work of the Son as high priest after the order of Melchizedek. 
 In other words, the promise here takes in the work of the great high priest in its entirety in 
the saving of the world that comes at the end of history. That salvation is certain; the world will 
be saved in the drawing out of a remnant from those who are “not my people.” It is as Jesus said, 
“I will build my church.” Therefore, in the end, He will build the church and save the world by 
saving Israel and the nations (cf. Jn. 17.20-23). 
 4) Now we have to ask, “How can the writer apply this text to the time between the 
comings?” 
 We cannot miss the reference in the new covenant to the not yet of the kingdom of Christ. 
But the writer is applying the promise to the times and circumstances of his readers. We have to 
recognize the fact of prophetic perspective as well as prophetic metaphor when we read biblical 
prophecies. Therefore, Jesus is building His church composed of Jews and Gentiles by a process 
that constitutes the saving of Israel (Israel and Judah), the saving of Israel and the nations, and, 
ultimately, the saving of the very world. Because it is the coming of the kingdom now in process, 
the visible church has people within it that are not truly of the church (they may go out from us 
because they are not of us, 1 Jn. 2.19). This is parallel to the fact that though all people are in the 
kingdom of Christ now, some are wheat and some are tares. Our Lord’s purpose is to allow both 
to exist within His kingly rule over history until the harvest. Then, He will separate the wheat 
from the tares (and per the parable of the fish net, He will separate the good fish from the bad).  
 5) What is the application for the time between? 
  It is not that no OT saint lived by the law from the heart and now NT saints do so. Rather, 
the point has to be that we have a better way of living by the law from the heart because we have 
Christ as our mediator in the true sanctuary in heaven having accomplished the work of 
redemption. He gives us better understanding of the spirit of the law (as in the Sermon on the 
Mount). He gives us a better fellowship with God in communion with the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit. He gives us a better understanding of what forgiveness means because the punishment 
that we should face has been executed on our Savior once and for all.  
  
Conclusion 
 Everything you have as Christians in the time between is better. You have a perfect 
Savior who has a better ministry on your behalf and you have a new and better covenant based 
on better promises. You are the new Israel and the new world in the making. Therefore, with 
thankful diligence be what God is making you; be what you are. You are seated in the heavenly 
places in Christ, then, live a heavenly minded life for your Savior’s honor and glory. 
 

Let us fall down before the majesty of our God acknowledging our deep need of Jesus Christ, the 
mediator of a new and better covenant enacted on better promises. May the Holy Spirit teach us 
from the storehouse of things new and old, and may He plant our feet firmly on the promises of the 
Father who says, “That soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose, I will never, no never, forsake to its 
foes…that soul I will never, no never, no never forsake.”    


