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The Letter to the Hebrews, Lesson #20
The Old Has No Perfection Because It Is Weak, Even Useless
Hebrews 7:11-18


Hebrews 7:11 Now if there were perfection through the Levitical priesthood – for based upon it  12 the people have been given a law – no further need would there be for a different priest to be raised up “according to the order of Melchizedek,” and why would he not be said to be “according to the order of Aaron?” 12 For if the priesthood is changed, then of necessity there is also a change of law. 13 For the one about whom these things are said belongs to a different tribe, from which no one has attended the altar. 

14 For it is clear that our Lord has sprung out of Judah, in regard to which tribe, Moses (Torah) said nothing about priests.  15 And it is even more abundantly clear, if a different priest arises in the likeness of Melchizedek, 16 who came to be not according to a law of fleshy command, but according to a power of indestructible life.  17 For testimony is given that “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”  18 There was, then, an abrogation of the preceding command because of its weakness and uselessness  19 for the Law brought nothing to perfection [but we have] an introduction of a better hope through which we draw near to God.
Notes on the Text  
VERSES 7:11-12 – 11 Now if there were perfection through the Levitical priesthood – for based upon it  12 the people have been given a law – no further need would there be for a different priest to be raised up “according to the order of Melchizedek,” and why would he not be said to be “according to the order of Aaron?”
This section (7:11-18) introduces one of the heavy arguments to reveal the greatness of the “Priesthood of Jesus.”  The first part of the argument is: if the “Levitical priesthood” had been ineffective, there would be no need for a promise of another priest.  The “priesthood” appears in the NT only in Hebrews here and in verses 12 and 24.  It is common in the LXX outside of the Pentateuch (Cf. I Chron 29:22; Sir 45:24; 1 Macc 2:54; 3:49; 7:9; 2 Macc. 5:35).  From the LXX the church took this noun “Priesthood” and applied it to Christ.

The Ineffectiveness of the Old
The old priesthood has its own failure to provide; it did not provide “perfection.”  Here, the notion of perfection has been used as the great achievement of Christ.  The failure of the Levitical priesthood will be echoed frequently in the following chapters, where it is also affirmed that Christ has perfected those who believe in him. What is “perfection” in these passages? 
A) The inadequacy of the Levitical system is equated with its inability to “remove sin.” 
B) By contrast, Christ’s sacrificial death does remove sin in a truly effective way, because it “cleanses the conscience” and “sanctifies” THOSE WHO BELIEVE.  If your old sins are still a burden please read Hebrews 2:10-11).
C) This sanctification refers to the New Relationship with God that the New Covenant inaugurated by Christ’s sacrifice provides.

Here one of the piercing arguments that will dominate Hebrews is the connection between Law and priesthood.  This argument brings forward one crucial element:

A) The Law and priesthood were together

B) Therefore “under” or “in the time of” in verse 12 tell us that the foundation for the ancient legislation was under the old priesthood.  Hebrews points to the old “rituals” under the two: the Priesthood and the Law.
A Different Priest

Psalm 110:4 is a Messianic prophesy that foretells of a “different priest” to arise. This priest comes as a different priest of the order of Melchizedek that is quite distinct from the order of Aaron.  Hebrews can’t ignore but says that Melchizedek is superior to Abraham (7:7) the “father” of the old people.  The link between Law and Priesthood is obvious:

A) The priests are the custodians of the law

B) They are the ones who must tell what, how and when scarifies have to be offered.

But now the foundation of the Law is “altered.”  The executive power that executes the Law is no longer the same but even is different; therefore, the Law itself has to cease to function.
VERSE 13 – For the one about whom these things are said belongs to a different tribe, from which no one has attended the altar. 

The ultimate subject of the argument, the “one of whom these things are said,” is not, of course, Melchizedek, but the “different priest,” to whom Melchizedek is likened (7:3) and who “belongs to” a “different tribe” no one from this tribe has ever “attended the altar.”  Therefore, the priestly legislation of the Torah that belongs only to the Levites who are consecrated to serve as priests is part of the old system.

Our Lord is from the Tribe of Judah

VERSE 14 – For it is clear that our Lord has sprung out of Judah, in regard to which tribe, Moses (Torah) said nothing about priests.  
That Christ “our Lord” was from a different tribe needs no proof because that is “evident” Jesus was a Judahite.  Now we can understand why Jesus was called son of David.  Jesus Christ descended from Judah who had no priestly function but has the royal throne of David. 

VERSE 15 – And it is even more abundantly clear, if a different priest arises in the likeness of Melchizedek,
The conclusion is “more abundantly clear.”  The argument that follows suggests that what is clear is not just the non-Levitical origins of Jesus, but the fact that the old priestly order and its law have been decisively changed.  The new arrangement is abundantly clear “if” the Melchizedek prophecy has been fulfilled and another priest has arisen in his likeness.  The substitution of “likeness” makes the “order” of the priesthood of Jesus just like that of Melchizedek. Here it is not a matter of lineage but the eternal and unchanging.

VERSE 16 – who came to be not according to a law of fleshy command, but according to a power of indestructible life.  
The essential contrast between Christ and the Levites is expressed in terms of a double opposition.  The Levitical priesthood, on the one hand, was established according to the “Law” and the Law was characterized by a “fleshy commandment.”  The Greek adjective sarkines describing the commandment is a quite pejorative name that was used only in Paul (Rom 7:14; 1 Cor 3:1; and 2 Cor 3:3).  It is a common classical Greek formation, meaning “fleshy, composed of flesh.”  It is thus a vivid and concrete term for weakness and temporality.  This appears frequently in Paul (Rom 15:27; 1 CorS:3; 9:11; 2 Cor 1:12; 10:4; 1 Pet 2:11).   In the immediate context “fleshy” refers to:

A)
The priesthood depends on genealogy, hence “fleshy.”
B)
The requirements of Levitical legitimacy to serve God is void.
C)
The Law is concerned only with external and physical matters. 
D)
Above all it is a contrast between the impermanence and the eternal.   
Christ, on the other hand, is a priest not according to a new law, but “in power” deriving from “indestructible life” that is the life of the Risen Lord.  The adjective “indestructible” offers a marked contrast to the notion of corruptibility inherent in “fleshy,” but its climax is in Hebrews 13:20: the “Great Shepherd our Lord was raised by the God of Peace in the blood of the Eternal Covenant.”   The “power” of Christ comes from his eternal person that gives his High Priesthood the “power” of “life” that the Christ’s sacrifice is offered “through the eternal spirit” (Heb 9:14).  
Abrogation of the Law and of Sin

VERSE 17-18 – For testimony is given that “You are a priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek.”  18 There was, then, an abrogation of the preceding command because of its weakness and uselessness … 
The scriptural “witness” or “testimony” is focused on the priesthood not on the Law.  The priesthood is eternal but the Law does not function anymore.  The “abrogation” of the Law is a very powerful legal term that is used here in the “Legal” sense, (R. Taubenschlag, The Law of Greco-Roman Egypt in the Light of the Papyri 332 BC- 640 AD, New York: Herald Square, 194, p 318). This same Legal term will be used again of the removal of sin in (Heb 10:28), but here it seems to carry technical legal connotations. Later the notion that the Law has been abrogated will be repeated in still other ways in verses 8:13 and 10:9.

The relationship of the old law to the new priesthood is suggested in the term “preceding,” that of the past.  This relationship will be more fully explored in chapter 8, where the Levitical Priesthood and the whole old system are seen as a shadow.  With the coming of a new priest the old ceased to function and came to an end because:

A) Its “weakness” 

B) Its “uselessness”

 The Law does not point to its fundamental disability because of its essential “fleshiness,” which proverbially entails weakness.
Our Hope

VERSE 19 –  for the Law brought nothing to perfection [but we have] an introduction of a better hope through which we draw near to God.

The disability of the Law is emphatically affirmed before in verse 11, but now in verse 19 the Law with its worship had to be replaced because it “perfected nothing.” Instead, Christ there has put in the place of the Law a “better hope”  and “greater,” please read carefully Hebrews1:4; 6:9; 7:7, 22; 8:6; 9:23; 10:34; 11:16, 35, 40; 12:24.  Notice how hope is one of the most prominent hallmarks of the priesthood of our Lord.  Through this hope the believers “approach” to God is the same as “entering” into the presence of God’s throne (4:16).  To “approach God” is a term used for worship widely in the OT, (Exod 2.4:2; Isa 29:13; 58:2; Hos 12:6; Zeph 3:2; Hag 2:15).  Here is used for Christian worship as a better worship.
Why the Law is Weak: Paul and the Letter to the Hebrews
Hebrews and Paul both argue against the continuing validity of the Torah.  Paul’s strong arguments appear in both Galatians and Romans.  Hebrews’ focus on the worship at all its basic dimensions given in the Torah.  Paul does not provide us with the same prescriptive but affirms the inability of the Law to justify sinners (Gal 3:19- 29).  Hebrews and Paul are similar which points to common teaching if we consider that Hebrews is not Pauline. The Law is ineffective because of:

1) 
The Law cannot “give life.”  It turns the sinners towards the self.

2) In Paul the Law does provide righteousness or justification, while in Hebrews it cannot bring perfection that is the eternal relationship with God.  
3) In Romans and in Galatians God’s righteousness does not function according to the Law. In the failure of the Law is  that it consists in  servicing of the power of sin. To explain how the Law, which is itself is good, can be an instrument of sin, Paul offers a psychological analysis, illustrating how Sin uses the Law to awaken desire. Thus the failure of the Law as command lies in human weakness, the “weakness of the flesh. 
4) In Hebrews, the inefficiency of the Law is bound up with worship and is also based on the weakness of “flesh.” Flesh is more than not being psychological or existential factors of the human condition because the flesh makes every thing in worship “external” and does not touch the “inner life.”  Hebrews is more radical than Romans and Galatians, but this should not necessarily classify it as non Pauline because once the church started its new worship, the Old Worship was seen more clearly as useless.  
The Law and Christ

A letter from Philemon
My beloved in the Lord, peace in the Lord Jesus Christ who by his death freed us from the bondage of sin and by his resurrection bestowed on us immortal life.  The Law and Christ are exclusive one does not allow the other to function.  Is this hard?  No, for the Law has its requirements but Jesus our Beloved has no requirements.  The Law defines rewards, blessing, punishment and curses, but Christ has no curse because he removed the curse of the Law (Gal 3:13).  Our Lord has one reward and that is the Kingdom of heaven.  If you read about “rewards” it is about the richness of the Holy Spirit that faith can bring to our life but never there is a reward that can add anything to our being in Christ.  Even when you read about our rewards on the Day of Judgment, this must not be taken as salvation by “good works” but is a warning about what we will harvest if we are not on the “right side” of Christ but are on the “left side” with those who wanted to gain the Kingdom by their good works.
The Law will exclude Jesus our Lord completely because the Law is not the source of eternal life.  I must add, the Law is not a person but “precepts” given to guide our life here.  Christ is God Incarnate who made himself one with us and for us.  The Law stands far away as a judge, but our Lord stands with us and in us as our Mediator and what a great difference.

Pray for me

Philemon a sinner under grace
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