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Eschatological Doxology or Doxological Eschatology: The New Covenant and Worship in
Hebrews 8-10
Time present and time past
Are both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past.1

Contrary to many interpreters of the book of Hebrews, Geerhardus Vos brought the focus
of the book from the priesthood of Christ to the idea of the covenant.2 Not only did he see it as
the “linchpin [of] the work’s structure,”3 but he believed it to be eschatological in its revelation
rather than soteriological; that the New Covenant fully reveals that the eschatological age is now
upon us and that the final act of God’s dealings with humans is now put on display.4 In fact, he
goes on to say that the Old Covenant is the same in substance as the New, and that there existed
a “transcendental bond” between the two where the Old Covenant participated in the New
Covenant, and the New Covenant was in effect even in the Old Covenant.5 Using language from
the epistle, Vos states that “the shadow is a shadow not of something that comes after, but of
something that lies above.”6
However, is it merely eschatological? If it is eschatological more than soteriological, this
paper makes the claim that it is eschatological insofar as it is doxological. The New Covenant, as
it is presented in Heb 8-10, is a fulfillment of our worship to the living God as it ushers in the last
days. We will first give a brief summary of the preceding verses in Heb 7 and the opening verses
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of Heb 8, we will then briefly explore the question of how the old covenant was not ἄµεµπτος
(without fault), we will then explore how Christ’s death is described in Heb 9:1-14, and finally
we will see how the Day of Atonement is of specific interest for the passage in question.
Context
In the New Testament, the idea of the New Covenant is given its clearest exposition
within the book of Hebrews, specifically within chapters 8-10. While the apostle Paul explicitly
mentions it only twice in I Cor 11:25 and II Cor 3:6, the author of Hebrews makes it the capstone
of his argumentation.7 The Greek word beginning chapter 8, “Κεφάλαιον,” makes plain that
these chapters are the main point, the “summa” of all the arguments rising up to it;8 it stands as
the peak of the logical progression for the preceding verses.9 Yet it also presents a quandary as to
what exactly is “new” with the New Covenant.
As the author of Hebrews seeks to unfold how exactly Jesus is “the guarantor of a better
covenant (κρείττονος διαθήκης)” (Heb 7:22), he places the entire discussion in the proceeding
section, Heb 8-10, within the realm of the sacrificial priestly system.10 After connecting
Melchizedek and Christ, the high priest who “holds his priesthood permanently” (Heb 7:24), he
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uncovers exactly how Christ is our high priest, and how this new high priest “enacts”
(νενοµοθέτηται) a new covenant on better promises (Heb 8:6).11 The promise is found all the
way back in Jeremiah 31:31-34 which the author finds as the basis for his claim of the “new
covenant.” The promise was not a new thing altogether in that it sprung suddenly from the mind
of God as a sort of “option B.” The new covenant was something that had been in the historical
pipeline since God had made his first promise to Abraham.12 We must be careful, however, to
not fall into the trap that somehow this new covenant gave different promises. They were the
same promises given, only in a new and more sure form. Calvin makes the distinction that this
“comparison made by the Apostles refers to the form rather than to the substance; for though
God promised to them the same salvation which he at this day promises to us, yet neither the
manner nor the character of the revelation is the same or equal to what we enjoy.”13 It is a “reordering” of the divine-human relationship, where Christ now stands as the high priest and
mediator and the promises stand beneath him,14 but it is not a new ordering in the sense that it
stems from other promises. “The Epistle to the Hebrews,” says Jeong Koo Jeon, “attests to the
fact that the New Covenant is the realization of the promise par excellence.”15
The Fault of the Old Covenant
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Before we can say that the New Covenant transforms our worship, we must first wonder
why Hebrews 8:7 seems to suggest that there was something wrong with the old covenant. Was
there fault in the old covenant? Was the need for a new covenant grounded in an inherent fault?
It would be easy to say “yes” were it not for 8:8a: “µεµφόµενος γὰρ αὐτοὺς λέγει”. The plural
accusative masculine article “αὐτοὺς” translates to: “For he finds fault with them when he says:”.
There is something of a text-critical issue here. There are a number of manuscripts which witness
to the use of “αὐτοις” rather than “αὐτοὺς.” Richard Hays believes this variance is enough to
change the meaning of the text “For he finds fault (with it) when he says to them”,16 however,
Paul Ellingworth is surely right when he notes the correction merely to be a later scribe to take
the dative with λέγει and thus, “There is no difference in meaning.”17 It is not the first covenant
that is ἄµεµπτος, as if it itself was judged as wrong or at fault; it is the Israelites, αὐτοὺς, who are
deemed as having transgressed the covenant. It was not fault with the Old Covenant, per se, but it
was an act of condemnation on the people of Israel who had broken the covenant with God.18
There is, then, the need for a “new covenant.” It is because of this that we can disagree with such
statements as the old covenant being “defective.”19 It is not that it is defective, but that it is
ineffective.20 Later on in Heb 9:9-10 and 10:1 the reader will find out that the old covenant
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arrangement of yearly and daily cultic sacrifices were never meant to take away sin. The old
covenant was merely “a shadow of the good things to come.”21
The first chapter of our survey then contains two aspects of the new covenant, first, it is
mediated by Christ, and second, it is founded on better promises which reach back into the Old
Testament, even into the very plan of God, and now makes obsolete the system of the old
covenant. This does not mean that the new covenant is different in substance from the old, nor
does it mean that the old covenant was inherently flawed. The “better”-ness of the promise and
covenant which Christ now mediates is found in their eternality: “The eternal world has become
actual in them.”22 All that has been displayed is that the new covenant now stands as the pinnacle
of biblical revelation.
The Death of Christ in the New Covenant
At the outset of this summary section, the author of Hebrews begins his point by
grounding Christ’s work and covenant not only in the priesthood, but also in the tabernacle.
Moses built it as a “copy and shadow of heavenly things,” (Heb 8:5) but Christ operates in the
heavenly tabernacle (Heb 9:11).23 As John Kleinig notes, the author does not follow Heb 8 with a
discussion of Jeremiah’s prophecy just given, but instead he goes back to the tabernacle language
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found in those opening verses of ch. 8.24 In this second discussion of the tabernacle, the author
points out that “even the first covenant had regulations for worship and an earthly place of
holiness.” The placement may seem strange, but this seems to be due to the translation of καὶ as
“even” in the ESV. “Even” in this context would seem to place emphasis on the old covenant to
lead to a translation such as “even an old, ineffective covenant had regulations…how much more
so a new covenant.” Much more likely is the translation of καὶ as “too/also”25—“the first one,
then, also has”—leading the reader to see that these ordinances and regulations for worship have
also been abrogated with the advent of the new covenant.26 There is also a highlight of the
continuity between these two covenants as shown in the following verses. The old as well as the
new had the presence of God. What is unique about the new is the condition and ability for
access to the presence of God.
The conversation about the tabernacle quickly turns toward the work and offering of the
priests. The priests attend “regularly [in] the first section” where the rituals take place, but they
can only go into the second section “but once a year, and not without taking blood,” (Heb 9:6-7).
Though the people toiled in ritual day-after-day, the opportunity to come into the presence of
God was offered only on the Day of Atonement. And even on that day, the author makes clear in
the following verse, the access was not true access. “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.”27 Why?
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Because those sacrifices and regulations of the old can and could never make perfect “the
conscience of the worshipper.” With this statement, the author of Hebrews makes clear that the
concern of the people of Israel—both priest and laity—was the cleansing of their consciences
before God.28 Both of these things, then, a perfected conscience and clear access will be made
available by the new covenant: the people will be “set free from the burden of unforgiven sins,”
and they will be “renewed in faith and sincerity towards God.”29
As the old covenant was based on daily and insufficient work, the new covenant is based
on the once-for-all perfective work of Christ which secures for us an “eternal redemption” (Heb
9:12). This work is described by the author as his entrance first, “as a high priest of the good
things that have come,” and “then through the greater and more perfect tent” (Heb 9:11). There
is a double-motion in the work of Christ, first is his appearance and then his entrance into the
heavenly tabernacle. The stark nature of the first clause is found by numerous other manuscripts
which contain “the good things which will come” instead.30 However, going with the text given
in the ESV, this points to the eschatological blessings of the New covenant coming in the person
of Christ, and then sealed for us when he entered the heavenly tent. And it was this entrance into
the heavenly tent, by his own blood, that now accomplishes what the old order was never able to
accomplish: to cleanse, purify, and finally enliven us that we might serve the living God.
It is this enlivening, promised in 9:14, that we see the peak of the New covenant. We
must turn back to the exodus to see this promise coming out. This Christ will finally be able to
make possible what was promised in the exodus and commanded at Sinai: serve, or worship, the
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living God, λατρεύειν θεῷ ζῶντι. At the outset of God’s conquest of Egypt, he commands
Pharaoh to let his people go “that they may hold a feast to me in the wilderness,” and “sacrifice
to the LORD our God” (Ex 5:1,3. The sum of his demand is that Pharaoh let his people go ἵνα µοι
λατρεύςῃ, “in order that they may serve me” (Ex 7:16 LXX). Then at Sinai, we see the Lord
making a similar demand of his people, only it is now given as demand as a consequence to his
gracious deliverance. It is now that because he is the LORD, and he has delivered Israel from
Egypt, out of the house of bondage, they are to worship him. Of course, there is no direct
quotation from either of these passages, but certainly the Jewish audience of this passage would
see this connection. Thus redemption, eternal redemption—αἰωνίαν λύτρωσιν—is found in the
offering up and priesthood of Christ.
The demands of the cultic law made demands for the people to be able to worship the
Lord in an acceptable manner. Day after day, year after year, they offered sacrifices leading up to
that great Day of Atonement. However, those offerings were never able to make full
appeasement for our “dead works.” In the New Covenant we are made fully alive to worship and
serve the living God. As we have already said, following Vos, this new covenant is not a
covenant which develops a soteriological system, but “it brings the covenant-idea into
connection with eschatology and by doing this first introduces into it the breadth and
absoluteness that pertain to the eschatological outlook.”31 Yet even this might be too broad a
statement as verse 14 seems to pinpoint the exact eschatological element that is made most clear
in the New Covenant. This covenant, of which Jesus is the mediator, is eschatological insofar as
it is doxological. In this new age which we now stand in, we are made pure worshippers through
our one pure λειτουργὸς.
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As the next verse makes clear, this service to the living God is what clarifies Christ as the
high priest of the new covenant. “Therefore,” the ESV reads, or in the Greek, Καὶ διὰ τοῦτο,
“And on account of this he is the mediator of the new covenant”.32 This prepositional phrase
“explicitly links the statement concerning Christ’s mediation of a new covenant to the character
of his priestly work.”33 The purpose of this priestly work is further expounded: “so that those
who are called may receive the promised eternal inheritance,” (9:15b) and then the how is further
clarified, “since a death has occurred that redeems them from the transgressions committed under
the first.” (9:15c). If the reading of the opening prepositional phrase is correct, then “the
promised eternal inheritance” might accurately be portrayed as full and complete service to the
living God; that is, true worship offered by God’s people unto God. The “transgressions” from
which God’s people have now been redeemed are thus not simply that guilt of Adam’s first
transgression and the actual sins which proceed from it34, but it is specifically the transgressions
which they received at Mt. Sinai.35 Indeed, they are transgressions of those regulations which
were made mention of in the opening verse of the chapter: “Now even the first covenant had
regulations for worship and an earthly place of holiness.” The people of God, under the new
covenant have new regulations and a new high priest that they might worship and serve the
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living God accordingly. And the death of Christ, the death that has opened the doors of our
inheritance, is the death which perfects the God’s people as worshippers (Heb 10:14).36
The Eternal Day of Atonement
It must be left to the reader to see the continual unfolding of the doxological focus of the
New Covenant in Hebrews 10 in detail. However, it must be noted that starting with 9:23-10:10,
the author returns to the language of the Day of Atonement. In 9:7 the author notes that this Day
was the one day of the year where the priests were allowed access into the most holy of holies,
and in 9:23 the author shows that Christ has entered into the holy of holies, “into heaven itself,”
(9:24). But this offering was not that offering which was offered year after year (9:25, 10:1,3),
nor was it the offering which was offered day after day;37 Christ’s sacrifice was, indeed, the last
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and true effective sacrifice. Just as there has been an eschatological shift brought about by this
sacrifice and the new covenant, there has also now been a shift in time.
In the eschaton, we have been brought into the eternal “today” (Heb 3:13, 15) and it is in
this “today” where our new high priest, the one after the order of Melchizedek continually
intercedes for us (7:23).38 And “he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away
sin by the sacrifice of himself.” (Heb 9:26) As this sacrifice has sanctified us for worship,
Christ’s priesthood brings us into the Holy of Holies—the true of Holy of Holies. “The atoning
sacrifice is therefore a single, completed, past event (9:11, 27f), but ‘Today’ is still the Day of
Atonement, for time has stood still.”39 In the new covenant administration, we stand forever on
the Day of Atonement before the very presence of God. While we still wait for the final
consummation of this new age, we are, now and forever, truly washed and presented before the
presence of God in the heavenly places. And even though we await that final consummation, we
can have “confidence to enter the holy places” and offer true worship to the living God (Heb
10:19). As the church is the new, eschatological people of God, “the continuation and
manifestation of the true people of God in the redemptive-historical sense of the word,”40 so they
are the true Israel which now worships in full.
Conclusion
Though the saints of old were really and truly saints, they worshipped the living God in
shadow and type. They were part of the people of God, but they were not able to come before his
full presence but once a year on the Day of Atonement. However, with the revelation of the New
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Covenant, the people of God have been sprinkled with the blood of Jesus that they might once
for all time enter the holy of holies with their new high priest and offer worship to God.41
Continual sin had barred the way, but the new covenant made plain that “a new way was
consecrated for us, that is, complete liberty purchased, and full right to the heavenly
sanctuary.”42 It made plain that God has fully disclosed himself to his people not only in the
person of Jesus Christ, but also in the new and perfect access which we are granted as
worshippers of the living God.43 The eschaton has indeed broken in through covenant, but the
eschaton is an age marked by true and perfect service: the New Covenant is indeed
eschatological, but is eschatological insofar as it is doxological.
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